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"The horizon before dawn shall be red as blood"


Shaoxing City

Volume 1 - Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 1: Shaoxing City

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Zhengzhou, Henan," Chen Ke replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why?" Xu Xilin asked in astonishment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Exactly," Xu Xilin replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Dye cloth," Chen Ke replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Chen Ke smiled. "Of course."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hua waved him off, and the shopkeeper departed.

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

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

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

"Indeed," Chen Ke replied.

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

"Not at all," Chen Ke answered.

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

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

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

"I did."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

"Wenqing, good morning," she greeted him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Suddenly, Chen Ke felt as though he had truly "grown up."
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Chapter 4: You Gou

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Where can we find this Mr. You?"

"Guangyuan Tavern."

"..."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Chen Ke stared at them and said word by word:

"I"

"am"

"your"

"father!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why use English?" Chen Ke asked curiously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How much is there?"

"Over one thousand two hundred bolts."

"Can we inspect the goods this afternoon?"

"Of course."

"Can Brother Wang provide the dyes?"

"Yes."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Probably sulfur dioxide," You Gou said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

You Gou looked like she wanted to speak but stopped.

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

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

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

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

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

"Impeccable," You Gou answered decisively.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Zhou Yuanxiao shook his head but said no more.

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

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

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

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

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

"Why?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How cheap?" Wu Xingchen asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Uncle, I understand," Hua Xiongmao answered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"At least twenty years," Chen Ke answered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"The people, naturally."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Qi Huishen snorted but fell silent.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I plan to open a cultural remedial class."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why not?" Chen Ke countered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I spoke frankly about revolutionary matters."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What is the matter, Wenqing?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Thank you, Zhenglan, for explaining this."

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

"..."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Brother Zhou, please speak."

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

Hearing this, Zhou Yuanxiao's body shook violently.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Right, right. We have to look forward," Hua Xiongmao hurriedly added.

Chen Ke continued to persuade Zhou Yuanxiao. "Brother Zhou, whether you are willing or not, when you sleep tonight, you will wake up to a new day. We'll go out first; come out and have a cup of tea when you're done crying. We absolutely won't laugh at you. We are all friends."

After saying this, Chen Ke started to walk out, but felt Zhou Yuanxiao's clammy hand grab his wrist. Chen Ke pulled firmly, and Zhou Yuanxiao stood up. He had stopped crying by now and wiped his eyes with his sleeve. Zhou Yuanxiao said, "Let's go drink tea together."

Although Chen Ke's joke was rude, it had made everyone happy. But with Zhou Yuanxiao's outburst, everyone felt uneasy again. The youths sat around the table. Zhou Yuanxiao took a sip of tea before speaking softly. "Wenqing, I did some wrong things before and ruined the family fortune. I even angered my father to death. Before he died, my father told me that if you do things wrong, you have to admit it. If the method of calculation is wrong, the matter will definitely be botched. Afterwards, I lived every day as if in a dream. Every time I wanted to pull myself together, I would remember my father's dying words, and then it would be like dreaming again. Later, I met you, Wenqing. I actually felt a connection with you, as if seeing my former self. Working with you, Wenqing, I was really happy. Whatever I wanted to do or thought of doing, you saw it. I didn't need to speak, and you could do exactly what I was thinking. I felt very happy. Listening to what Wenqing taught today, I unexpectedly understood where I went wrong before. And hearing your joke, Wenqing, I suddenly felt like I woke up."

At this point, Zhou Yuanxiao covered his chest and gasped for breath for a while before continuing. "Wenqing, these years I have felt endless regret. I wished I were dead. But I didn't want to die; I wanted to revive the family business. But whenever I thought of these things, my heart felt like it was being twisted by a knife. Wenqing, do you have anything to enlighten me with?"

"Regret is very normal. Brother Zhou, regret is normal. When we were young and in middle school, we studied 'The Story of Yueyang Tower', which says, 'Do not be pleased by external gains, do not be saddened by personal losses.' As long as it involves the gain or loss of one's own wealth and status, anyone will feel joy or sorrow. Whoever feels no joy or sorrow, whoever thinks one shouldn't feel joy or sorrow for their own gains and losses, that person... that person is anti-human," Chen Ke said slowly, weighing his words. Zhou Yuanxiao lowered his head, his rapid and unstable breathing gradually calming down.

"I didn't go to any middle school when I was young, nor did I study 'The Story of Yueyang Tower'." You Gou looked at Chen Ke with some suspicion. "Brother Chen, where did you go to middle school?"

"'Do not be pleased by external gains, do not be saddened by personal losses. Be the first to worry about the world's troubles and the last to enjoy its pleasures.'" Hua Xiongmao started showing off his book learning.

Chen Ke knew he had accidentally slipped up. At this moment, he was extremely glad he hadn't fabricated a background for himself. "A single lie requires a thousand lies to cover it up." He never mentioned his background, so even if he slipped up occasionally like today, it was the truth. Even if someone collected these truths, they couldn't derive any contradictory facts. As long as he didn't state his origins, these slips wouldn't reveal any flaws.

Steading himself and seeing his words had some effect on Zhou Yuanxiao, Chen Ke continued, "When it rains, rainwater falls downwards. If the wind blows, the rain won't fall straight down. If you don't carry an umbrella, or if you don't tilt the umbrella, you will definitely get wet. Brother Zhou, it's not just you who would get wet; anyone who did that would get wet. What is there to regret? What use is regret?"

Zhou Yuanxiao's breathing had returned completely to normal. He sighed. "I just didn't understand these things before. I still don't understand now. Wenqing, you are right. Every time I think of the thousands of taels of silver I squandered, and remember my old father whom I angered to death, my heart aches like it's being cut. I can't do anything." Zhou Yuanxiao raised his head, tears flashing in his eyes. "Wenqing, why can you understand these things? Perhaps you have never regretted anything in your life?"

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh loudly. Completely ignoring You Gou's indignant look, he continued to laugh. When he had laughed enough, Chen Ke said, "Brother Zhou, I've only been able to smile genuinely in the last year or two. In earlier years, I was either endlessly regretful, heartbroken, and wishing for death, or like you, listless. I didn't dare to think anything, didn't dare to do anything. Once I figured these things out, thinking back on those things I did, I could only laugh aloud. How pitiful I was back then, how laughable. Doing it that way was destined to botch things, but I was possessed and did it anyway. And I was unrepentant even unto death."

Hearing this, You Gou nodded slightly, Hua Xiongmao made no comment, and Qi Huishen bowed his head in thought. After a while, Zhou Yuanxiao spoke again, "Then, Wenqing, do you think I have a chance to change?"

Chen Ke leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, and said solemnly, "Brother Zhou, follow me to revolution." This sudden shift in topic startled everyone around. The magnitude of the leap in Chen Ke's thinking exceeded everyone's imagination.
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Chapter 11: He Zudao

"Revolution allows one to turn over a new leaf?" Zhou Yuanxiao asked in confusion.

"Of course not," Chen Ke said seriously. At these words, You Gou glared at Chen Ke, while Hua Xiongmao was almost amused.

"Then why should I join the revolution?" Zhou Yuanxiao was even more puzzled.

"Brother Zhou, according to your previous way of doing things, your whole life is just a repetition of regret. When you are incapable, you regret; when you are capable, you still regret. This isn't just your problem; the world itself has problems. You can't expect a white rabbit to jump out of a coal pile. Follow me in revolution. When you become a revolutionary, you become a brand new person."

Chen Ke paused. It wasn't that he felt he had misspoken, but that he felt it was insufficient. These words were actually the "grand principles" he usually hated the most. A sense of heartfelt disgust filled Chen Ke.

*All the hustle and bustle of the world is for profit.* Human society is nothing more than the pursuit of "fame and profit." Even Chen Ke himself, who considered himself a communist fighter, was merely pursuing the "great profit" of the world. This was the cruel and simple truth. Asking himself honestly, Chen Ke worried about only one thing: if the history he knew and the knowledge he possessed fell into the hands of capable people, those people might not necessarily agree with Chen Ke's "ideals" or "faith." And that capability would become resistance against the "new world" Chen Ke hoped to build.

Just as Chen Ke would absolutely never believe in the existence of "God," those capable people were unlikely to believe in Chen Ke's "faith." In the 21st century, Chen Ke had encountered plenty of guys wanting to "evangelize" him. Chen Ke was not some naturally tolerant "moralist." He knew he couldn't do it, but if he could, he wouldn't hesitate to send all those who "believed in God" to Xinjiang to plant trees.

The cruelest wars in the world were all fought between "believers." "Faith" is cruel because it is an emotional thing. Socialist faith at least adheres to the "materialist conception of history," meaning it acknowledges human progress and social development. Other faiths invariably want to make a certain system last for "thousands of generations." Christian faith, Islamic faith, faith in the feudal system, faith in capitalism. All want to make a certain system "eternal and unified." As a Chinese person, Chen Ke understood this obsession with "eternal unity" very well.

Chen Ke knew that historical materialism and political economy possessed powerful strength; this was something history had already proven. Putting aside the example of the Soviet Union's collapse, China had become a pivotal global power in just 60 years. The term "G2" was a bit exaggerated in 2011, but by 2020, it would inevitably become a veritable "fact." Chen Ke came from the 21st century. In that era, China was already a pivotal great power. The predicament China faced was merely the "predicament" of how a powerful "new empire" expands its sphere of influence, not the predicament of "unable to protect itself" faced in 1905.

Chen Ke suddenly shuddered. These thoughts clarified something for him. His goal, if speaking from the lowest standard, was the thing in the marrow of Chinese people: "to revive China's glory." For Chinese people who had led the world for twenty centuries, what precipitated in everyone's marrow was the firm "faith" in the "Central Empire."

"If the knowledge I disseminate doesn't achieve my ideals, but still promotes China's revolution and liberation, then is everything I do meaningless? Or perhaps, what I truly hope for is merely a China led by 'me' as I personally expect, rather than the liberation of China itself." This thought flashed through Chen Ke's mind, and he suddenly felt a layer of cold sweat seep out on his back.

*Am I really such a narrow-minded person?*

Chen Ke felt his face burning like charcoal. Recognizing his own "arrogance" gave birth to a shame that made him want to crawl into a hole.

Everyone watched as Chen Ke suddenly fell silent and his face turned bright red. "Wenqing, are you sick?" You Gou asked with concern. Hua Xiongmao and Zhou Yuanxiao looked at Chen Ke with equal worry.

"I'm fine," Chen Ke forced a smile. Then he continued, "Brother Zhou, you've done business before. We are doing business now too. How big is our current workshop? The business is this small, yet people have already come to extort us. If our business gets bigger, more people will pounce on us, wanting a share. In the new era, those guys who knock on doors to extort will all be sentenced and jailed. Those to be beheaded will be beheaded, those to serve hard labor will serve hard labor. And the government will not only refrain from extorting us but will strive to support the establishment and development of various enterprises. Brother Zhou, the future printing and dyeing factory will be dozens of times larger than it is now. A factory will have thousands, tens of thousands of workers. With your ability, Brother Zhou, you could be the factory director. Isn't that more glorious than restoring your family business?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, everyone felt a sense of longing. Zhou Yuanxiao's eyes shone with intensity; it seemed Chen Ke's words had truly moved him. "If we revolt, will we have such a future?" Zhou Yuanxiao asked.

"Revolution is for the sake of having such a future!" Chen Ke said firmly.

"Then what does Wenqing want me, Zhou Yuanxiao, to do?" Zhou Yuanxiao's tone was filled with the resolve found only in those who have found hope.

"Work honestly." Chen Ke's answer was very simple.

Everyone was extremely surprised.

"Haha!" You Gou laughed first. "Wenqing, why are you always so funny when you speak?"

"I'm just telling the truth."

"Can I also join the revolution?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"Of course."

"I want to participate too," You Gou shouted. "I'm not afraid of work."

"Miss You Gou is welcome to join the revolution." Chen Ke's tone was as calm as if he were inviting You Gou to dinner.

Hearing this, You Gou couldn't help but laugh again. "Brother Zhou, are you joining?" You Gou asked after she had laughed enough.

"If it's just working, I'll join." Although Zhou Yuanxiao still harbored doubts, he expressed his agreement.

"Then, we form a revolutionary party." Chen Ke made the final concluding statement.

The next day, Qi Huishen and He Zudao rushed to the workshop early in the morning.

"Mr. Wenqing, I have a favor to ask," Qi Huishen said.

"What is it?"

"I have a few friends who also want to come to work and attend lectures here. Would you agree, Mr. Wenqing?" Qi Huishen looked a bit apprehensive.

"Of course," Chen Ke smiled.

"Then please wait a moment, Mr. Wenqing. I'll go bring them over right now." With that, Qi Huishen turned and left in a hurry.

Watching Qi Huishen's retreating back, Chen Ke suddenly felt a sense of gratification. Turning his head, he saw He Zudao had already changed into dark blue work clothes and ran to You Gou's side to await orders.

"What a bunch of obedient children," Chen Ke felt even more gratified.

Qi Huishen brought five young men to join. Including himself and He Zudao, a total of seven young men joined the workshop. This was the first time Chen Ke had truly come into contact with the youth of this era. These young men were either Qi Huishen's juniors, graduates of church schools, or friends Qi Huishen had met during revolutionary propaganda work who had attended private schools. In Chen Ke's impression, such a group of people should have preferred to become teachers rather than working in this workshop, sweating profusely.

Chen Ke knew that the classes he taught were indeed unique in this era, but he also believed that unless they were very special people, most in this era still considered pure brain workers to have higher status. How to arrange these young men troubled Chen Ke greatly. After thinking it over, he could only seek answers from past history.

The answer was found quickly, and it was so simple that Chen Ke suddenly had an impulse to slap himself. Even in the era of vigorous development, the 1940s, the number of Communist Party members was only around a million. Compared to the one hundred million people in the liberated areas, it was only one percent. This one percent of party members was a very small proportion in the liberated areas. Why did the people around him have to be party members? Could party members only interact with party members?

Having figured this out, Chen Ke cursed his own stupidity in his heart. Based on this, he thought briefly and determined the current method: build a new-style enterprise based on what he had learned. If there was spare capacity, build a modern school as well.

Including Chen Ke and the others who had gathered earlier, there were now eleven people available. The manpower Chen Ke originally thought he had to guard against instantly became hands he could fully utilize thanks to his new train of thought. These people were educated and would be valuable labor in the new enterprise and school.

In these times, for literate people, especially graduates of church schools, doing physical labor was considered relatively "shameful." In his lectures these past few days, describing the new country to be established after the success of the revolution, Chen Ke always emphasized that it would be a new world where "labor is most glorious." Of course, when talking about the future of the workshop, Chen Ke presented his idea of forming a new-style company to everyone. In particular, Chen Ke seriously explained his plan to establish a new-style school.

The young men had originally come to listen to the lectures at Qi Huishen's invitation. They weren't all rich, so the small wage was better than nothing for them. However, if Chen Ke had just invited them to "do manual labor," the young men would certainly not have agreed. But after Chen Ke "painted a beautiful pie" for them, and given that Chen Ke's classes had indeed opened their eyes, the young men were won over. The youth were lovely, and they were also impulsive. All the young men expressed that they would absolutely follow Chen Ke.

Looking at the excited youth, Chen Ke smiled bitterly in his heart. He had been like this too, daring to go all out and crash forward for an ethereal future. The result? Apart from a bloody head, there was no other result.

"I hope I won't let them down," Chen Ke could only use this hope to calm the guilt in his heart.

On June 26th, Chen Ke finally sold all 1,200 bolts of cloth. The other young men politely took their leave after receiving their due money. Just then, a stranger came knocking. Generally, opening the door was the responsibility of Hua Xiongmao and Chen Ke. Today, You Gou behaved very strangely; as soon as someone knocked, she rushed to open it. The third time she opened the door, You Gou giggled and brought a servant-like man in. The man carried You Gou's silver and left the workshop. You Gou giggled and, together with Zhou Yuanxiao, moved Zhou Yuanxiao's silver and rose to take her leave.

Only Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao were left in the workshop. Facing the pile of silver dollars and silver ingots, Chen Ke suddenly grumbled meaninglessly to Hua Xiongmao, "It would be great if we opened a bank."

"Wenqing wants to open a bank?" Hua Xiongmao was surprised.

"That was a joke." Chen Ke was just venting. Looking at the pile of money, Chen Ke felt it wasn't wealth, but a pile of chains. Carrying this pile of money on one's body could exhaust a person to death; hiding it at home made one fear thieves. If there were modern banks, it would be much easier; just deposit it directly. But in this era, where would one find such a good thing?

"Let's split the money first, then go back."

Fortunately, it was silver dollars and silver ingots. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao each carried a bundle, which was manageable. If it were copper coins, it would really have exhausted them to death.

Upon returning to the residence, Chen Ke took the IOU and money to find Qiu Jin. "Sister Qiu, thank you for your help. I'm returning the money."

Qiu Jin looked at the IOU and the silver but didn't take them. She smiled, "Does Wenqing want to take the watch back that badly?"

Chen Ke hurriedly explained, "No, no. Sister Qiu is overthinking it. You can wear the watch as long as you like. I have this pile of silver and don't know where to put it. Repaying Sister Qiu's money first will at least save me some worry."

"That won't do. If I accept your silver, I have to return your watch. I know Wenqing is generous, but I can't take advantage of you like that." Qiu Jin still insisted on not accepting the silver.

Chen Ke understood the reason behind this; it wasn't that Qiu Jin intentionally wanted to take advantage of him. Historically, Qiu Jin would soon go to Japan to participate in the founding of the Tongmenghui. In this era, the meaning represented by such a watch was not just the watch itself, but implied Qiu Jin's financial power. In the late 20th century, Chen Ke had seen some bosses who were basically penniless but insisted on driving a Mercedes. This was to prove their financial power and gain others' trust. Especially for a revolutionary like Qiu Jin, a "luxury" watch could better reflect "noble" origins and garner praise from others.

Truthfully, after staying in 1905 for a long time, Chen Ke's aesthetic standards were sliding all the way down, or rather, his own aesthetic standards were becoming closer to this era. The watch, which didn't look like anything special in the 21st century, looked better and better in this era. Although Qiu Jin had money, if asked to actually spend money to buy such a watch, she definitely couldn't shell out such a large sum.

Hua Xiongmao didn't care about worldly possessions like money, and Zhou Yuanxiao hadn't untied the knot in his heart yet. The two of them were outliers. You Gou and Qi Huishen had unusual backgrounds, and they were quite stunned by Chen Ke's watch. The young men Qi Huishen brought along, seeing Chen Ke actually using such a watch to keep time, immediately became respectful towards him.

This era made Chen Ke somewhat uncomfortable, but these were the characteristics of the time, and there was no helping it. Since he couldn't repay Qiu Jin, Chen Ke had no choice but to invite everyone to a meal. Qiu Jin was quite thoughtful; she ordered food from a restaurant outside to be delivered. After arriving in Shanghai, the group had been busy, and now they finally gathered to eat. Talking about their respective affairs, the atmosphere was quite harmonious.

"Wenqing, I heard from Mr. Cai that he thinks highly of your school charter," Xu Xilin said.

A few days ago, Chen Ke wrote a school establishment charter and handed it to Cai Yuanpei. This was merely a description of a middle school from back in the day. A 21st-century middle school earning the admiration of the early 20th-century Cai Yuanpei was only natural.

"Does Brother Bosun also intend to build a school?" Chen Ke asked, pretending to be ignorant, even though he knew historically Xu Xilin built several schools in Anhui as bases for gathering Restoration Society comrades.

"Building a school requires money. I'm not poor myself, but it's far from enough for building a school," Xu Xilin said openly.

Chen Ke knew Xu Xilin was interested in the money in his hand, and Chen Ke had already promised to fund Xu Xilin's school. "If Brother Bosun wants to run a school, then how about this. I'll give Brother Bosun three hundred taels of silver first. You can go back to find a site and negotiate the rent. I also want to do some business; it won't do to have no money on hand now. Once Brother Bosun confirms the school site, I will continue to invest. How about that?"

Xu Xilin didn't stand on ceremony either. "That is excellent."

Chen Ke immediately went back to his room, brought out the pile of silver, and measured out three hundred taels for Xu Xilin. The remaining five hundred taels didn't seem like that much anymore. Chen Ke thought resignedly that carrying this money every day was basically physical exercise. What a great opportunity. Much better than sandbags!

Xu Xilin hadn't returned to Shaoxing yet essentially because he was waiting for this money from Chen Ke. Although he still didn't quite trust Chen Ke in his heart, Xu Xilin temporarily had no other channels to raise money. Plus, Qiu Jin firmly believed Chen Ke wouldn't shortchange him. Xu Xilin waited with some hope. Chen Ke indeed gave him a share. This made Xu Xilin sigh in relief, feeling that helping Chen Ke come to Shanghai back then was the right move. He hadn't misjudged the man.

Drinking and talking, since Chen Ke supported the revolution so readily, Xu Xilin gradually began to talk about the military school he and Tao Chengzhang were establishing, which was the later Datong School. The Restoration Society, after so much preparation, had entered the period of gathering personnel to launch an uprising. Tao Chengzhang had originally gone to Hangzhou and applied for legal status to run a school. But unexpectedly, Chen Ke's appearance interested Cai Yuanpei in running a school in Shanghai. Cai Yuanpei was renowned in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. After he arrived in Shanghai, the locals very much hoped he would come forward to run a school. In these years, the call to abolish the imperial examination was very high, but after abolishing it, how to replace it with a new educational system was a problem. Students of new schools naturally couldn't become officials upon graduation like before. So the new educational system in the country was in chaos.

The reason Chen Ke's charter was favored by Cai Yuanpei was precisely because of Chen Ke's combination of education and social production. On this point, Chen Ke deliberately wrote vaguely, and this lack of clarity happened to suit Cai Yuanpei's taste. Because in officialdom, you cannot write things too clearly. Thus, Cai Yuanpei made no major changes to the charter.

Now there were two views within the Restoration Society: whether to run a school in Shanghai first, or to run schools in both Shanghai and Hangzhou simultaneously. Financially, if they could get government support in Shanghai, given the wealth of the Shanghai Customs, the money for running a school would be more than enough. The Restoration Society could not only run a school but also get financial support. But there were quite a few people in the Restoration Society anxious to start an uprising. Running schools in Hangzhou and Shanghai simultaneously would allow for an earlier uprising.

Regarding these points, the Restoration Society argued endlessly. Chen Ke's school charter was evaluated as having "suspicion of being loyal to the Manchu Qing government."

After listening to Xu Xilin's introduction, Chen Ke finally understood his position in this matter.

When the Restoration Society would rise up was not a problem for Chen Ke. He had an impatient nature and always felt that as long as China could seize the opportunity of the First World War, it would be enough. So Chen Ke hoped to be ready before then. Moreover, Chen Ke hoped to earn money as soon as possible and go to Anhui. The rural areas of Jiangsu and Zhejiang could still maintain themselves for now, but looking at history books, the peasant resistance movements in Anhui from 1906 to 1910 were truly surging. If he couldn't seize this period to establish a new regime, the opportunity would be missed. Chen Ke knew that Xu Xilin first ran a school in Shaoxing and then went to Anhui. This was why Chen Ke had sought out Xu Xilin first.

Deep in thought, Chen Ke suddenly heard Xu Xilin ask, "Does Wenqing have something on his mind?"

"Yes, I feel the preparations before the revolution are complicated and myriad. I got distracted for a moment," Chen Ke replied.

Xu Xilin was puzzled by this answer. Chen Ke's business was going well; in Xu Xilin's view, Chen Ke would strive to earn more money. He didn't expect Chen Ke to be thinking about the revolution.

Hua Xiongmao didn't say much; he ate and drank slowly as if it were none of his business. Qiu Jin was somewhat surprised by this. "Xiongmao, you've been with Wenqing for so long, has your temper changed? You used to be impatient, but now you can sit still," Qiu Jin said with a smile.

"Aunt, my nature hasn't changed. I've just decided to join the revolution. Being with Wenqing, I feel revolution isn't a bad thing. If Wenqing is willing to lead, I will certainly follow him through life and death." Hua Xiongmao's tone was flat. Hearing this, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's faces didn't change, but they felt a bit uncomfortable inside.

As the saying goes, keep strangers away from family matters. Hua Xiongmao was their relative after all. They hadn't failed to discuss revolution with Hua Xiongmao before, but Hua Xiongmao thought revolution wasn't a good choice. Unexpectedly, after following Chen Ke for only a month, doing business with him, he had turned business into becoming a revolutionary. What exactly was Chen Ke up to?

Chen Ke couldn't speak easily at this moment, so he pretended not to hear anything. After eating and drinking for a while longer, the feast broke up.

In the evening, Hua Xiongmao dragged Chen Ke out for a walk. There weren't many people on the street. Hua Xiongmao suddenly remembered something and asked, "Wenqing, do you think Qi Huishen won't go to the workshop tonight?"

Chen Ke thought for a moment. "I told him no need to go today."

"But not necessarily. Let's go and see," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Chen Ke didn't refuse. Walking along, Chen Ke asked Hua Xiongmao, "Why do you think Qi Huishen would run to the workshop at night?"

Hua Xiongmao smiled and said, "I've been listening to Wenqing's lectures these days. After drinking wine, I feel like listening to Wenqing lecture again. If I am like this, let alone Qi Huishen. The things Wenqing talks about, that *Das Kapital*, the more I think about it, the more sense it makes. It's just that I have little talent and less learning, so I can't articulate it. But as soon as I hear Wenqing lecture, I feel like I see a new world. It's truly addictive."

Hearing this, Chen Ke tentatively asked, "Zhenglan. Do you really want to join the revolution?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao turned his head to look at Chen Ke. In the night, he couldn't see Chen Ke's expression clearly. Hua Xiongmao then replied, "I said before, if Wenqing leads the revolution, I will naturally participate. If others lead the revolution, my little life is still worth something; I can't throw it away because of them."

Speaking to this point, Hua Xiongmao suddenly asked back, "Wenqing, how about this. I want to ask you something. You tell me, why should I follow you to revolt? If you say it right, I, Hua Xiongmao, will work with you. If you don't say it right, we'll just be partners making money like now. Saves you from always thinking I'm talking big."

"Haha. Zhenglan, are you asking me to revolt, or asking you to revolt? That's a tricky question." Chen Ke laughed loudly. After laughing, Chen Ke thought for a moment. "My revolution, to speak of it, is both trendy and not trendy. Pursuing 'Great Unity under Heaven' (Tianxia Datong), ancestors have talked about it for thousands of years. Since everyone thinks this principle isn't wrong, the revolution naturally must achieve it."

Although in the darkness, Chen Ke could faintly see Hua Xiongmao nodding.

"If speaking of trendy, it means China must industrialize. China is now an agricultural country, like a person originally having two hands." Speaking to here, Chen Ke felt his analogy was flawed, so he changed his phrasing. "Like originally China only had one arm, and now it has become two arms. Then everything naturally has to be torn down and started over. Two arms and one arm are completely different things. The new system established by the revolution must conform to the system of industrialization. This is the new system."

Hua Xiongmao continued to nod but didn't speak.

Chen Ke knew he hadn't touched Hua Xiongmao's heart yet. Pondering for a moment, Chen Ke made up his mind and continued, "And this comrade in revolution, it's not to let you be a lord. It's not to let you be high and mighty, but to let you lead the people to live a good life. A dignified man should do good deeds, do great deeds. Be a good person, be a sage."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly. While laughing, he slapped Chen Ke's shoulder vigorously. "Wenqing, well said. I just like this about you."

Chen Ke blocked Hua Xiongmao's arm. Being someone trained in martial arts, Hua Xiongmao was very strong, and the slap on the shoulder hurt. Hua Xiongmao stopped laughing and said confidently, "If those moralist scholars said this, I wouldn't believe it. But hearing these words from your mouth, Wenqing, I feel it's reliable. Actually, it's not these words, but that you, Wenqing, never shy away from hard work. The principles you speak don't fool people. I understand them as soon as I hear them. Understanding them solves many matters. Wenqing, if others had your insight, they would have run off to swindle and cheat long ago. But Wenqing, you are not that kind of person. I've roamed the world these years and seen plenty of people. All mouth benevolence and morality, but filthy and nasty behind the back. Being with you, Wenqing, is happy."

"The world is bad; those people can't help it," Chen Ke responded.

Hua Xiongmao spoke with excitement, "That's right, this world has indeed rotted beyond cure. If we don't revolt, sooner or later the world will completely rot to death. I also feel we must revolt. But who to follow in revolution, that is my question. To let me revolt on my own, that won't do. Before meeting you, Wenqing, I'd heard enough of those revolutionaries' nonsense. It's really doing a religious rite inside a snail shell—too cramped. The world Wenqing describes, that is the true world. What to do, why do it like this, I feel it can work as soon as I hear it. If I don't follow you, who do I follow?"

"Being a party member isn't that easy. If revolting, that's really tying your head to your belt. And once a party member, you have to work for the party and serve the people for your whole life." Chen Ke hurriedly poured cold water on Hua Xiongmao to cool him down.

Unexpectedly, Hua Xiongmao laughed again. "I just like Wenqing's willingness to tell the truth. Revolutionaries talk about revolution as if the world will be peaceful and prosperous as soon as the revolution happens. Maybe that tricks others, but it won't trick me. Wenqing doesn't deceive people."

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Chen Ke also laughed. "I'm a person with no ability. I can't even tell the truth well, let alone tell lies."

While the two were talking, a person suddenly popped out from the shadows by the roadside and headed straight for them. Looking closely, it turned out to be Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen smiled, "Wenqing said he was going out tonight, but I just felt like talking to Wenqing, so I came to check. No one was at the workshop, but I met Wenqing halfway. This is truly telepathy." As he spoke, three more people followed up from behind. Chen Ke looked and saw they were the young men who had been coming with Qi Huishen to listen to lectures. Everyone gathered together and went to the workshop lively and noisily.

Everyone sat down in the workshop. Chen Ke suddenly asked Qi Huishen, "Why didn't He Zudao come?"

In the past few days, He Zudao had suddenly disappeared. Chen Ke hadn't asked much; if he didn't want to come, then let him be. Today he was in a good mood, so he asked casually.

Qi Huishen's face immediately looked awkward. He looked around and whispered, "He Zudao, sigh, that guy somehow contracted a flower and willow disease." Saying this, Qi Huishen sighed again.

Flower and willow disease is an infectious disease, and it's not necessarily caused by male-female relationships. In Chen Ke's impression, He Zudao was a thin and frail person, and didn't look like a lecherous fellow.

"Heaven is unfair. He Zudao lives with his brother. His brother spends his time drinking and visiting brothels, yet it was He Zudao who contracted the disease. Sigh..." Qi Huishen sighed again.

Then it must be an infectious disease. Chen Ke asked everyone to sit down and drew a spiral on the blackboard. Then he asked, "Do you know what germ looks like this?"

Chen Ke had taught some basics of biology, at least they had heard about bacteria causing disease. Everyone looked at each other. Hua Xiongmao suddenly asked, "It wouldn't be flower and willow disease, right?"

The few people chuckled upon hearing this, then felt it was inappropriate and sat up straight with serious expressions.

Chen Ke nodded. "Correct, it's a spirochete."

Qi Huishen looked pleased. "Wenqing, is there a cure? Is there good medicine?"

"What I want to talk about is the preparation of this medicine." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he wrote a string of equations and the Chinese name of the equation on the blackboard. "Arsphenamine. If it's syphi... this first stage, second stage, can still be treated. If it's the third stage, this medicine is useless. Of course, everyone sees this arsenic." Speaking to here, Chen Ke remembered that the people below hadn't learned the periodic table of elements yet. He spoke in words everyone could understand, "Arsenic is the main ingredient in arsenic trioxide (pishuang)."

"Fighting poison with poison? I heard some people use mercury." The one answering was Du Zhenghui. He came from a family of doctors, but this person had no interest in medicine and had a special fondness for building houses.

"Look at He Zudao's physique. If he uses mercury, I can't guarantee whether the germ will die first or he will." Chen Ke said to Du Zhenghui.
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Chapter 12: Arsphenamine (I)

A person's future path is greatly influenced by their childhood. As an ordinary only child, Chen Ke had few companions to play with. His parents were busy with work, so if Chen Ke could stay at home quietly reading books and not cause trouble outside, it was a huge convenience for them. And indeed, Chen Ke spent his childhood just as they had hoped.

Among many popular science books, *The Chemical History of a Candle* and *The Road to Conquering Germs* had a profound impact on Chen Ke at that time. These were already accessible works, explaining the history of chemistry and medicine in language that children could understand. Later, Chen Ke chose to major in chemistry; it cannot be denied that these two books played a huge role.

*The Road to Conquering Germs* introduced the story of the visionary doctor Ehrlich researching the magic bullet "606". Chen Ke later specifically studied the preparation methods of 606 and 914. He had even produced them personally. He could still remember the inner joy he felt after completing that experiment. Therefore, on June 27, 1905, Chen Ke felt that joy doubled.

606 and 914 pioneered chemotherapy. In 1908, Ehrlich received countless honors. Chen Ke was very envious of the glory this great predecessor received back then. Now, although he didn't expect to gain the predecessor's "face" (fame), he could at least get the "lining" (practical benefits). Ehrlich was German, and the British couldn't replicate this drug until the outbreak of World War I. During the war, the British couldn't get supplies of the drug and had to spend huge sums researching alternatives. It wasn't until Germany was defeated and the war ended that the British, as victors, mastered this magic drug.

"We must save He Zudao. He is our colleague, our comrade; we cannot abandon him," Chen Ke said to the young men. "Huishen, take me to see He Zudao. Tell him this news."

Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke with emotion. "Mr. Wenqing, you'd better write a letter for me to take over. He Zudao said he respects you very much, and having contracted this disease, he has no face to see you."

"What is there to be embarrassed about with this kind of thing?"

"Mr. Wenqing, I will go tell He Zudao right now about your intention to make medicine for him. Having caught this disease, He Zudao has the heart to die. If you go see him now, I'm afraid he might really do something rash. Write a letter, and I'll take it to him."

Hearing Qi Huishen speak so earnestly, Chen Ke had to take a notebook and a disposable pen. Under the envious and surprised gazes of the youths, he wrote a letter in his terrible handwriting. The content of the letter was simple: Chen Ke wanted He Zudao to believe that he could definitely produce a specific medicine to save him. This new group would never abandon any companion.

Watching Qi Huishen run out the gate with the letter, Chen Ke looked at the other youths gazing at him eagerly, and he didn't feel very assured about confidentiality. So far, the only person Chen Ke could cooperate with was You Gou. It would do no good, only harm, for these young people to know too much.

Chen Ke was not in Germany right now, nor was he the renowned Dr. Ehrlich. This specific medicine was a double-edged sword for Chen Ke; he had to have collaborators.

Chen Ke called the youths to the blackboard and began to explain the causes of the transmission of syphilis. Upon learning that skin contact was enough to contract the disease, none of the listeners kept their color. As for how to ensure disinfection, it was changing clothes, bathing, and exposing clothes to the sun. Although he didn't know if the sterilization methods he mentioned were correct, this was the only way Chen Ke could scare these people into going home.

Seeing the youths all anxious and uneasy, Chen Ke told them to go back first. Hearing this, the youths felt as if they had been granted amnesty and all ran away in a flash.

Hua Xiongmao also looked unwell. "Wenqing, is it really that serious?"

"Definitely not. But when we are doing experiments, you shouldn't go back either. How about this, we go back first, I have some things to discuss with Sister Qiu. We'll go back to get a change of clothes and won't return to the residence for these few days."

"Alright. I'll listen to you, Wenqing."

Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were not at the residence. Chen Ke asked the maid, Lin Jian, but she wasn't very clear either. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao simply went towards the location of their last meeting. Since it had been a long time, the two of them couldn't remember exactly where it was. They circled around like headless flies, not daring to knock on doors randomly to ask. Finally, they simply returned to pack their things and wait.

While packing, Chen Ke asked, "Zhenglan, do you think those people are credible?"

"Wenqing is worried that once this medicine comes out, someone will loot a burning house, right?" Hua Xiongmao laughed.

"Indeed."

"We really do need to find a backer. The people from the government are absolutely unreliable. People in the underworld... are also unreliable. If it really doesn't work..." Hua Xiongmao muttered, "If it really doesn't work, Wenqing, you'll have to play the *guanggun* (act tough). Don't let them scare you. They need you. As long as the prescription isn't leaked, they won't dare do anything to you. This medicine is a life-saving thing."

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Chen Ke felt this was the only way. After packing their things, the two instructed Lin Jian that if Qiu Jin returned, she must be asked to wait for Chen Ke at the residence. Only then did they go out.

Returning to the workshop, You Gou hadn't come back yet. Zhou Yuanxiao had said he would return to the workshop in three days. Since there was no one in the workshop, Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao thoroughly cleaned the entire place. While they were working enthusiastically, they heard You Gou shout excitedly, "Thank you for your hard work, you two."

Finally waiting for the person, Chen Ke's mood relaxed immediately.

"You Gou, I have important matters to discuss!" Chen Ke shouted.

You Gou was dressed very beautifully. The cloth dyeing was finished, and she deliberately changed into a brand-new sapphire blue silk dress. You Gou, who usually didn't wear jewelry, even had a silver hairpin in her hair today.

After listening to Chen Ke for not very long, You Gou, who was originally smiling, suddenly stood up. Her face was as gloomy as water, looking at the stool with disgust. "I won't be infected, right?" Her tone sounded frighteningly cold.

"Definitely not."

"Hmph!" You Gou kicked the stool aside in a rage. "A person sits on a stool, and disaster falls from the sky! Brother Wenqing, if I catch this disease..." At this point, You Gou's small mouth flattened, her eyes turned red, and she began to shed tears in grievance.

"Calm down! Calm down! Aren't I making this medicine?" Chen Ke knew that for a young lady like You Gou, if she caught this disease, it would be impossible to explain her innocence.

"I don't want to hear this nonsense. I... I'm going back right now to burn all the clothes I've worn." At this point, the panic-stricken You Gou grabbed Chen Ke's collar. She choked out, "Wenqing, Wenqing, my family won't be infected, right?" Speaking of this, You Gou had been scared to tears by her own imagination.

"Damn it! What kind of mess is this!" Chen Ke had mixed feelings in his heart. He had thought about researching the new medicine with You Gou, but he hadn't expected You Gou to pull a stunt like this. It completely disrupted Chen Ke's plan. Usually, You Gou was quite a confident girl, but encountering this matter, she completely lost her footing. "Women are unreliable!" Even Chen Ke, who always advocated gender equality and respect for women, couldn't help but complain in his heart.

But seeing You Gou trembling all over like a frightened little rabbit, her face stained with tears, Chen Ke had to have the patience to comfort her first. Exhausting all the medical and biological knowledge of infectious diseases he knew, Chen Ke talked eloquently about how You Gou was safe, even explaining the human immune system to her, but it didn't give You Gou any sense of security. The knowledge Chen Ke just explained was instead used by You Gou to question Chen Ke indiscriminately.

In the end, Chen Ke simply roared, "I said, you are fine, and your family will be fine too. So it's definitely fine!" This angry shout with clear meaning scared You Gou into stopping. But this angry shout actually stabilized You Gou's spirit.

"This matter has nothing to do with you. We are going to save He Zudao now! That guy is almost dying," Chen Ke continued to roar.

"Ah... Oh, it's good that my family is fine." You Gou finally squeezed out such a sentence. It almost amused Chen Ke again.

Chen Ke asked You Gou to sit down. You Gou looked at the stool timidly and refused to sit. Chen Ke ignored her and pulled up a stool to sit upright himself. "First, we go to Wang Bin to buy materials. You absolutely cannot reveal what you are doing."

You Gou nodded desperately after hearing this.

"Second, we are starting to make the medicine now. You cannot leak our medicine."

You Gou nodded again.

"Third, this is money. How much money is this? If even ten thousand patients in the whole world buy this medicine, and one person gives you twenty pounds. How much money is this?"

"Two million," You Gou calculated the result somewhat neurotically, but she obviously didn't realize the concept of this sum of money.

"So, young one, come with me to find Wang Bin now," Chen Ke said, pretending to be relaxed.

"Huh? Two million? Two million pounds?" You Gou finally understood Chen Ke's meaning. "Wenqing, two million pounds!"

"It's definitely impossible to give it all to you!" Chen Ke looked at You Gou's eyes, which were almost radiating golden light, and gave her a blow to the head.

"I want ten percent! No, half of ten percent! No, fifty thousand! No, thirty thousand! Thirty thousand pounds is enough." You Gou started to get confused again.

"If you take thirty thousand pounds, aren't you afraid others will take your life?" Chen Ke was amused and annoyed.

After the emotional roller coaster, You Gou rested for a while before returning to normal. She calmed herself, "Let's go find Wang Bin now."

The scientific name of 606 is Arsphenamine, also known as "Salvarsan", an arsenic-containing anti-syphilis drug. It was researched by Ehrlich and his colleagues after long-term experiments. Discovered by Paul Ehrlich's laboratory in 1908, they screened hundreds of newly synthesized organic arsenic compounds and finally determined that the 606th compound had anti-syphilis activity. This was the first organized and purposeful attempt to achieve optimal biological activity through chemical modification of lead compounds. It was specific and relatively safe for syphilis and other spirochete diseases.

Paul Ehrlich pioneered chemotherapy. 606 went on the market in 1910 under the trade name Salvarsan. It was the first organic substance to treat syphilis, a major step forward compared to the inorganic mercury compounds used at the time. In 1912, Neosalvarsan (also an arsenic compound, 914), which had better solubility and was easier to operate but slightly less effective, went on the market. The invention of 606 was a major achievement in medicine at that time, later improved into "914" (Neosalvarsan) and Sulfarsphenamine, which were more convenient to use. The latter could be used for intramuscular injection.

Arsphenamine, the predecessor of 606 and 914, was actually a very common thing. This compound was widely used as a corpse preservative in seventeenth-century England. Arsphenamine seeping from ancient cemeteries is one of the known pollutants of underground water sources in England in the 21st century.

Wang Bin frowned slightly when he saw this drug. It wasn't because Wang Bin possessed any foresight into the future and had concerns about China's environmental protection. He just couldn't understand why there was such a thing used for soaking corpses on the long procurement list.

On the way, Chen Ke had strictly ordered You Gou not to talk nonsense. So You Gou remained silent.

"Are these things hard to get?" Chen Ke asked.

"Not hard to get. I'll give you the things the day after tomorrow. Come tomorrow first, I'll give you whatever I get first," Wang Bin replied.

"I'll trouble Brother Wang with this matter. I'll bring the money tomorrow."

Returning to the workshop, Chen Ke stopped You Gou from asking questions. He and Hua Xiongmao carried a bolt of white cloth that had undergone fading treatment. Cloth had a market these days. Chen Ke kept dozens of bolts of various colors in the workshop for his own use. The dark blue work clothes last time were sewn by Chen Ke and You Gou together.

"Make ten white lab coats." Chen Ke dropped this sentence and left with Hua Xiongmao.

Returning to the residence in the evening, as soon as they entered the door, they heard Qiu Jin talking to Lin Jian inside. Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Finally found the person.

"Sister Qiu, I have a favor to ask."

"What is it?"

Chen Ke took out a small packet and pushed it to Qiu Jin across the table. Qiu Jin opened it and saw it was a pile of silver. She sighed and prepared to take off the watch on her wrist.

"Am I such a stingy person in Sister Qiu's eyes?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Then what is this for, Wenqing?"

"I heard Sister Qiu is going to Japan. I want to ask Sister Qiu a favor. Mr. Chen Tianhua is currently in Japan. Sister Qiu will definitely be able to see him when you go. I want Sister Qiu to invite Mr. Chen Tianhua to return to China to meet me. These fifty taels of silver are for Mr. Chen Tianhua's travel expenses."

"Oh." Qiu Jin then understood Chen Ke's meaning.

"I have never met Mr. Chen Tianhua. Sister Qiu, you have a distinguished reputation. It couldn't be more appropriate for you to contact Mr. Chen Tianhua for me. I should have gone to Japan with Sister Qiu to visit Mr. Chen Tianhua, but I have things here and can't get away. I definitely can't go."

"Ha, Wenqing is always busy," Qiu Jin laughed. Knowing Chen Ke's intention, Qiu Jin was quite curious. After these days of contact, Qiu Jin knew that Chen Ke was a person who wouldn't release the hawk until he saw the rabbit. It was so with Xu Xilin, and so with Tao Chengzhang and Cai Yuanpei. Relying merely on the little silver she provided, Chen Ke had made money in Shanghai empty-handed. Indeed, Chen Ke relied on his own ability, but without the helping hands of so many people, Chen Ke definitely couldn't have achieved what he had today.

Chen Tianhua's *A Sudden Look Back* and *Warning Bell* were famous among revolutionaries. Like Zou Rong, who had unfortunately passed away, he was a very prestigious figure among the younger generation. That Chen Ke had such great interest in Chen Tianhua surely had some special reason.

"Does Wenqing know this Mr. Chen Tianhua?"

"I don't know him, I've just read his books. I very much want to make friends with this Mr. Chen."

"Then why not go to Japan with me? Wouldn't it be more sincere for you to visit this Mr. Chen personally? Is Wenqing really that busy?"

"For the next month, I don't know how many hours I'll be able to sleep," Chen Ke smiled helplessly. There was an article in Chen Ke's English textbook about Dr. Ehrlich, who researched 606, having to write a letter to himself to avoid forgetting his family's birthdays so he could attend the birthday party on time. Although he had made this medicine, that was in a laboratory in the 21st century. In 1905, exactly what kind of "Chen Ke Laboratory" would be whipped up was still beyond imagination.

Qiu Jin knew that Chen Ke didn't like to tell lies. Although she hadn't seen Chen Ke's specific dyeing operations, the strong smell on Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao every time they came back proved what the two of them were doing. Since Chen Ke said so, he must truly be too busy to get away.

"Then I will help Wenqing with this favor." After speaking, Qiu Jin put away the silver.

Rushing back to the workshop, You Gou was no longer there. A letter was left on the table. Before Chen Ke opened it, he first armed his spirit. Even if the letter contained something like You Gou demanding to break off relations with Chen Ke, Chen Ke could accept it.

The content of the letter really surprised Chen Ke. You Gou didn't complain or anything in the letter. On the contrary, she clearly informed Chen Ke that during the period of medicine production, she prepared to live in the workshop. To avoid trouble, You Gou would bring a maid to live here together. She went home this time to persuade her family about this matter. So she wouldn't come over too early tomorrow, or might not be able to come at all.

Chen Ke put down the letter. As expected of someone from a chemistry background, everyone really had the same awareness. There was no one in the workshop, so Chen Ke prepared to go back. But he heard the sound of the door being pushed open. The dyeing was finished, so the curfew was naturally broken. Who was running over here at night?

The door opened, and Qi Huishen appeared in the doorway.

"Mr. Wenqing, I have seen He Zudao. I came a few times today, but no one was here. No matter what, I had to deliver He Zudao's reply to you."

"Huishen, sit down quickly," Chen Ke said hurriedly. Qi Huishen's earnest spirit really made Chen Ke like him. "There is nothing difficult in the world for those who are conscientious. We Communists value conscientiousness the most." This clear standard was proposed by that great man. Chen Ke already liked Qi Huishen, this revolutionary, and now he listed Qi Huishen as the number one person to recruit.

He Zudao's letter moved Chen Ke deeply. The child's painful mood was completely revealed between the lines. Contracting this disease was a shameful thing in itself. He Zudao repeatedly swore in the letter that he had not done any "bad things". Moreover, he begged Chen Ke to save him. He Zudao stated that after the disease was cured, he would follow Chen Ke with dead-set loyalty; he would be willing to go through mountains of knives and seas of fire for Chen Ke.

"Huishen, did you tell He Zudao what I said? I will never abandon our colleagues."

"Mr. Wenqing, I went to find He Zudao, but he locked the door and wouldn't let me in. I specifically told him your words. Although He Zudao didn't open the door, I heard him crying his heart out inside the room. Mr. Wenqing, I trust you, please, you must save He Zudao!" Qi Huishen hadn't sat down to begin with; speaking of this, he bowed deeply.

Chen Ke quickly helped Qi Huishen up. "Huishen, we are all colleagues, all friends. How can there be a reason not to save the dying? He Zudao has been with us all these days, he definitely didn't go to any places of ill repute. I trust him."

"Mr. Wenqing, during the time you are making the medicine, as long as you have any instructions, I will definitely listen to you. I'll do whatever you ask."

"Whatever I ask?"

"Exactly."

"Hmm, can you come and stay here during this period? We have to start work day and night. The sooner we get this medicine out, the sooner we save He Zudao."

"I obey Mr. Wenqing's instructions," Qi Huishen answered without hesitation.

"That's good. I studied chemistry, and since I was young, I have admired those predecessors who could work through the night without rest or sleep. I'm going to do it this time too, to save He Zudao. To experience the hard work of the predecessors. Haha," Chen Ke said with full confidence.

"You shouldn't work too hard either," Qi Huishen advised.

"Labor is the most glorious. Huishen. Labor is the most glorious. Sitting there doing nothing, will a pie fall from the sky for you? Why do the Great Powers look down on China? Because China has made no contribution to the world. Only if our generation goes to labor, to create, and fight out a New China, will the world respect you. Millions of people like you and me, laboring together, working, risking our lives. Only then can a New China emerge. Huishen, do you want to join the revolution with me?"

"Mr. Wenqing, this is revolution?" Qi Huishen didn't want to dampen Chen Ke's enthusiasm, but the doubtful tone couldn't be concealed.

"Huishen, revolution is not for killing people. Revolution is to save people. Revolution is a kind of humanitarianism!" Chen Ke's voice was deep and powerful.

Hearing this, Qi Huishen was stunned.

Chen Ke patted Qi Huishen's shoulder. "Huishen, I am not some cruel and bloodthirsty person. With my skills, I won't say I could be as rich as the country, but having no worries about food and clothing, having three wives and four concubines, and in the future having groups of children and grandchildren around my knees to enjoy family happiness—that is not a difficult thing. But I love our China, I love the common people of China. China shouldn't have fallen to this state today. Looking at today's China, I feel worse than death. But what can I do alone? Without many comrades, I can do nothing. Revolution with me, Huishen. Let us gather comrades willing to rejuvenate China. We won't abandon anyone. We will save the people of China, save China from its current plight."

Listening to Chen Ke's words, Qi Huishen remained silent in a daze. Gradually, Qi Huishen's eyes turned red. "Mr. Wenqing, you are a true revolutionary."

"Don't flatter me here. Speak frankly, do you want to join?"

Qi Huishen wiped away his tears. "I will definitely follow Mr. Wenqing through thick and thin."

"What Mr. Wenqing? You and I are not many years apart. Since we are comrades, just call me Wenqing. You hurry back and rest, come over tomorrow at noon. The days ahead will be very hard. Let's save He Zudao first."

"Wenqing, am I also a revolutionary comrade?" Hua Xiongmao interrupted. Seeing Chen Ke formally recruiting Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao felt uncomfortable all over.

"Zhenglan, naturally you are a revolutionary comrade. You joined earlier than Huishen, you're a senior. So I ask you not to show off your seniority here," Chen Ke laughed. Turning back to look at the tearful Qi Huishen, Chen Ke slapped Qi Huishen hard on the shoulder. "Huishen, revolution is not a dinner party. Why are you so excited? Starting tomorrow, prepare yourself to work to death. Go, let's go back now. If we don't nurture our spirit well, where will we get the strength to work?"

Chen Ke dragged Qi Huishen, and together with Hua Xiongmao, extinguished the lights, inspected everywhere in the courtyard, and then left the workshop together.
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Chapter 13: Salvarsan (II)

The boiling liquid in the test tubes and flasks gave Chen Ke a sense of reassurance. Apart from a set of "modern" glass experimental equipment, everything else was "Chinese style"—that is, cobbled together from cheap furniture. Fortunately, Chen Ke was particularly good at making do, and You Gou didn't mind either. This was the situation on the fourth day of the experiment. For the four days prior, work had proceeded day and night, though the alcohol lamps hadn't even been lit.

Chemical experimentation is an arduous task. Even though both Chen Ke and You Gou were chemistry undergraduates, their knowledge was still insufficient. In this era, the quality of foreign goods wasn't necessarily high. Salvarsan wasn't anything special, so there was no need for counterfeits, but the purity of the ingredients was a massive headache for Chen Ke. This wasn't the 21st century where chemicals came labeled with a series of purity grades that were highly trustworthy. The first hurdle You Gou and Chen Ke faced was purification, to reach the grade required for the experiment.

Chen Ke had the molecular formula for Salvarsan, and *only* the molecular formula. He hadn't memorized all the various parameters. Although You Gou had brought her maid and simple luggage to move into the workshop on the afternoon of the second day, and although Hua Xiongmao, Qi Huishen, and Zhou Yuanxiao had led three other "bold" young men to serve as assistants, the first two days were still spent amidst discussions and arguments between Chen Ke and You Gou.

Originally, Chen Ke had worried that the secrets of his experiment might be stolen, but he soon stopped bothering with that concern. What Chen Ke needed to do was complete the "paperwork" for the experiment. To those in the know, chemical experimentation is an extremely complex and grueling endeavor. The other young men originally had their own little calculations, all wanting to learn something from the experiment. Chen Ke and You Gou made a list, and Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao led people to purchase the items. They went fast and came back fast, afraid of missing anything.

But every time these young men returned, they saw Chen Ke and You Gou in front of the blackboard, using "clay chalk" made by Chen Ke to write things that looked like "ghostly talismans." Chen Ke was alright; although his wording was like reading from a heavenly book, it was at least Chinese. You Gou often started shouting in a foreign language (German) that they couldn't understand. Some youths tried to secretly copy down the things on the blackboard, but as soon as those strange shapes and characters were written, Chen Ke or You Gou would point at them, discussing and rapidly modifying them, or simply wiping them out to rewrite them.

It only took a day and a half for the young men to grow weary. They abandoned the opportunity to learn, merely listening numbly as Chen Ke and You Gou excitedly continued discussions only the two of them understood, writing things that only they comprehended while the others remained completely in the dark.

On the afternoon of the third day, the manual labor officially began. The assembly of complex experimental equipment: warm water baths, distillers, filters. Large vats, furnace fires, alcohol lamps, flasks, test tubes. This series of equipment was assembled. Various raw chemical materials underwent purification processing. Chen Ke and You Gou were busy with the experiment with their hands while discussing it with their mouths, all the while recording various data on paper. It was like Taoist priests refining pills of immortality or sprinkling talisman water—still stuff the others couldn't make heads or tails of.

When human beings are directed to do things they completely don't understand, their resistance is immense. To suppress this emotion consumes a great deal of mental energy. Although the youths respected Chen Ke and desperately wanted to save He Zudao, after working for just over a day, they all felt utterly exhausted. Much more exhausted than the days of hard labor dyeing cloth.

Chen Ke and You Gou's faces were as pale as the white lab coats they wore. In these four days, the two of them had slept less than twenty hours combined. The crystal of their toil was the clear, transparent liquid in the test tube. There were no cheers, no legendary tears. Chen Ke and You Gou collapsed onto reclining chairs, staring at the test tube like dead dogs.

"Miss, the Young Master has sent food," You Gou's maid, Xiao Lan, called from outside the door. You Gou's family sent people to deliver food every day. Chen Ke could understand this; during university graduation experiments, when his male classmates worked all night in the lab, their families would also visit occasionally to bring food. Let alone in 1905, with You Gou, a girl, moving into a laboratory to live. After delivering the food, You Gou's family would call the maid out to talk, keeping track of You Gou's situation. Two girls surrounded by a group of guys—no family would be at ease.

You Gou's family was sensible enough that the food sent each time was enough for the entire "laboratory" staff. At the work meal, the people tortured to exhaustion by fatigue and those dispirited by boredom remained silent. After Chen Ke finished eating, he said to Qi Huishen, "Huishen, go buy some rabbits this afternoon."

"Rabbits?"

"Yes, rabbits. Buy 30 first. 50 is fine too, but at least 10. You guys handle it."

Chen Ke knew everyone would ask for the reason, so he just said it all at once. "The rabbits are for experiments. To test if our drug is effective."

"It's already made?" Qi Huishen asked in pleasant surprise.

"It's made, but I don't know if the thing we made will save people or kill them," Chen Ke said wearily. He then turned to Hua Xiongmao. "Zhenglan, help me find Wu Xingchen. I have a favor to ask him."

"Alright," Hua Xiongmao responded.

"I need to get some sleep. Unless it's something important, don't wake me. Put the rabbits in the yard when you buy them. Oh, buy more cages. One rabbit per cage. Meeting adjourned." After speaking, Chen Ke stood up unsteadily and walked towards the temporary "men's dormitory."

You Gou covered her mouth and let out a big yawn. "Xiao Lan, I'm going to sleep too." She stood up, taking steps as heavy and weary as Chen Ke's, and walked slightly steadily towards the "women's dormitory." Xiao Lan hurriedly got up to support You Gou into the room. Although she wanted to help her mistress to bed, You Gou lay down, pulled the quilt over herself, and was asleep instantly. Xiao Lan tucked her in and quickly withdrew.

The people in the courtyard stared at each other. "Is it done just like that?" Du Zhenghui asked in disbelief. Du Zhenghui came from a family of doctors but was personally keen on building houses. However, being from a "medical family," he was full of interest in this drug manufacturing.

Before his voice had faded, Du Zhenghui was already standing up and walking quickly towards the laboratory. The others paused, then, except for Zhou Yuanxiao who sat still on his stool, everyone else rose in unison and rushed to the lab. There wasn't much change inside; the pile of equipment they didn't understand looked the same as usual, with no eye-catching changes. Various liquids and powders sat in test tubes and bottles. The distiller was slowly dripping distilled water. They had at least figured out the operation and principle of this massive distiller.

"Where is the stuff?" Du Zhenghui asked.

Hua Xiongmao and Qi Huishen observed the expressions of those around them almost simultaneously. Du Zhenghui was eager, the other two youths were curious, and Xiao Lan looked submissive with lowered brows, but her eyes were darting around, hoping to spot the final drug. Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao exchanged a glance. Hua Xiongmao said, "Huishen, how do you plan to buy these rabbits?"

"Hmm, going together is a waste of time. Let's split up. Since Brother Wenqing said at least 10, and 50 is fine too, everyone buy ten. If you can't buy them, go to other places. Don't buy too many. This way we'll definitely get rabbits without overbuying. I think this is better."

The others thought this was a good suggestion and agreed. Everyone went out, heading in different directions. Before leaving, Hua Xiongmao gave Zhou Yuanxiao a signal. Zhou Yuanxiao acted as if he hadn't seen it, maintaining his cold demeanor as he called out, "Miss Xiao Lan, let's clear the table."

Xiao Lan hurriedly came out of the room and began clearing the dishes methodically with Zhou Yuanxiao. Hua Xiongmao acted as if he saw nothing and walked quickly out of the courtyard. After crossing two streets, Hua Xiongmao slowed down. Not long after, Qi Huishen turned the corner from the street ahead, and the two walked forward together at a leisurely pace.

"Huishen, that You family has quite a few schemes," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Zhenglan, the You family has some influence."

"Your family is the same. As far as I know, your family is even more powerful than the You family."

"My father has no interest in industry. Apart from selling foreign goods and buying land, I haven't seen him do anything else." Saying this, Qi Huishen glanced sideways at Hua Xiongmao. "I didn't expect Zhenglan to have investigated my family's background."

"With the Qi family being so famous, do I even need to investigate?" Hua Xiongmao laughed heartily. "If Wenqing won't say it, I can't help but prepare. I originally thought making medicine was just one of those things, nothing more than internal potions or external poultices. Now seeing Wenqing expend so much effort, and I can't even understand it... In this world today, there are plenty of people who rob and plunder. Once this medicine is made, it will be a target for all. No matter what, I don't want Wenqing's blood, sweat, and tears to go to waste."

These words didn't sit well with Qi Huishen. "Brother Zhenglan, speak your mind. Hiding and tucking your meaning away like this isn't appropriate."

"It's because I trust you that I'm telling you this. According to Wenqing, we brothers are comrades now."

Although the logic was sound, it sounded even more piercing. Qi Huishen frowned. "Brother Zhenglan, what exactly do you mean?"

"These days, it's all about plucking feathers from a passing goose. Huishen, right now you're full of saving He Zudao, but in your father's eyes, even if you just watched this medicine being made, you should get a share. And not a small share," Hua Xiongmao said seriously.

"Zhenglan, you don't know, my father never..."

Before Qi Huishen could finish, Hua Xiongmao interrupted him. "Regardless of what issues you have with your father, he is still your father."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen fell silent.

"Wenqing isn't a confused man. Right now he just can't spare the energy to manage this. We are all revolutionary comrades. I can't help Wenqing with making the medicine, but I must think thoroughly for him on other matters. Once this drug is out, not just in Shanghai, but across the whole country, there are plenty of people infected with the flower and willow disease [syphilis], and quite a few are wealthy and powerful. We haven't been listening to Wenqing's lectures for just a day or two; we have to come up with a charter or regulations. Otherwise, Wenqing will offend too many people. Those who catch this disease aren't benevolent types. We can't watch Wenqing suffer a loss."

Qi Huishen had been somewhat dissatisfied, but after hearing this, he slowly nodded. "What is your intention, Zhenglan?"

Hua Xiongmao took a deep breath. It seemed he really didn't want to say this: "I actually hate foreign devils the most. Wenqing didn't tell you, but on our first day in Shanghai, the two of us beat up two foreigners together. But Wenqing is right, business is business. That sentence Wenqing said... even if we have to do business with demons and monsters, we must do it. I think you should contact the foreigners." By the end, Hua Xiongmao's tone was very unpleasant, but he had managed to say it.

"Zhenglan, you really make me look at you with new eyes." Qi Huishen never expected that Hua Xiongmao would propose borrowing the power of foreigners.

"If we don't do it, there's no guarantee Miss You Gou won't. If Miss You Gou doesn't, there's no guarantee her family won't. Even if her family doesn't, once this medicine makes a name for itself, your father might not refrain from doing it. Since we can't bypass it, we might as well find someone who can cover this matter. *Sigh!*" Hua Xiongmao finished with a long sigh.

Qi Huishen agreed deeply with Hua Xiongmao's words. He thought for a moment. "Zhenglan, although what you say isn't wrong, since we've decided to follow Wenqing, wait until he's a bit more free, and we'll talk to him about this together. We must let Wenqing make the decision."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. At the next intersection, the two went their separate ways.

Wu Xingchen hadn't expected Hua Xiongmao to come directly to the Tiandihui clubhouse to find him. When he heard the announcement, Wu Xingchen almost thought they had the wrong person. Upon seeing Hua Xiongmao, Wu Xingchen confirmed there was no mistake.

"Brother Wu, I wonder when it would be convenient for you? Brother Chen would like to invite you over. There is an important matter to discuss."

"Heh, what important matter?" Wu Xingchen didn't really want to see Chen Ke. The speed at which Chen Ke dyed cloth had greatly exceeded Wu Xingchen's expectations. He Yifa had returned from errands and rushed to find Chen Ke, only to be sent away with a few taels of silver and a bolt of cloth. When he went again a few days later, Chen Ke had already sold out the cloth. He Yifa was again sent away with silver and cloth. Chen Ke could fool He Yifa, but he couldn't fool Wu Xingchen. Through private investigation, Wu Xingchen knew Chen Ke had produced over a thousand bolts of cloth this time.

"I'm not clear on the details either. Brother Chen invites Brother Wu over; you'll know when you get there. It should be a big piece of business."

Wu Xingchen had heard this kind of nonsense too many times. Whenever someone said there was big business, it was definitely not a good thing. Big business meant big expenses. There was no such thing as a free lunch in this world. But thinking of Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen didn't want to refuse. Chen Ke had left a rather interesting impression on him. Clearly, Chen Ke wasn't a figure from the underworld, but he wasn't stupid either. Since Chen Ke was willing to seek him out, perhaps there really was money to be made. Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen said, "Then I should head out now. Is it convenient on Brother Chen's side?"

Chen Ke hadn't expected Wu Xingchen to arrive so quickly. Being shaken awake by Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke lifted his head with sleepy eyes and saw Wu Xingchen standing by the door. He checked his watch; it had only been two hours.

"Brother Wu, you're here." Chen Ke struggled to stand up.

"Brother Chen, are you preparing to play the funeral pipes?" Wu Xingchen said with a smile.

Chen Ke thought for a moment before realizing. He was wearing a white lab coat, which did look somewhat like a "filial son or grandson" in mourning. It had been a long time since anyone spoke Northern dialect to him. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's confused look, Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh happily. "Brother Wu puts it interestingly."

After the three sat down, Chen Ke roughly explained that he was making a medicine to cure the willow disease and needed to collect pus from patients' sores for experiments. As soon as he finished, Wu Xingchen was almost ready to fly into a rage. Before he could explode, Chen Ke invited him next door to take a look. Wu Xingchen suppressed his anger and went to the laboratory. Seeing the room full of strange equipment, his anger immediately extinguished.

Chen Ke pulled up stools, and the three sat down again. "The others went to buy rabbits," Chen Ke said as he picked up a syringe. The experimental method involved injecting a bit of pus from a syphilis patient into a rabbit's testicles. Soon, the rabbit's testicles would grow sores, and then they would use the rabbit to test the medicine. Yawning as he finished explaining the process, Chen Ke said, "Brother Wu, you call the wind and summon the rain in Shanghai. If I can get a result from this, I definitely can't do without cooperating with you. Regarding collecting the pus, once you find the place, I'll do it personally. When the medicine is made, we'll use those people to test it. Brother Wu, you'll naturally know if my medicine works."

Wu Xingchen had never dealt with someone like Chen Ke. Chen Ke was pale, yawning one after another, but his spirit wasn't bad; he didn't look like an opium addict. In this situation, Wu Xingchen wanted to seize the initiative. He asked casually, "Brother Chen, how long have you gone without sleep?"

For Wu Xingchen, avoiding a direct answer to Chen Ke's question was his way of taking control. As long as he could change the subject, he believed Chen Ke would come begging to his door later.

"Less than twelve hours in three days. I've risked my life for this medicine. I'm thinking, since we had the fate to meet, and we'll have to meet again for this medicine anyway... Brother Wu, discussing this medicine now counts as friendship between brothers. If we meet later and you come to my door then... talking about friendship would be no different than telling lies, right?"

Wu Xingchen couldn't tell if Chen Ke was speaking the truth or nonsense. Looking at Chen Ke's sleepy appearance, Wu Xingchen inwardly believed these were Chen Ke's sincere words.

"Brother Wu, I'm going to cooperate with the foreign devils on this medicine. Dammit, the current government doesn't dare provoke the foreigners anyway. But no matter what, this matter relies on your brothers in the jianghu. The money I make isn't much. For the Tiandihui hall, this money isn't much. The Tiandihui could either swallow me whole, or send someone like He Yifa to work with me. Finding a useless person like He Yifa is definitely not as good as finding a figure like you, Brother Wu. This isn't a lot of money; we do this on brotherhood and loyalty. The money we should earn, we brothers won't miss a single copper. Why let a fool like He Yifa earn it?"

Chen Ke looked dazed, but every sentence he spoke pierced straight to Wu Xingchen's heart. Wu Xingchen looked closely at Chen Ke. Chen Ke's eyes were red and his face pale, clearly the look of staying up all night. But every word Chen Ke said was hinting that Wu Xingchen should fight for his own interests.

"This kind of crappy job, if I asked anyone else, they'd definitely feel it was shameful. Looking for prostitutes with the willow disease—damn it, that's deliberately shaming a brother. But I'm looking for you, Brother Wu, to let you see the drug's efficacy with your own eyes. This thing can't be faked; it either works or it doesn't. You'll know at a glance. Brother, I just think you're a talent. If we do this, it's good for you and good for me. Curing sickness and saving lives, this is accumulating hidden merit. Brother Wu, even after we die and see the King of Hell, you've saved so many lives, those people will remember your kindness. Brother Wu, let's do this together. This is a deed of merit."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen couldn't help but want to grasp the string of prayer beads on his wrist. Those were beads consecrated by the abbot of the Shaolin Temple. Wu Xingchen's mother had personally begged for them when he was ten. Wu Xingchen felt an indescribable sensation. It was supposed to be two thugs discussing the division of spoils, but coming from Chen Ke, it sounded like an act of boundless merit.

Hua Xiongmao listened to Chen Ke's words, feeling a mix of loss and admiration. His deep conversation with Qi Huishen earlier had been about the profits of this miracle drug, ensuring they didn't fall into others' pockets. But Chen Ke, who never spoke of this, had long since thought through the future clearly.

Ever since meeting Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao felt he was no ordinary person. Today, hearing Chen Ke speak like this made Hua Xiongmao even more firm in his belief. At the same time, a sense of resentment towards Chen Ke arose. Why didn't he tell him these things earlier? He had thought so much for Chen Ke; was it all just wishful thinking?

Just then, Hua Xiongmao saw Chen Ke turn to him and smile faintly. Hua Xiongmao saw a slight apology and encouragement in Chen Ke's bloodshot eyes. In an instant, Hua Xiongmao felt he understood Chen Ke. Chen Ke wasn't acting arbitrarily; he simply hadn't predicted that Hua Xiongmao would bring Wu Xingchen over so quickly.

Regardless, Chen Ke would definitely have explained things to him clearly. Hua Xiongmao was convinced he hadn't misjudged the man. Although Chen Ke was pragmatic, he wasn't someone who only considered himself.
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Chapter 14: Arsphenamine (3)

"Brother Wu, do you want to cooperate or not?" Chen Ke asked casually, then couldn't help but stifle another yawn.

Wu Xingchen replayed what Chen Ke had just said in his mind and surprisingly found nothing amiss. Manufacturing and selling drugs did indeed require the assistance of brothers on the path. Wu Xingchen wasn't worried about Chen Ke playing any tricks. Moreover, Chen Ke was right; if Wu Xingchen got involved from the very beginning, the future profits would be substantial. If things felt wrong later, he could simply withdraw decisively.

However, the fact that everything seemed so reasonable was, in this world, unreasonable in itself. This wasn't a rational judgment by Wu Xingchen, but a completely emotional one. Wu Xingchen knew exactly how dark the current world was. Chen Ke must have some hidden scheme. Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen asked, "What exactly do you want me to do, Brother Chen?"

"First, I need you to find a few prostitutes infected with syphilis. I will personally go and collect pus from their sores. You won't need to handle this part," Chen Ke said earnestly.

Wu Xingchen nodded. Indeed, this was not something a young gentleman like Chen Ke could easily arrange.

"Second, after my medicine is made, I will treat these women for free. The efficacy will be obvious. This medicine is highly toxic; it will either cure them or kill them. We will need them to sign a life-and-death waiver. I definitely need your help with this."

So that was it! Wu Xingchen understood. Without the backing of the underworld, there was no way Chen Ke could pull this off. A few prostitutes dying of syphilis wasn't a huge deal in the grand scheme of things, but if one lacked connections, it could become a troublesome legal matter. "I wonder how likely it is that Brother Chen's medicine will poison them to death?"

"Out of a hundred people, at most five or six."

"Eh?!" Wu Xingchen had expected three or four out of ten. These days, syphilis was treated with mercurials—essentially deadly poisons like mercury. The mortality rate was about thirty percent. Even if the syphilis was cured, many would end up demented from mercury poisoning. Compared to that, Chen Ke's medicine sounded formidable.

"And the third thing?" Wu Xingchen felt Chen Ke's previous requests weren't too troublesome, so he continued asking.

"Third, I certainly can't go hawking this stuff on the streets. Once the medicine is produced, finding patients in Shanghai and handling sales—I want you to take personal charge of that. Once the disease is cured, you collect the money, and then just give me my share according to our agreement."

"Is there anything else?" Wu Xingchen pressed.

"That's all."

Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke and couldn't detect any malice. Although he didn't know what medicine Chen Ke was selling in his gourd, up to this point, he seemed credible. Wu Xingchen didn't think there were any issues with what Chen Ke had said, and he was ready to cooperate. Not just for future money, but in a practical sense—Wu Xingchen knew high-ranking members of the Tiandihui who had syphilis. Even more among the middle and lower ranks. If he could cure them, his status within the Tiandihui would naturally rise with the tide.

Chen Ke had left a bad impression on Wu Xingchen initially. The failure of their first conflict was still fresh in Wu Xingchen's memory. Yet Chen Ke seemed completely unbothered by it, even wanting to befriend him. this pragmatic attitude was terrifying. But reality was reality; driven by both future and current interests, Wu Xingchen made up his mind.

"Then I will help you with this, Brother Chen."

The street was crowded. Chen Ke wore ivory-colored trousers and a white shirt of the same fabric as his lab coat. Over that, he wore the white lab coat itself. This strange all-white outfit was paired with black cloth shoes. It looked particularly conspicuous. Shanghai was, after all, a great metropolis of the East, and the citizens knew that Western doctors wore these white coats. Coupled with Chen Ke's short hair, it wasn't too bizarre.

Wu Xingchen glanced occasionally at Chen Ke beside him. He just couldn't get used to this "funeral" attire. Chen Ke, however, didn't have the slightest complaint; he even seemed to walk with a bit of swagger. Wu Xingchen couldn't help asking, "Does Brother Chen like white clothes that much?"

"In our line of work, this white coat is the uniform. Wearing it makes me feel at ease. You saw when I was dyeing cloth, I wore that blue work suit."

Wu Xingchen grunted in acknowledgement but said no more. The two walked in silence. Chen Ke was tall, but Wu Xingchen was even taller. Two tall men walking side by side naturally attracted attention. Chen Ke's white coat added another element of intrigue. Walking down the street, they were truly bathed in the bombardments of gazes from men, women, old, and young.

Fortunately, both were guys who didn't care about others' opinions. However, Chen Ke noticed that the way people looked at him was off. It wasn't curiosity, but something indescribable. Just as he was wondering about it, Wu Xingchen stopped. "Let's go in."

They were standing in front of a courtyard with a strange entrance. People dressed neither well nor poorly were coming in and out. These were the guys looking at Chen Ke with that confusing expression. Chen Ke looked himself over again: light-colored clothes all over, a slightly wrinkled white coat, a shining watch on his wrist, clean cloth shoes. Simple and clean. It shouldn't be repulsive.

Following Wu Xingchen into the yard, it looked like a cheap hotel. Men and women entered and exited the small rooms. The men wore lecherous looks; the women, loose smiles. This must be a brothel. There were two fierce-looking guys at the entrance. Seeing Wu Xingchen enter, they immediately stepped forward with ingratiating smiles, speaking in local Shanghai dialect. Wu Xingchen replied in a low voice using Shanghai dialect with a Northern accent, "Don't you have some here with syphilis, the ones currently breaking out in sores?"

"Oh, Boss Wu, you're making fun of us. Where would we have that kind of thing here? Don't joke." The leader of the two hurriedly said.

"This is a doctor who is making medicine for syphilis. He needs to find a few people to test the medicine." Wu Xingchen continued in a low voice.

The leader looked Chen Ke up and down. "Couldn't tell. A foreign-style doctor, eh? But, Boss Wu, we don't have money to buy medicine. And if you're looking for that kind of person, the streets are full of them. Why come here to mock me, brother?"

Wu Xingchen was tired of the brothel owner's chatter. "Take us to see them now. I can make the call—the treatment won't cost you money."

Seeing Wu Xingchen was serious, the brothel owner finally sighed helplessly. "Boss Wu, you really know how to joke with people." As he spoke, he led Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke out the back gate and further back.

It was approaching evening, the sun slanting west. Shanghai's architecture wasn't known for being spacious, and the empty alleyways felt chilly before sunset. Wu Xingchen, the brothel owner, the thugs. None of them were kind souls. Walking with them in this desolate alley made Chen Ke feel quite uncomfortable.

The destination was a secluded small courtyard far from the market streets. "This is it," the owner said.

Before them was a room in the corner of the yard, locked from the outside. It was dead silent nearby. Chen Ke, having just come from the main street, suddenly felt as if he had time-traveled again. Just moments ago, it was a sunny, bustling market; now, it was a deserted courtyard. He couldn't help looking back at Wu Xingchen and the others, only to see their eyes full of disgust as they looked at the door.

"Listen up, there's a doctor here to treat you. Get up and listen to the doctor's instructions," the owner shouted viciously. Although his voice was loud, he stood far away, not wanting to even look at the room.

A faint sound came from inside, but no one answered. "Did you hear me?" the owner shouted again.

"We heard," a woman's voice replied.

"The doctor is going in to see you now. Stay inside and behave, don't come out," the owner yelled again, then signaled the thug to open the door. He stepped back two paces, refusing to look at the scene inside.

Chen Ke took out a mask and put it on, waiting for the thug to unlock the door. The thug only unlocked it but didn't push it open. After waiting a moment, Chen Ke had to push the door open himself and walk in. As soon as he entered, the door was pulled shut by the thug, and the sound of the lock clicking came from the hasp. This really gave Chen Ke a start. Although he knew these people wouldn't lock him in, encountering such a thing was extremely unpleasant.

Despite wearing a mask that he had sprayed with floral water beforehand, Chen Ke was still overwhelmed by the stench. Sweat, urine, the moldy smell of stagnant air, and body odor made him frown slightly. The light in the room was very dim. It took a moment for Chen Ke's eyes to adjust. He saw several women with large pus-filled sores on their faces, sitting or lying listlessly on beds covered with straw mats. The women were disheveled. The weather was already warm, and most of them just wore an outer garment; through the open fronts, he could see naked chests covered in sores.

Chen Ke had never imagined that a female naked body could be so repulsive. It was a disgust that came from the depths of his soul. The sores on their faces, their bodies, and the ones on their lower parts that he couldn't see but shuddered to imagine—Chen Ke almost wanted to flee.

He steadied himself. The mission now was to get the pus samples, not to get emotional. He spoke in very broken Shanghai dialect, "Don't move, just sit on the beds." He said this because he was terrified these women might lose their reason and grab him; if that happened, he wouldn't be able to protect himself.

But Chen Ke's outfit was indeed unusual. The white coat and light clothes were one thing, but the white mask really scared the women. Looking at the door, they couldn't help but shrink back. Two women who hadn't gotten up at first slowly turned around, saw Chen Ke's appearance, and sat up in fright.

Even though they were frightened by Chen Ke's attire, their eyes remained dull. It seemed the torture of the disease and this dungeon-like "ward" had caused immense psychological damage. Their reaction to Chen Ke entering the room was very sluggish. Seeing that the imagined scene of "desperate women throwing themselves at his legs, crying and begging" didn't happen, Chen Ke felt somewhat relieved.

"Who among you is infected with this disease for the first time?" Chen Ke asked.

No one answered. The women looked at him with confusion. Chen Ke asked again; still no answer.

"Do you not understand what I'm saying?" Chen Ke asked first in his broken Shanghai dialect. No response. He switched to Mandarin and Henan dialect and repeated it a few times.

Finally, one woman asked in a JiangZhe dialect Chen Ke could barely understand, "Are you really a doctor here to treat us?"

Establishing communication didn't make Chen Ke feel much happier. On the contrary, he fought the urge to step back. He forced a smile. "I am a doctor, that's right. Everyone sit there, don't move, we can talk slowly."

"Doctor, we know this disease is dirty. You coming to treat us... how could we dare touch you." A woman who looked relatively clean slowly sat up, pulling her open clothes shut. Adjusting her garment, she said, "Sisters, sit properly, let the doctor examine us."

Hearing this, Chen Ke immediately felt respect for this woman. Her attitude gave Chen Ke, the makeshift doctor, a sense of security. The other women obediently sat up straight.

"Big sister, please ask for me, who is having their first outbreak? Ask those who are having their first outbreak to raise their hands," Chen Ke asked.

The woman spoke a few sentences in the southern dialect. Of the seven women in the room, five raised their hands. The woman speaking to Chen Ke did not. Chen Ke took out five test tubes and cotton swabs, collecting a sufficient amount of pus from each.

With a glimmer of hope, Chen Ke asked the woman who had been speaking to him, "Big sister, is this your first time getting sick?"

The woman gently shook her head. Chen Ke's heart tightened. His medicine could only cure primary and secondary syphilis. For those who weren't in the first outbreak, 606 or 914 wouldn't cure them. Only antibiotics like penicillin would work. He hadn't interacted much with this woman, but in this terrifying dungeon of a place, she seemed reasonable and sensible. He really wanted to save her. But reality dashed Chen Ke's hopes.

Just then, a woman couldn't help but ask, "Doctor, do you charge for the treatment?"

Looking at the fearful sores, Chen Ke forced a smile. "I won't charge, you can rest assured." Hearing Chen Ke's words, the women still didn't quite dare to believe it. "Doctor, we've never heard of this disease being curable..." Just as she said this, the first woman interrupted, "Since a doctor is here to treat us, how can you say such things?"

After speaking, the woman slowly knelt on the straw mat. "Doctor, I beg you. Please cure us. I will work like an ox or a horse in this life to repay you." Seeing this, the other women also knelt on the mats one after another. These weren't proper beds; just some broken wooden boards on two benches, covered with a tattered mat. As the women knelt on the "beds," the boards creaked and groaned. Chen Ke looked around the room. In the far corner was a chamber pot; although covered, the smell of urine wafted over. Beside each bed was a broken bowl; some empty, some with a bit of water. The window was tiny and high up, letting in very poor light.

Putting away the test tubes, Chen Ke said, "I will come back next week... in seven days. Take care, everyone. It will definitely get better then." After speaking, he walked to the door and knocked on the panel. "Open the door, I'm coming out."

It felt like a long wait; Chen Ke even worried that no one would ever open the door for him again. He felt the urge to roar at the people outside to let him leave this hellish place immediately. Finally, there were footsteps, the sound of the lock, and the door opened. Light poured in through the crack. Chen Ke rushed out of the room in three steps, charging into the brightness. Compared to the dark room behind him that was just inches away, the small courtyard that had seemed desolate moments ago now looked like a bright and tranquil paradise. A moment later, the sound of the door closing and the lock clicking came from behind him. Hearing these sounds, Chen Ke felt only a wave of relief. That hell was finally sealed away.

At that moment, a sharp cry came from inside the room, "Doctor, I'll wait for you to cure me. I beg you." Chen Ke could distinguish that it was the voice of the woman who had been speaking to him. As soon as her voice fell, the sound of banging on the door panel came from the room, followed by the weeping and begging of the other women.

The brothel owner started cursing angrily. His voice was fast and shrill, and Chen Ke couldn't understand a word. The women ignored the owner and continued begging for something. It was all in southern dialects Chen Ke didn't understand, but he knew what they meant.

"Let's go out first," Wu Xingchen said to Chen Ke. Ignoring Chen Ke's response, Wu Xingchen frowned and walked quickly out of the yard. clearly, the women's voices were upsetting him, and he wanted to spend as little time in this place as possible.

Chen Ke followed Wu Xingchen quickly out of the courtyard. Amidst the owner's angry curses, the women fell silent. Chen Ke's medicine couldn't save that sensible woman. He knew very well he wouldn't even let the owner administer his drug to the two tertiary patients. Even if they used the drug, it wouldn't have any effect. To increase the success rate of his drug and let Wu Xingchen witness the miraculous effect with his own eyes, Chen Ke would explain to Wu Xingchen beforehand that those two couldn't be saved.

Looking at the owner's attitude, he wouldn't let the primary and secondary patients live separately. Chen Ke had even decided that to avoid trouble, he would inject the tertiary patients, including that sensible woman, with saline solution. If he didn't inject those two women in a room full of patients, they would fight him desperately. And there was no need to waste precious medicine on people it couldn't help.

In this period, it was absolutely impossible for Chen Ke to develop drugs like penicillin. Only when he had a base area would he set up a pharmaceutical factory to produce penicillin. Even in the best-case scenario, that would be three years from now. That sensible woman wouldn't last that long. This era wouldn't give her the chance to live until the medicine that could save her life appeared.

That woman was doomed.

Reflecting on his cold calculations and the result derived from seeking truth from facts, Chen Ke found he had no emotions about it. This was the reality of this era; the lives of the weak were so fragile. If getting a "flower and willow disease" made it hard to generate sympathy, there were countless more innocent people also taking their last breaths in this cruel era, dying unnatural deaths.

Wu Xingchen and Chen Ke didn't stop. Walking out of the alley, the closer they got to the busy market, the louder the human voices became. Stepping out of the alley, the bustling main street suddenly unfolded before their eyes. It was evening, everyone was rushing home, and the cries of hawkers by the roadside were much louder. The whole street displayed a kind of vitality. Seeing this, Wu Xingchen let out a long breath, and the oppressive feeling from the small room was greatly relieved. He turned his head and saw Chen Ke staring blankly at the street, two lines of tears streaming down his cheeks. Seeing this, Wu Xingchen frowned. Crying over treating patients? Could it be that Chen Ke hadn't told the truth at all? Wu Xingchen couldn't help but become suspicious, and his gaze toward Chen Ke became much more cautious.

Wu Xingchen didn't follow Chen Ke back to the workshop but took his leave halfway. When Chen Ke returned to the workshop, there was a pile of cages in the yard containing a bunch of fluffy, cute rabbits.

Having retrieved the pus, the next step was to inject a little into the rabbits' testicles. Soon, an unhealing sore appeared at the injection site. These rabbits were the first batch of test subjects. Chen Ke didn't make 606; instead, he chose 914 first. 914 was slightly less effective than 606, but much safer.

Unfortunately, the first batch of rabbits receiving treatment were all poisoned to death. Looking at the pile of stiff corpses, no one dared to make a sound. Chen Ke waved his hand at the pile of rabbit bodies. The "cremator" had been built long ago. The rabbit corpses were burned to charcoal, rendering them inedible, before the crushed remains were thrown into the garbage heap. The bamboo cages the sick rabbits had lived in were burned as well. These two things were either toxic or full of bacteria and had to be completely destroyed. Especially the rabbit corpses—if someone picked them up and ate them, it could likely cost human lives.

The second batch of medicine had no effect. Chen Ke reused the waste, injecting this batch of rabbits with the third batch of medicine. Half of the furry little things began to recover, while half died. Chen Ke paid for another batch of rabbits and retested the third batch of medicine. Still, 10% of the rabbits died.

"This medicine should be good enough, right?" Chen Ke heard Du Zhenghui whisper outside the room.

"One out of ten people dying? You call that good enough? I wouldn't let He Zudao use this medicine," Qi Huishen scolded in a low voice.

"But it's been so long. I thought it would be done in a day or two," Du Zhenghui said with some dissatisfaction. The young men had been helping these days and were already familiar with the tasks they could handle. Under Chen Ke's simple instruction, their chemistry knowledge had advanced by leaps and bounds. An amateur like Du Zhenghui inevitably felt slack. Chen Ke could understand this feeling; in history, many new drugs in Europe and America were rushed out like this and then sold in China, poisoning quite a few Chinese people to death.

What puzzled Chen Ke was that Du Zhenghui thought these drugs were usable. Didn't he consider that if one-tenth of the rabbits died, how many people would die if used on humans? What was human life to Du Zhenghui? Just hearing these words, he shouldn't think about entering the core of the new political party anymore.

The fourth batch of drugs was quite good; the rabbits not only survived but recovered quickly. This was the first time this had happened. Chen Ke found a reason to send the other young men out to work, then called the few core members into the room and told them the good news.

You Gou said nothing, just gratifiedly wrote the word "Success" heavily in her notebook. Seeing You Gou's reaction, Qi Huishen rubbed his bloodshot eyes and asked joyfully, "Wenqing, is it a success?"

"Next, inject five times the dose," Chen Ke said calmly.

"Five times? You want to poison them to death!" Qi Huishen interjected.

"If five times the dose doesn't kill the rabbits, then the medicine can be considered barely successful. The medicine itself is toxic; we can't be irresponsible to the patients," Chen Ke replied.

"The rabbits are already cured and didn't die. As long as we control the dosage, I think..." Qi Huishen couldn't help but want to argue.

Chen Ke's deep and powerful voice interrupted Qi Huishen, "Uphold the spirit of revolutionary humanitarianism."

At this moment, no other words could so powerfully express Chen Ke's feelings. Recalling everything he saw at the syphilis-infected prostitutes' place a few days ago, Chen Ke continued, "Revolutionary humanitarianism means you have to be responsible to the people."

After Chen Ke finished, Qi Huishen's face became grave. He pressed his lips together, reflecting on this sentence. A moment later, Qi Huishen repeated in a low voice, "Revolutionary humanitarianism."

"Wenqing, last time you said revolution is not a dinner party..." Qi Huishen asked.

"Towards the enemy, revolution is naturally not a dinner party. But the revolution itself must stress humanitarianism. If not to save the country and the people, why make a revolution?" There was a hidden anger in Chen Ke's voice. This wasn't directed at Qi Huishen, but after hearing everyone's discussions countless times these past days, Chen Ke clearly felt that what the young people were passionate about was the revolution, just like this medicine that could cure syphilis. As long as it worked, they could accept it. Even if side effects flared up and killed someone, it was someone else dying. This mindset made Chen Ke quite dissatisfied. Everyone is human; what gives you the right to joke with others' lives?

Thinking of those women tortured by syphilis until they were better off dead, and their begging pleas, Chen Ke felt a palpitation in his heart. Constrained by the revolutionary situation, Chen Ke couldn't develop penicillin, so some people couldn't be saved—there was no helping that. But within the scope his medicine could control, Chen Ke didn't want any irresponsible things to happen.

"China is already sick. We want revolution, which is very much like being a doctor. You bring out the medicine, only caring if it has an effect, and whether the patient lives or dies afterwards is up to fate? Revolution is about killing germs, yes. But the revolution is to save people, not to destroy." By this point, Chen Ke's voice had become very stern. Suddenly, two hands simultaneously pressed on Chen Ke's shoulders. Chen Ke turned to look; Hua Xiongmao and You Gou each had a hand on his shoulder. Chen Ke understood their meaning. Sighing, he returned to the lab bench and picked up the syringe. Everyone in the room who had heard Chen Ke's venting speech looked at him. For a moment, no one spoke.

With five times the dose, half the rabbits didn't survive. Under this blow, no one dared to make a sound.

Chen Ke rubbed his temples, closing his eyes to think. Back then, Ehrlich selected from hundreds of samples. Chen Ke's goal was clear: to produce that specific product. It was impossible to synthesize the wrong drug. The reasons for the previous failures were all control issues in the reaction. As those problems were solved one by one, the efficacy had reached this level. Chen Ke thought it over repeatedly but couldn't figure out where the problem lay.

"Could it be that the purity isn't high enough?" You Gou suddenly asked.

Chen Ke wasn't sure about this, or rather, this was the hardest thing for him to handle. Without an advanced chemical industry, it was very difficult to raise the purity of chemical products. The chemistry industry looks like countless equations, but in reality, equations aren't the most important thing. In the chemical industry, "empirical parameters" are paramount. Many things don't have a reasonable explanation even in the 21st century, but empirical parameters play a huge role in them.

After a silence, Chen Ke finally said, "Let's purify the reagent one more time."

This was arduous work, but also very effective work. After just one round of purification, the final product could effectively cure syphilis and wasn't fatal to rabbits even at five times the dosage. When the second round of purification and synthesis was completed, Chen Ke hadn't slept for a full 40 hours. Although the rabbits that received the large dose injection were sickly, they had at least survived. Chen Ke sat down on the reclining chair and knew nothing more.
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"Brother Wenqing, Brother Wenqing." Someone was shouting for Chen Ke. The voice echoed from the distant edges of his consciousness.

"If I sleep now, I'll be out for a long time. Now is not the time to sleep. I must set an example; I must get up and work." This self-reinforcing mantra, repeated like brainwashing over the past few days, forced Chen Ke to struggle and open his eyes.

He saw Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao standing on either side of him, whispering, "Let's carry him to the dormitory."

"No need to carry me. Zhenglan, go find Brother Wu. Ask him to come," Chen Ke said as soon as he could speak. He looked up at the sky outside; it was already starting to darken. He checked his watch; he had slept for less than two hours.

"Did I sleep for a *shichen*, or did I sleep for a whole day?" Chen Ke asked hurriedly.

"You slept for a *shichen*. The sky is getting dark, and we were afraid you'd catch a cold, so we were about to move you to the dorm."

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt a wave of relief. "At least I didn't delay He Zudao's treatment," he muttered. Wiping his face with his hand, Chen Ke remembered something important and hurriedly asked Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, how are the rabbits? Are they alive?"

"The rabbits are all hale and hearty. I was just telling Huishen to feed them more water. It looks like they can last until tomorrow."

"Uh, spread new sand on the ground. There's poison in the rabbits' urine," Chen Ke quickly added.

Seeing Chen Ke's slightly delirious and rambling state, Hua Xiongmao urged, "Brother Wenqing, you should go rest for a while. You're exhausted."

"Everyone is tired. You two aren't doing much better. By the way, where is You Gou?"

Hua Xiongmao pointed to another lounge chair. "As soon as you lay down, Miss You just said not to disturb you, then sat down and fell asleep immediately."

Chen Ke looked over and saw You Gou sprawled face up on the chair. Her face was snow-white, and her breathing was rapid; she looked like a critically ill patient. This gave Chen Ke a start. "Quickly, call Xiao Lan in. Cook some hot porridge. Let You Gou drink the porridge and then go rest. Don't let her work herself into sickness."

Xiao Lan entered the room upon being called. She was just about to wake You Gou up when Chen Ke hurriedly stopped her. "Cook the porridge first, let it cool a bit, and boil some hot water too. If You Gou gets up now, she won't have the energy to eat or wash her face. Xiao Lan, feed You Gou half a bowl of porridge, then serve her while she washes her face and soaks her feet. Then send her to sleep."

Chen Ke spoke like a master commanding a servant, and Xiao Lan's face immediately turned sour. She froze for a moment but did not listen to Chen Ke. One of her hands was already on You Gou's shoulder, ready to gently shake her awake. Chen Ke grabbed Xiao Lan's shoulder and pulled her away from You Gou.

"Do you understand how to take care of people?" Chen Ke's voice was low, but his tone was extremely severe.

Xiao Lan knew enough to retreat; she simply shook her shoulder to break free from Chen Ke's grip. Perhaps because she was surrounded by a group of men, she didn't dare to act rashly. Xiao Lan retreated a few steps, then turned and trotted out of the room, heading back to the women's dormitory.

Chen Ke ignored her and said to Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, go find Brother Wu. Tell him the medicine is made. Ask him to find people to test the medicine as soon as possible. The sooner the better; starting right now would be best."

"Alright." Hua Xiongmao looked at Chen Ke with concern, then glanced in the direction of the women's dormitory. Finally, he went out.

"Huishen, let's boil water and cook porridge together."

"Wenqing, you..." Qi Huishen stopped halfway. It wasn't that he was hesitant to speak, but rather that he didn't know what to say.

"Huishen, I know you think I'm meddling. But this is just my temper. Since You Gou is working here with me, I have to be responsible."

"How about this? I'll call my family's maid to come and serve You Gou?"

"What serve? This is Xiao Lan's job, isn't it?" Chen Ke whispered indignantly as he pulled Qi Huishen into the courtyard. "Everyone thinks serving others is menial labor; this is a societal problem. In the new era, there will definitely no longer be distinctions of high or low birth, noble or base. There will only be different jobs, not different statuses. However, doing a job isn't done like that. You Gou is exhausted; if she just shakes her awake, what if she catches a cold?"

"Brother Wenqing, she is the You family's maid after all. It's not our place to say much. I should still call my family's maid..."

"No need. You Gou is only this tired today. Since the medicine is made, she can just work normal daytime hours from now on."

The courtyard was very quiet. Zhou Yuanxiao had heard the argument. Adhering to his usual style, he had silently started lighting the stove to boil water. Watching Zhou Yuanxiao busy at work, a thought struck Chen Ke. He had wanted to make honeycomb briquettes for a long time, but was limited by a lack of funds and couldn't start. If the profits from the pharmaceutical manufacturing really reached the expected level, the honeycomb briquette project could actually begin.

Chen Ke didn't speak, but Qi Huishen suddenly said, "Brother Wenqing, I've heard of friends who are completely devoted to each other. You saving He Zudao, taking care of us like this... You are truly a hero."

"Eh?" Chen Ke was quite surprised to hear this from Qi Huishen. "Huishen, we are all revolutionary comrades, right?"

"Yes."

"Revolution isn't about killing one's father and mother to go make trouble, is it? Who would dare associate with that kind of person? After knowing such a person, they would just tell you to go die, go die. Is that revolution? That's a death sentence!"

"What Brother Wenqing says is true." Qi Huishen had gradually gotten used to Chen Ke's way of thinking. Qi Huishen quite agreed with Chen Ke's view on revolution.

Zhou Yuanxiao, who hadn't made a sound until now, suddenly interjected, "Wenqing, didn't you say last time that revolution means overthrowing the Manchu Qing? Doesn't that still require selling one's life? People still have to die."

As soon as Zhou Yuanxiao said this, Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke with shining eyes. Zhou Yuanxiao wasn't wrong.

Chen Ke hadn't expected Zhou Yuanxiao to ask such a question, and for a moment, he really didn't know how to answer. But this question couldn't be avoided; if he dodged it, everything Chen Ke had said would be called into question. His drowsiness vanished instantly; Chen Ke was wide awake. Quickly cycling through his philosophy, Chen Ke replied, "Those engaged in military struggle—the comrades and comrades-in-arms who fight—naturally know they will encounter death. Those comrades and comrades-in-arms will certainly fear death; a person who isn't afraid of death has never been born. But since we have taken up this work, our task is to protect the new regime, to protect the comrades engaged in other work. If the enemy wants to shoot at you, they have to cross over our dead bodies first."

These decisive words caused a throb of emotion in Qi Huishen. He stared at Chen Ke. Chen Ke seemed to have recovered from his fatigue. Although his face was still pale, the bloodshot redness in his eyes had receded rapidly. Chen Ke didn't have a triumphant air; he looked as if he had merely stated a common fact. He walked to the well in the courtyard and drew water.

Although he had thought that revolution would involve death, Qi Huishen hadn't truly felt it until he faced it personally. The absolute trust between revolutionary comrades in Chen Ke's words gave Qi Huishen a sense of upliftment. And Chen Ke's ordinary actions, rather than diminishing Qi Huishen's trust, made this man—who always stood on the front lines of work—seem all the more convincing.

Chen Ke washed his face. While he was observing the current state of the rabbits, the water heated up quickly. There was leftover cold porridge. Zhou Yuanxiao had used a steamer to boil the water, so the porridge was warmed up along the way. Chen Ke went in and shook You Gou awake. Groggily, You Gou got up, finished the porridge in a few gulps in the courtyard, and washed her face with hot water. Chen Ke felt it would be inappropriate to ask You Gou to wash her feet in front of everyone. Watching You Gou sway as she walked into the women's dormitory, Chen Ke said, "Let's eat too."

Usually at this time, You Gou's family would send food over. The You family was punctual as expected; as usual, the steward carried a food box, entering with polite thoroughness but lacking warmth to greet everyone. Today, You Gou's second brother came along as well. The only resemblance between the siblings was their face shape and nose.

"Mr. You, thank you very much," Chen Ke said with a smile, going over to welcome him.

The Second Master You scanned the workshop and laboratory but didn't see You Gou. Seeing Chen Ke's pale face, his expression of dissatisfaction softened slightly.

"Mr. Chen, my sister hasn't been home for a long time. If it's not too busy here, I'd like to take my sister home for a visit. Our parents at home miss her very much." The Second Master You spoke quite politely.

"Certainly. We aren't that busy here anymore. And Miss You has been busy for a long time; I think she should go home and have a good rest," Chen Ke replied.

"Then I'll go call my sister to get up now."

Chen Ke wanted to stop him slightly, but worried that if Second Master You ran into Wu Xingchen, it might cause unnecessary trouble. He nodded.

Second Master You entered the women's dormitory. After a while, he came out looking furious. Without explaining anything, Second Master You simply cupped his hands at Chen Ke, turned, and left.

Less than fifteen minutes after Second Master You left, Wu Xingchen walked into the courtyard with Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke felt glad that the two hadn't bumped into each other.

"Is the medicine ready to use?" Wu Xingchen asked in a low voice as soon as he entered the laboratory.

"It's ready." Chen Ke had already checked the lab bench; no one had touched the things on it. This batch of medicine was produced using the raw materials from the second purification, and the total amount was not small. Treating thirty to fifty people would be no problem.

"Then let's move," said Wu Xingchen.

Chen Ke put the syringes, seven needles, the prepared saline, alcohol cotton balls, and other items into the medical kit. After checking everything once, Chen Ke said, "Huishen, come with me."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao, who had looked eager to try, immediately looked a bit dejected. When Wu Xingchen and Qi Huishen were almost at the door, Chen Ke called Hua Xiongmao over. "From today on, except for the few of us, no one is allowed into the laboratory. Especially that Xiao Lan. Watch closely."

"Don't worry. I've been keeping an eye on it," Hua Xiongmao said seriously, a determined smile pulling at the corner of his mouth.

"Of course I trust Zhenglan."

After speaking, Chen Ke picked up a lantern, checked the flashlight in his pocket, and then left with Wu Xingchen and the others.

The door opened again, and Chen Ke and Qi Huishen entered the room together, wearing masks. The sky was already dark, and under the light of the lantern, the room seemed filled with flickering ghostly shadows.

The smell in the room was still nauseating, and the women looked even weaker. The abscesses on their faces had worsened significantly over the past few days; their pale faces and red sores looked even more terrifying. The women still remembered Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't listen to what they were saying; he had Qi Huishen hold the lantern while he injected the medicine into the women's veins one by one.

Maybe it was because his last "visit" here had accustomed Chen Ke to it slightly, or perhaps Chen Ke's gaze was focused only on the women's arms. Or maybe having Qi Huishen by his side made Chen Ke feel somewhat at ease. This time, Chen Ke's feeling was clearly not as horrified as the last, but beside him, Qi Huishen's arm holding the lantern was trembling slightly the whole time. In the end, Qi Huishen had to place the lantern on the edge of the women's "bed."

The injection speed couldn't be fast. Chen Ke watched his watch, slowly pushing the plunger. Before coming in, he had asked the brothel owner again, and the owner confirmed that five of them had indeed fallen ill here first. But whether it was their first outbreak, he couldn't guarantee. Chen Ke barely remembered the appearance of the reasonable woman and one other woman. It had to be said that even if he couldn't remember, Chen Ke was absolutely unwilling to ask them again.

Having injected the drug into the other five women, Chen Ke suppressed the urge to inject the specific drug into those two women, giving them only two shots of saline. This drug was toxic; from any angle, injecting them was dangerous and unreasonable. Apart from Chen Ke's compassion objecting to it, there was no other reason not to do so.

After finishing the injections, Chen Ke hardened his heart and didn't listen to what the women said. He took Qi Huishen and left.

Seeing Wu Xingchen mumbling something with the brothel owner in a corner, Chen Ke didn't bother with them and left the courtyard straight away with Qi Huishen.

Qi Huishen didn't say a word until they reached the street. As they neared the workshop, Qi Huishen finally whispered, "It's truly miserable."

"Mn." Apart from this acknowledgment, Chen Ke didn't want to say anything.

"Wenqing, I've never seen such things."

"Mn."

Qi Huishen wanted to say something, but seeing that Chen Ke wasn't explaining things to him like before, and remembering Chen Ke's sleepless actions over these years, Qi Huishen fell silent too.

After dinner, Chen Ke called everyone together. Du Zhenghui and a few others couldn't stand staying up late like this, nor could they stand the boredom. Plus, the boys' dormitory wasn't big, so they had started only coming during the day and going back at night. Now that You Gou was still in a deep sleep, Chen Ke only said two sentences to the comrades: "No one is to reveal this news. I'm going to sleep." With that, Chen Ke walked back to the dorm, fell headfirst onto his bunk, pulled the quilt over himself, and entered dreamland.

Chen Ke woke up once in the middle, turned over, and fell asleep again. Later, around twelve o'clock, Chen Ke was woken by hunger. He walked out of the dorm with his stomach rumbling and saw food and dishes set on the table in the courtyard, covered by a gauze cage. Wu Xingchen and the others were sitting at the table talking.

This was the first time Wu Xingchen had given Chen Ke a pleasant look, and it was clear his smile was genuine. "Brother Chen, you're up. I figured you should be up by now. This table of wine and food has been ready for a while."

Chen Ke greeted Wu Xingchen but headed straight for the toilet. After relieving himself, Chen Ke sighed comfortably, came out, and washed his face. As soon as he sat down, Chen Ke asked, "How are the people?"

"The abscesses have started to shrink."

"And the people?"

"All alive."

Chen Ke let out a long sigh of relief. However, hearing Wu Xingchen say this, Chen Ke couldn't help but notice that apart from a few of their own, no one else was there.

"Wenqing, this was my own initiative. You're so tired, you need more rest. I let the others go back to rest first." Qi Huishen knew what Chen Ke was worried about. He said, "This morning, after Miss You got up, she said she was also very tired and went home first."

In the moments Qi Huishen was speaking, Chen Ke had already downed a bowl of porridge.

"And the rabbits?" Chen Ke asked.

"Also all alive."

"Wenqing, you don't need to say so much. I've seen your capabilities. What do you plan to say about this medicine?" Wu Xingchen was in a very good mood. Around noon today, he had forced the owner to open the door and forced the madam to go in and take a look. When the madam went in, she had a face full of anger, but when she came out, her face was full of joy. Seeing the disease cured so quickly, she estimated those prostitutes could take customers again soon. Plus, the treatment was free—a pie falling from the sky—so the madam was naturally happy.

The brothel owner was even shrewder. He knew what a huge business this miraculous medicine represented. He flattered Wu Xingchen in every way possible. He even enthusiastically invited Wu Xingchen back to his place to find the prettiest one for him to have some fun. This disgusted Wu Xingchen so much his nose almost crooked; he jerked his chin towards the small dark room. The brothel owner immediately felt he had missoken, gave an embarrassed dry laugh, and hurriedly apologized to Wu Xingchen.

"Brother Wu surely isn't just talking about splitting the money, right?" Chen Ke asked while burying his head in the food.

"Wenqing, how you talk to the foreigners, I don't care. But the brothers on the streets, you have to give an explanation. Today, that brothel owner dared to track me. if you treat more people, they will definitely track you to your door. Those hooligans and ruffians aren't so easily dismissed. As the saying goes, a good shoe doesn't step in stinking dog shit. Why should you tangle with those people? Those wretched scoundrels are crazy for money; they'll do anything."

"Mn, so what arrangements does Brother Wu have?"

"Let me hear what Wenqing thinks first."

Chen Ke said, "Brother Wu, you said you don't care how I deal with foreigners. You are familiar with matters on the streets. I shouldn't be the one speaking about these things; Brother Wu should be teaching me."

Seeing Chen Ke's firm attitude, Wu Xingchen finally said, "Two paths. One is that I introduce you to join the Tiandihui. In the future, no one on the streets will dare to touch you."

"And the other?"

"Wenqing helps me treat thirty people these few days. In the future, I'll come to you to get the medicine. I want thirty percent. Seventy percent goes to you. Then the little trouble today will be nothing."

"Brother Wu, you are honest." Hearing these two conditions, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing. "I said before, this medicine is highly toxic; a few out of a hundred people will die. I won't say anything else, but if I join the Tiandihui, I'm afraid there are Tiandihui brothers among the thirty people you want me to treat for free first. If my medicine kills someone, isn't that deceiving the master and destroying the ancestors? Would you want me to endure 'three knives and six holes' to atone for my crimes?"

Wu Xingchen just smiled upon hearing this. Chen Ke had already refused to join the Tiandihui. In fact, Wu Xingchen hadn't really hoped Chen Ke would do so.

"Brother Wu, as for the second path: if I cooperate with foreigners, naturally, the brand of the new medicine will be displayed. When this brand becomes popular, if you sell this medicine privately, aren't you afraid the foreigners will look for trouble with you? I want to cooperate with you because I want you to make money. We have many things to do in the future, and many places where we'll need your help. Just buying and selling this stuff... the vision is a bit short-sighted."

"Then what exactly does Wenqing mean?"

"With your capabilities, Brother Wu, you shouldn't only have the likes of He Yifa under your command. Although I don't know how the brothers on the streets operate, money is indispensable. If you buy medicine from me and take thirty percent of the money, how much can you earn? My idea is, why don't you just join us? We give you money, and you gather brothers and manage the friends on the streets. Isn't that better?"

Wu Xingchen hadn't expected Chen Ke to make such a request. In these times, which figure who could call the wind and summon the rain in Shanghai didn't have men in their hands? It wasn't that Wu Xingchen didn't want to do this, but he suffered from having no money in hand. And he was an outsider after all; holding the title of a Hall Master, he was constrained by others everywhere. If what Chen Ke said wasn't nonsense, Wu Xingchen could really spread his wings.

"Why treat me like this, Wenqing? We didn't know each other before. Now that you are putting up the money, naturally, I will help where I can. But aren't you afraid that after I become powerful, I might turn against you?" Wu Xingchen wanted to know what Chen Ke was thinking no matter what.

"In this Shanghai Bund, the only brother I know on the streets is you. This is fate. I believe in fate the most. Moreover, your seniority is high, you understand propriety, and you can endure. This makes you no ordinary person. If I don't cooperate with you, who should I cooperate with? Life is nothing more than the word 'profit.' You and I making money together is all for profit. It's fine as long as things are made clear. And I have always believed that everyone has righteousness in their hearts. In my dealings with you, Brother Wu, you are a person who speaks with great propriety and righteousness. If I end up with you stabbing me in the back, that only shows I did something too excessive. That would definitely be my mistake; what does it have to do with you?"

Although not entirely satisfied, this answer was at least within the range of what Wu Xingchen could accept.

"Since you say so, Wenqing, I might as well trust you this once. I'll say this upfront: I can't eat such a big business alone. Greasing various joints and managing friends on the streets—this money won't be small."

"I don't have much money right now. Treating those thirty people for you is something I can naturally do. But, Brother Wu, for every person treated after that, I will charge money. Let's agree first: for this month, we collect 50 taels per person."

"Is 50 taels too expensive?" Wu Xingchen was surprised at the price.

"This month counts as establishing the brand; the price is considered low. In the future, when I sell the medicine to the British, the price will be even more expensive. We can talk about adjusting the price then."

Having settled this matter, Chen Ke wanted to continue treating the few prostitutes. Wu Xingchen suggested not going again. Chen Ke simply said, "The medicine testing isn't finished. We must finish testing the medicine."

When the three went again, the brothel owner enthusiastically asked this and that. Wu Xingchen was in charge of dealing with the owner, while Chen Ke and Qi Huishen didn't say a word. They just injected the drugs and left. The prostitutes' conditions had improved greatly, so they were naturally joyful. Even the two prostitutes who hadn't improved looked somewhat radiant.

At night, Chen Ke injected them with the drug again. No one died. Chen Ke finally relaxed. Wu Xingchen led Chen Ke on a winding route through Shanghai, shaking off the people tailing them. Qi Huishen then led Chen Ke to He Zudao's home.

Just as Qi Huishen had said, He Zudao's illness had flared up quite severely. Upon seeing Chen Ke and Qi Huishen arrive, He Zudao cried until his voice was hoarse. And as Chen Ke had thought, He Zudao's brother had also started to show symptoms. After injecting both of them with the medicine and seeing no toxic reaction, Chen Ke finally returned with Qi Huishen.

"Wenqing, why cooperate with this Brother Wu like this?" Qi Huishen couldn't figure it out.

Chen Ke pointed to the white coats on both of them. "I wore this outfit to treat people last time, so I knew this matter couldn't be kept secret. If someone really wants to inquire about us, they can definitely find us."

"Then what are your thoughts, Wenqing?"

"This thing... except for the Manchu officials, we can cooperate with anyone. Whether it's foreign devils, brothers on the streets, or some comprador merchants. Everyone seeks wealth. Although everyone wants to be greedy, deals can be made. But the greed of the Manchus has reached the point where they won't leave you any benefit at all, so we absolutely cannot cooperate with them. If it really doesn't work out, I'll just leave. I only made this medicine to save He Zudao in the first place. I knew that making this medicine would mean endless trouble."

"Wenqing, if you want to leave, He Zudao and I will go with you," Qi Huishen said very seriously.

"Originally I said I wanted to leave, but back then, no one said they wanted to follow me in revolution. Now we have so many trustworthy comrades and have met so many people; why should we leave? Trust me, Huishen. As a Party member, having mastered the knowledge that Party members should master, nothing can stump us," Chen Ke said with full confidence.
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Chapter 16 Arsphenamine (5)

One of the Communist Party's summary statements about itself was, "As long as there are problems within the Party organization, the Party's development will inevitably encounter setbacks." Chen Ke felt that this was truly a "high-level" trouble. After exerting tremendous effort and seizing every opportunity, he had finally gathered some popularity. Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao had become core members. Although Zhou Yuanxiao's stance was unclear, he wouldn't betray the current party organization. As for You Gou's attitude, Chen Ke was quite uncertain.

You Gou was not a girl with deep shrewdness. Although she didn't wear her heart on her sleeve, one could always read something from her face when it came to things she cared about. Since returning from home, You Gou's condition had been a bit off.

In the morning, Chen Ke went with Qi Huishen to He Zudao's house. Both He brothers were still alive, which relieved Chen Ke considerably. Both were recovering quite fast; after one night, at least the open sores showed signs of scabbing. He Zudao felt very ashamed and didn't dare to speak much to Chen Ke. He Zudao's older brother was truly a scoundrel; he had already shamelessly asked Chen Ke for the specific medicine with his face covered in sores. Qi Huishen had warned Chen Ke about these things on the way, so the two ignored them, picked up the medical kit, and turned to leave.

When returning to the workshop, Chen Ke was surprised to find that, with Zhou Yuanxiao's help, You Gou had actually started the comprehensive purification process of the agent. The purification process was a very arduous task; without a complete set of equipment, it required two people working together very seriously. Zhou Yuanxiao understood chemistry, so assisting You Gou was no problem. But seeing these two working so openly—You Gou holding a stack of papers clipped to a thin wooden board with a large plastic clip extorted from Chen Ke, filled with data—it looked for all the world like a frantic theft of experimental parameters before parting ways.

When doing her own work, You Gou was even more diligent than usual. When encountering work that wasn't hers, You Gou would now rush to do it. Seeing You Gou's abnormal behavior, the other comrades, including Chen Ke, just silently took over the tasks that should have been theirs from You Gou's hands, without saying much. Although You Gou was embarrassed, she offered no explanation or sophistry. In less than a day, the atmosphere in the workshop became very strange.

Chen Ke knew the reason for this atmosphere; he actually missed it quite a bit. He had done this kind of thing many times in the past. It was young people hoping to get a large sum of money, yet not wanting their demand for money to damage the organization's confidence in them. This contradictory emotion naturally led to distorted behavior.

It wasn't just one person who was distorted; Hua Xiongmao was another type of distortion. Since following Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao rarely acted alone. Yesterday, Chen Ke reached an agreement with Wu Xingchen. Hua Xiongmao came back very late that night. Early the next morning, he ran out again. If Chen Ke guessed correctly, Hua Xiongmao was desperately looking for other partners. Wu Xingchen was no small figure in Shanghai, and Hua Xiongmao was not without connections in Shanghai. Chen Ke could fully understand Hua Xiongmao's desire not to lose out to Wu Xingchen. Surrounding the specific medicine, the comrades behaved differently according to their own standpoints.

There is a saying, "Subordinates opposing each other is beneficial to the stability of the leader's position." When Chen Ke was young, he seemingly understood and somewhat agreed with this view. Now that he was personally the "leader," he realized that what he thought made sense before was now seemingly pure nonsense. If things were allowed to develop like this, Chen Ke was convinced that the conflicts would soon intensify. And Chen Ke's position would not be stable at all.

Everything Chen Ke had painstakingly built up to now was based on selfless labor and fair, just, and open distribution. To start playing "divide and conquer" now would be personally dismantling his own foundation; it would be "hanging oneself." When an organization or polity tends towards rigidity, various conspiracies are produced in large quantities. When an organization is vibrant, what should be pursued is "progress," not intrigue and deception.

Hua Xiongmao returned to the workshop at dusk. Today he wore a silk magua jacket. After a day of running around, Hua Xiongmao was tired and thirsty, wishing only to sit immediately on the deck chair in the courtyard and gulp down tea from the pot. The courtyard gate was tightly closed, and the door nail wrapped in red string was inserted into the left door bar. This was the signal Chen Ke had set to restore the "curfew." Had something happened again? Hua Xiongmao began to worry. He knocked on the door according to the signal, and it was quickly opened by Qi Huishen. Contrary to what Hua Xiongmao thought, everyone was sitting around in the courtyard, and Chen Ke was making a joke, "The poem says, 'Light silk fan swats flowing fireflies.' We are 'Big banana leaf fan swats flies.'"

You Gou had something on her mind, and Zhou Yuanxiao was habitually silent. It was Qi Huishen, who opened the door from afar, who burst out laughing. Seeing that everyone had gathered, Chen Ke stopped teasing. As usual, Chen Ke's words went straight to the point. "How do you prepare to divide the money from selling the medicine?"

No one made a sound.

"You Gou, I know you want to ask me for a large sum of money. Why don't you speak first?"

You Gou didn't expect Chen Ke, who looked the same as usual, to say what she wanted to say first. You Gou's face turned red immediately, and she hurriedly explained: "Wenqing, I don't want money for myself."

"You just want to repay the money your parents spent on you all these years. I know very well, and I fully understand your feelings," Chen Ke said in a gentle voice.

"Mmm..." You Gou lowered her head and hummed. A moment later, You Gou looked up again, "Brother Wenqing, you worked so hard to make this medicine. No matter what, I will not privately sell your formula. I also very, very much want to work with Brother Wenqing in the future and start a career together. But..."

"But if you don't pay off the money you owe your parents, every time you hear them talk about money, you feel ashamed," Chen Ke continued.

"...Brother Wenqing, how did you know?" You Gou's phoenix eyes almost widened into apricot eyes.

Chen Ke smiled bitterly and said, "I did the same things you are doing back in the day. I know the road well."

Seeing You Gou stop speaking, Chen Ke turned to ask Hua Xiongmao, "Zhenglan, I'm just guessing, are you contacting business in Fujian?"

With You Gou's precedent just now, Hua Xiongmao didn't find it too strange. He nodded, "Exactly so. How did Brother Wenqing guess?"

"This syphilis was contracted by foreign devils from South America and later brought to China. So many ports have opened these years; there must be more infected people in Fujian than in Shaoxing."

"Wenqing is truly clever..."

"Don't say useless things, Zhenglan, what do you plan?"

"Shanghai can be left to Wu Xingchen, but outside of Shanghai, I will do it elsewhere."

Looking at Hua Xiongmao's appearance of a grand regional manager, Chen Ke was amused. "You can't handle that much. Moreover, Zhenglan, do you... do you know the characteristics of this medicine? Shelf life? Efficacy? Usage method? Do you know?"

Hua Xiongmao wasn't a fool either. Although he acted a bit on impulse this time, he had understood these things on the way. Hearing Chen Ke ask this: "Then what does Wenqing mean?"

"Have you contacted the brothers in Fujian?" Chen Ke remembered clearly that the Wenzhou merchant last time sold cloth to Fujian.

"I've contacted them. The brothers there asked me to treat two people for them," Hua Xiongmao said, trying to suppress his smugness. "I haven't settled the money matters with them; it depends on what Wenqing says."

Chen Ke originally wanted Hua Xiongmao and Wu Xingchen to build the team together. The difference between having one of your own people and not having one was heaven and earth. Now it seemed Hua Xiongmao was determined to compete with Wu Xingchen, so this plan definitely couldn't be implemented.

"Then how much money does Zhenglan want?"

"Like You Gou, I want a sum of money to give to my parents. I have decided to make revolution with Wenqing, so I won't go home if I can help it. If I don't leave a sum of money for my parents, I feel guilty." Speaking of this, it was unclear if Hua Xiongmao's acting was good or something else. Although he looked carefree, by the end, his tone revealed a sense of apology.

Chen Ke looked at Qi Huishen. Before Chen Ke spoke, Qi Huishen spoke up himself. "Wenqing, I don't need to give my parents any money, it's just that my father opposes my participation in the revolutionary cause, so my pockets are very tight. I only need 50 taels of silver a month."

This was honest. At least after hearing it, You Gou's face showed some regret. Chen Ke saw it clearly and laughed secretly in his heart. Back when Chen Ke paid back his parents the first sum of money, he had twenty yuan left in his pocket. He was high-spirited when paying back the money, and then for a month, living on five yuan a week for food, Chen Ke managed to persist. Thinking back to that era, it was truly an era so simple it was cute.

Zhou Yuanxiao saw Chen Ke looking at him and also took the initiative to speak, "First, I want a sum of money. Second, I can work with everyone to open factories and such, but I won't engage in fighting or killing. If Wenqing thinks this is okay, I will follow you."

"I know everyone's conditions. I can accept them. You all go back first and think clearly about what you want, and then we'll have another meeting tomorrow morning. Everyone will openly discuss what they need. Once everyone feels there are no problems, we will discuss how to cash it in. How about that?"

"Why tomorrow?" You Gou was a bit puzzled.

"Today everyone has expressed their willingness to join the Party, so now our Party is established. As the person currently in charge, I tell everyone the first rule of our Party: obey discipline and listen to command. So I asked you to go back and think clearly, you just go home and think clearly about this matter for me. The second rule, our Party values democracy. It's not just me having the final say, or you alone having the final say. For all matters, if everyone doesn't agree, then no one's say counts."

After Chen Ke said these logically contradictory words, he looked at the comrades. The first to figure it out, or more accurately, the first to speak out after figuring it out, was still Hua Xiongmao, "Wenqing, does this mean listening to you, or listening to the comrades?"

"All actions obey command; we must listen to the Party." Chen Ke gave Hua Xiongmao an ambiguous answer. "Meeting adjourned now. Huishen and I are going to treat He Zudao."

The so-called plans cannot keep up with changes. The morning meeting the next day was forced to end within five minutes. All comrades present reached the Party's first resolution: "Convene the next Party meeting when time permits."

Wu Xingchen arrived at the workshop at five minutes to ten in the morning. At this time, the workshop was already surging with people. After He Zudao's condition improved, not only did the revolutionary youths who had worked there admire Chen Ke and You Gou prostrate on the ground, but youths hoping to come and apprentice, as well as youths "seeking medicine for relatives and friends," seemed to pop up from the ground.

Seeing so many people in the workshop, Wu Xingchen was truly startled. Of course, Wu Xingchen's height and bulk also startled the youths in the workshop. You Gou wore a western suit today, her long hair tied in a ponytail behind her head, draping straight down. Seeing Wu Xingchen arrive, You Gou greeted him openly. "Hello, Brother Wu."

"Hello, Miss You Gou," Wu Xingchen replied. "Is Brother Chen here?"

You Gou took a pocket watch from her pocket and looked at it. "Brother Wenqing went to He Zudao's house; he will be back very soon."

The two walked out while talking. Outside the courtyard gate, Wu Xingchen asked with a smile, "Where did all these people come from?"

You Gou shrugged helplessly. "I don't know either. Anyway, they just came."

The two chatted and laughed as they walked, stopping at the intersection after a while. Seeing no idlers around, You Gou then said: "Brother Wenqing told me before going out to have Brother Wu wait for him here. He won't return to the workshop today."

Wu Xingchen thought of the crowd in the courtyard and naturally understood Chen Ke's difficulties. He was about to say a few more words to You Gou when he saw You Gou smile, "Brother Wenqing has returned; Brother Wu can just go over yourself." Wu Xingchen looked up and saw Chen Ke and Qi Huishen standing on the opposite street corner. Turning to look at You Gou, she had already gone straight back to the workshop. If You Gou pointed in Chen Ke's direction, it might be seen by someone and cause unnecessary trouble. That was why You Gou went back silently on her own. For a woman to handle things so efficiently, Chen Ke really had gathered quite a few talents around him.

While secretly admiring, Wu Xingchen smiled at Chen Ke. Chen Ke and Qi Huishen also looked at Wu Xingchen with smiles. In the next half minute, Wu Xingchen watched Qi Huishen's expression change from a smile to embarrassment. Three rickshaws stopped in front of Qi Huishen. Wu Xingchen's view was blocked, so he couldn't see exactly what happened. Anyway, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen were not forced, but got on the rickshaws. The three cars disappeared around the street corner in a flash. This sudden change made Wu Xingchen feel it was quite bizarre.

The person who got off the rickshaw was the butler of Qi Huishen's father. The butler was very polite. After Qi Huishen introduced him briefly, he said: "My master invites Mr. Chen Ke to my house for a chat. This matter arose hastily; I hope Mr. Chen will forgive us."

"What about me?" Qi Huishen couldn't help asking.

"Young Master, the Master said that today he is inviting Mr. Chen Ke. If Young Master is willing to accompany Mr. Chen home, we have three cars, enough to sit. If you are not willing to see the Master, you may suit yourself."

These words left Qi Huishen hanging there directly. Chen Ke had heard Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao talk about the power of Qi Huishen's family. Moreover, Qi Huishen told him today that he went home last night and told his father he wanted to open a hospital. Although coming to the door at this time was too impatient, Chen Ke couldn't just refuse them. Seeing Chen Ke get in the car, Qi Huishen naturally couldn't really let Chen Ke go see his father alone.

The three cars stopped in front of a very imposing residence. The butler led the two inside; the old man was waiting for Chen Ke in the living room. Qi Huishen's father was named Qi Si'e, with an appearance common in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Apart from his rather sharp eyes, there wasn't anything particularly special about him.

After Chen Ke paid respects to the old man, everyone took their seats as guest and host. "You," Qi Si'e pointed at his son, "go see your mother right now." Qi Huishen didn't dare to talk back and obediently went to the back.

Hearing this, Chen Ke remembered that Qi Huishen had been living at his place for ten days. While You Gou's family had people visiting every day, Qi Huishen had been living freely alone.

"Mr. Chen Ke's courtesy name is Wenqing, right?" Qi Si'e asked seemingly casually.

"Uncle, that is correct."

"Wenqing, this silly son of mine has finally made friends with someone willing to make money after all these years. Wenqing, your cloth dyeing and medicine making are very good. Much better than this silly son of mine."

Chen Ke felt there was no way to respond to the old man's words, so he just listened without saying a word.

The old man didn't intend for Chen Ke to respond. He took out a bank note. "My son has never done any proper business. He came back saying he prepared to open a hospital and set up some medical school. I happen to have some connections. The British want me to put up money to open a hospital. Their asking price is harsh. It just so happens you all want to open one. So I wanted to invite Wenqing over to explain this matter. This is a bank note for five thousand Eagle dollars. I can only take out this much. It doesn't matter if you do well or badly; at least I paid the money, so I can give an account."

When saying this, Qi Si'e seemed casual, but his gaze swept sharply across Chen Ke's face several times. After he finished, Chen Ke smiled, "Uncle Qi, do you think I am a swindler?"

Hearing this, Qi Si'e laughed loudly, "Although my son is disappointing and always neglects his proper duties, the person he highly recommends will definitely not be a swindler. If I really met a swindler, I'd just tie them up and throw them into the Huangpu River; why would I worry about meeting them personally? Wenqing, I know a few people in Shanghai after all. Wenqing doesn't need to fear anyone making things difficult for your hospital. It's just that Wenqing has to go personally to meet the British." Speaking of this, Qi Si'e handed the bank note to Chen Ke. "I don't understand this hospital business either. I still have to trouble Wenqing to find the British. As long as the British agree and sign on this bank note, the rest of the matters can be handled."

Chen Ke understood after hearing this. Qi Si'e gave him a bank note because he wanted him to deal with the British. What kind of play was this? The Qi family's style was really quite alternative. Chen Ke was uneasy and asked Qi Si'e again. Qi Si'e indicated that Chen Ke's understanding was correct. He had already agreed with the British on this matter, just needing to start the official paperwork these few days. Last night Qi Huishen suddenly mentioned this, so Qi Si'e called Chen Ke over to let Chen Ke handle it.

The rickshaw puller was quite fit and ran at a good speed. Qi Huishen and Chen Ke shared a car. Chen Ke recalled the events just now and found them very interesting.

Qi Si'e proposed such an opportunity, giving money and connections. Apart from feeling this was a huge trap, Chen Ke didn't think there were other reasons to refuse. Qi Si'e ignored Chen Ke and had the butler call Qi Huishen over. As soon as Qi Huishen arrived in the living room, Qi Si'e had the butler take the two to see the British immediately to settle the matter. Next, without even inviting Chen Ke for lunch, Qi Si'e kicked the two young men out the door.

"Huishen, your respected father is truly vigorous and speedy in his actions." Chen Ke really couldn't find other adjectives.

"That's because as long as I don't go make revolution, my dad supports whatever I do." Qi Huishen gave the correct answer.
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To put it subtly, Qi Huishen’s attitude toward foreigners was that he didn’t like them in the slightest. To put it bluntly, he found them absolutely repulsive. If it were the past, Qi Huishen would never have obeyed his father's order to interact with the British. This occasion was very special because he was going with Chen Ke. Otherwise, Qi Huishen likely would have given up.

However, as the rickshaw got closer to the British Consulate, Qi Huishen appeared increasingly uneasy.

"Wenqing, how does one usually deal with foreigners?" Qi Huishen finally asked.

"This matter, I..." Chen Ke almost slipped up. In truth, he didn't have much experience dealing with foreign devils either. Chen Ke congratulated himself on not misspeaking while he pondered.

"Let's hear what the butler has to say first. Since your father sent him, it wouldn't be a casual decision."

Qi Huishen didn't have a better idea, so he changed the subject. "Wenqing is never afraid of foreigners, are you?" This remark inadvertently revealed Qi Huishen’s inner thoughts.

"I’m not afraid of individual foreigners, but when encountering organized foreigners, I always believe one must be cautious. No matter how rotten the British organization is, it’s not something I can deal with alone," Chen Ke gave a vague answer.

Seeing Qi Huishen’s worried look, Chen Ke laughed, "But foreign devils are people too. If they are people, then the way they do things isn't actually that different. Treat them with courtesy, seek truth from facts in understanding their procedures, and you won’t encounter anything too excessive."

The three of them got off the rickshaw in front of the British Consulate. Before the two young men could speak, the butler had already started "lecturing on the rules." As Qi Huishen’s father, Qi Si'e, had said, both parties had already determined the general direction of the project. Chen Ke felt that if he hadn't misunderstood the butler, his and Qi Huishen’s job was simply to get stamps. A certain Counselor at the consulate was the British person in charge of this affair, and the first document needed to be issued from this Counselor’s hands.

Chen Ke didn't dare guess blindly; he straightforwardly told the butler his understanding. The butler nodded with satisfaction. Then the group began their work.

"Bureaucratic style" has always been a target of criticism in the industrial age: slow, rigid, endless documents, forms, and stamps. Anyone who doesn't understand the bureaucratic system will absolutely have no good impression after dealing with it. Chen Ke used to feel this way too, but ever since he personally went through bureaucratic procedures to accomplish a few not-so-small things, his view of the bureaucratic system changed. Compared to banditry or rule by man, the progressive significance of a modern bureaucratic system is quite large. Everyone’s criticism of bureaucracy lies in "not being able to find the person who calls the shots." Actually, if you are willing to listen seriously to the bureaucrats' explanations, you can actually find the person responsible. Chen Ke always felt that, compared to the bureaucratic system itself, those who believe the bureaucratic system can solve *all* problems perhaps make the greater error.

This affair verified Chen Ke's view. A Counselor named Humphrey issued the first document. Next, they had to find the official in the British Concession's education department responsible for this matter to sign it. Chen Ke didn't simply entertain that official, sign the document, and run away in a hurry. Instead, he spent some effort communicating with him.

Compared to Indians, the British were much more diligent. But compared to the Chinese, the British were relatively lazy. Because he practiced spoken English by watching American dramas, Chen Ke spoke standard American English, with a bit of a New York accent. When choosing words and phrasing, Chen Ke tried his best to use "May" instead of "Can" to sound a bit more London. The education official hadn't actually stayed in London for long; he was from Coventry.

That this short-haired Chinese man could speak English that was clearly not from mainland China made him less annoying. Chen Ke neither held obvious hostility toward the British like ordinary Chinese, nor did he curry favor like a comprador. So, this official answered a few of Chen Ke's key questions. Who exactly has jurisdiction over the school mentioned in this document? Which departments are responsible for leading the work for this school?

In the following days, Chen Ke did exactly this at every unit where a signature and stamp were required. Not every official was as amiable as the one responsible for education; there was more than one or two who treated Chen Ke with a terrible attitude. At these times, Chen Ke had to adopt another method, which was to say, "As long as you don't kick me out, I will get the steps you are responsible for done, strictly on a business basis."

Qi Huishen accompanied Chen Ke throughout these few days. In Qi Huishen’s imagination, handling affairs meant finding the person in charge, conducting open or private negotiations, and then reaching a result. This was his first time struggling against a modern bureaucratic system. Seeing the British with gloomy faces and unkind tones, yet seeing Chen Ke exchange opinions with them without fear and follow their directions... Many demands that seemed unreasonable to Qi Huishen, Chen Ke was able to run back and forth repeatedly to complete.

Stamping official documents, filling out forms, stamping again, changing forms. Going to a department today, and having to go again tomorrow—the purpose of seeking out the same person was entirely different. On the afternoon of the fourth day, Chen Ke finally brought a final document back before Counselor Humphrey.

Counselor Humphrey looked at the two Chinese youths, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen, with a somewhat surprised gaze. As a Briton who knew the power of the bureaucratic system well, he rather appreciated the steadfast persistence of these two young men. Actually, the British bureaucratic system in Shanghai wasn't that large; he had long known of Chen Ke's actions within it. Chen Ke didn't strictly follow the steps to sign documents; without touching the "stance" held by Counselor Humphrey, Chen Ke figured out who to find, and then went to find that person for the stamp himself.

As one of the characteristics of the bureaucratic system, subordinates had long since come to Humphrey, hoping to know if there was anything fishy about this matter. Humphrey had just one sentence: "Follow the procedure." The subordinates naturally wouldn't misunderstand; this meant "just don't deliberately look for trouble."

This school matter wasn't a critically important affair. Ever since the Americans used the Boxer Indemnity to open schools in China, the British had similar intentions. But the British, relying on their "international status," were unwilling to be as blunt as the Americans. This school project fell into this category. If not for this background, Counselor Humphrey might not have let Chen Ke pass so readily.

Following the butler's specific instructions, Chen Ke placed the bank draft together with the final document. Counselor Humphrey signed a receipt for Chen Ke and sent the two away.

"You mean, the British are using China's Boxer Indemnity to build schools to buy off the Chinese?" Outside the consulate, Qi Huishen asked Chen Ke. "And for this school, the British Consulate in Shanghai is making my father pay for it while they don't lift a finger. They created that whatever... Wenqing, what was that term you used just now?"

"Political achievement project."

"Right, political achievement project. You mean the British Consulate has created a political achievement project."

"If not for this reason, the two of us definitely couldn't have finished this task."

After saying this, a relaxed and happy look appeared on Chen Ke's face. Qi Huishen didn't share Chen Ke's good mood; he only felt that the busy work of these past days was merely to set up an empty shell of a school, and for the service of the British at that. This made him very unhappy.

"Huishen, this is revolution. Our revolutionary cause has achieved a major breakthrough. Haven't you always wanted to recruit revolutionary comrades? Through this school, the process of recruiting comrades will yield twice the result with half the effort," Chen Ke persuaded.

"Although we can gather comrades, we are mostly finding a bunch of people to serve the British. I still feel it's not right." Qi Huishen still couldn't figure it out.

"Huishen, what exactly do you think revolution is? A bunch of comrades holding guns and knives, wiping out all the enemies? I think you shouldn't be that childish anymore."

"But it shouldn't be this result either. Brother Wenqing, you say we need revolution, but the more I look, the further what you do seems from revolution. In the past, at least you explained revolutionary principles to us. These days, you don't even talk about revolutionary principles."

Chen Ke did not agree with Qi Huishen’s view. "Ha, when I talked about revolutionary principles, you weren't revolutionary comrades yet. Now that we've even established a Party cell, I actually feel my revolutionary work is remarkably effective."

"Then what do you plan to do next, Wenqing?" Qi Huishen knew he couldn't out-debate Chen Ke, so he asked directly.

"The Party relies on Party members. To distinguish whether a person is a Party member, we don't look at what he says. Instead, we look at what he does. I said I am a revolutionary; why did you believe me? I presume it wasn't because I spoke endlessly to you about revolutionary principles. But because I led the comrades to do work earnestly together. And we were able to get things done. Why can the comrades get along well? Because everyone is working earnestly. Not just for themselves, but for our common cause."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen fell silent and nodded slightly. Chen Ke could dye cloth, make medicine. Now he could also get this approval document. If there were no special circumstances, Chen Ke should be able to do many things. Qi Huishen complained that Chen Ke wasn't revolting now only because he believed Chen Ke should also be able to get a revolution going. Just as Chen Ke said, through the experience of working together these past days, even though Qi Huishen had joined accidentally because of an accidental injury, he still liked these guys. He hoped to make revolution together with these guys. Rather than with those who were at a loss when facing hard work, or who simply ran away.

Seeing that Qi Huishen was persuaded, Chen Ke felt very gratified. And to be able to say such words to Qi Huishen today, Chen Ke felt very happy in his heart.

The success of the Communist Party, especially the myth-like success before 1949, had an important external manifestation: what the Communist Party told the people, she achieved. She even achieved far more than she said. Chen Ke didn't think that when the country was founded in 1949, the comrades in the Party really all understood the theory of communism. Chen Ke believed that it would be pretty good if no more than 4% of the Party members back then truly understood communist theory. As for the Chinese people of that time, those who understood communism were definitely less than 1%.

But why could this political party crush all reactionaries like dry weeds and rotten wood? Because this political party relied on "seeking truth from facts" to do practical things beneficial to the people. It was the result of millions of Party members implementing the Party's program and organizational discipline from top to bottom.

Chen Ke felt regretful that he couldn't mention these things to Qi Huishen. Even if he did, Qi Huishen wouldn't believe it. For Chen Ke, he could only lead by example, letting the comrades realize the power of the new political party through actual actions. This political concept and organizational model could liberate China, and even liberate the whole world.

Chen Ke strongly agreed with that widely circulated fable: in a country composed of madmen, the normal person is the madman.

If one cannot speak with facts, then everything is a lie that can never be clarified.

But a journey of ten thousand miles begins with a single step. Now that the initial outline was there, there were many things Chen Ke could do. "What does Huishen think of this bureaucratic system of the British?" Chen Ke asked.

"Too tedious. I really can't understand it. It's thanks to you, Wenqing, that you could figure out what they were doing."

"Then for the New China we want to build in the future—oh, let's not talk that far ahead. For the new school we are about to establish immediately, and the new factories and enterprises, how do you prepare to set up the management system, Huishen?"

Qi Huishen really hadn't thought about these things. Since he joined Chen Ke's team, he didn't need to consider these things; there was always endless work in front of him, and the team ran very well. Qi Huishen subconsciously thought that this was the best model.

"Huishen, I said before, our Party speaks of democracy. For the future organizational structure, decisions made after everyone meets and discusses must be obeyed unconditionally by all Party members. When we have meetings, you can't act like this with me. You must speak your own views."

When Chen Ke said this, Qi Huishen remembered that such a thing had indeed been said. Since Chen Ke said a Party meeting was needed to determine how future development would proceed, that meant revolutionary work would continue to be pushed forward. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen became happy again.

These past few days, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen ran errands for stamps during the day and treated patients at night. Seeing the sun already slanting west, it was almost time for treating patients. According to their usual schedule, they should rush back to the workshop now, change into white coats, carry their medical kits, and rush to the patients' homes. But holding that receipt in his hand, Chen Ke absolutely dared not let Qi Huishen take it to Old Master Qi Si'e. This wasn't because he didn't trust Qi Huishen, but if Chen Ke let Qi Huishen take the receipt back, a person like Qi Si'e would only think Chen Ke didn't know how to handle affairs. Facing this figure he absolutely could not afford to offend, Chen Ke couldn't make any mistakes.

Qi Si'e called Chen Ke and Qi Huishen into the living room. Chen Ke first handed the receipt to the old master. Qi Si'e looked at it and passed the receipt to the butler beside him.

"Wenqing, I've seen the receipt, no problem. This matter is done."

Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. "I can finally give you an account."

"Haha, Wenqing handles affairs very cautiously." The old master laughed, then he turned his head and immediately scolded Qi Huishen, "Do you know now that things are not easy to do?"

Although Qi Huishen was somewhat unconvinced, he didn't dare contradict his father. He responded obediently.

"This is because Wenqing is sensible that it could be done so quickly. If you went to do it, I'm afraid you wouldn't be able to get this done in a month," Qi Si'e said.

"Uncle Qi, this relied on you having paved the road for us long ago. They didn't make things difficult for us at all. If we had to do it ourselves, it wouldn't be a matter of running errands, but that it simply couldn't be done," Chen Ke hurriedly said.

Seeing that Qi Huishen didn't talk back, and since the matter was accomplished anyway, Old Master Qi didn't want to say much more about his son. He looked at Chen Ke again. "Wenqing, I haven't run a school. Nor do I understand how to run a school. How do you plan to help me, Wenqing?"

"I really want to do this school project. But for this matter, I can only do the work; as for how to do it, Uncle Qi, you still have to make the decisions." As Chen Ke spoke, he took out a manuscript. "Uncle Qi, I studied abroad. I copied and guessed based on what schools look like abroad and wrote an outline. I'd like to ask Uncle Qi for your guidance."

This was the material for Cai Yuanpei; Chen Ke changed the name slightly and brought it over to use.

"Wenqing, regarding this matter, I originally thought that since the British asked me to do this, I would just treat it as spending five thousand dollars in vain. Spending money to avoid disaster. I didn't expect that you, Wenqing, could actually do this, and this son of mine rarely wants to do some proper business. I won't worry about the school matters. If you two feel that my five thousand dollars shouldn't be spent in vain, then run it for me. If you need me to do anything, say the word, and I'll handle it for you. If you can't run this school, I originally thought this money was thrown into the water anyway. It doesn't matter."

"Uncle Qi, I originally wanted to open a hospital. I didn't expect to encounter such an opportunity. This school is a medical school, and every medical school has its own affiliated hospital. It’s truly my luck that my hospital can lean on this big tree. Please rest assured, I will definitely assist Huishen in running this school well."

Qi Si'e nodded with satisfaction. "This school, although said to be established by the British, is paid for with my money. So I told the British that they can send people to be school directors, but the Chairman cannot be British. How about this: Huishen will be the Chairman. Wenqing, you be the Principal. You two run the school well for me."

"I will definitely assist Huishen with all my strength."

"By the way, Wenqing, are you a revolutionary?" Qi Si'e suddenly asked.

Hearing this, Chen Ke was startled. Seeing no malice in Qi Si'e’s words, although he was speaking to Chen Ke, his gaze fell on Qi Huishen.

Chen Ke said, "I used to clamor about revolution, but now I don't dare to talk nonsense like before."

Qi Si'e hummed. He said to his son, "Revolution, revolution. Apart from making trouble everywhere, what else can that bunch of revolutionaries do? Isn't it good to honestly do business and run a school? Isn't it better than wandering around outside all day?"

Chen Ke recalled Qi Huishen’s words: as long as he didn't go make revolution, his old man would support whatever he did. It seemed these words were no joke.

Although the times are different, the mood of parents loving their children has no distinction. Qi Si'e criticized and educated Qi Huishen for half an hour, until Qi Huishen, annoyed to no end, guaranteed that he would concentrate on the school in the future. Only then did the old master let his son off.

After the family education ended, Old Master Qi Si'e invited Chen Ke to have dinner together. Chen Ke was very relieved; if not for the grand reason of "treating patients," he really couldn't have refused.

After Chen Ke took his leave, Qi Si'e said, "Wenqing is busy today, so I won't delay his proper business. Regarding that medicine business Huishen said he's doing with Wenqing, we'll talk when we have time."
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Chapter 18: The First Party Meeting

As the saying goes, plans can never keep up with changes. The first Party meeting was scheduled to convene on July 14, 1905. It officially convened on July 17, three days later than expected.

Chen Ke and Qi Huishen had been busy with the school and treating patients, while Zhou Yuanxiao was in charge of watching the workshop. During this period, Hua Xiongmao and You Gou also became elusive. You Gou claimed she was recruiting some friends she had worked with before, swearing solemnly that there were some excellent talents among them.

Because the paperwork for the school needed to be finalized, Qi Huishen had to frequently contact the British with his father, so he couldn't follow Chen Ke around to treat patients. It wasn't impossible for Chen Ke to treat patients alone, but since Hua Xiongmao was willing to take charge of drug sales in Fujian, Chen Ke felt Hua Xiongmao had to go on business trips eventually. Chen Ke couldn't go to Fujian with Hua Xiongmao, so it was very necessary for Hua Xiongmao to fully understand the use of the specific drugs and their therapeutic effects now.

After going on medical rounds with Chen Ke twice, Hua Xiongmao earnestly apologized. "Wenqing, looking at those patients makes me feel uncomfortable all over. I have nightmares at night. Wenqing, I beg you, let me go sell the medicine. I can't do this doctoring business."

No matter how Chen Ke explained the necessity of understanding the drug's characteristics, Hua Xiongmao insisted that he needed some time before he could come into contact with patients again. Now, the sight of a patient made him nauseous.

After Hua Xiongmao fled in defeat, You Gou volunteered to find a reliable Chinese doctor trained in Western medicine. Two days later, she brought over a doctor named Wang Qinian. Wang Qinian was Cantonese, and his family had many overseas Chinese members in Nanyang. This Dr. Wang's uncle was a seaman, and relying on his uncle, Wang Qinian had graduated from some medical school in Marseille, France. Seeing Wang Qinian's vagueness, Chen Ke strongly suspected that the teacher of this "medical school" was likely the ship's doctor.

However, when talking about intravenous injection, dosage, saline solution, and compounding drugs, Wang Qinian answered fluently and his practical operation was quite skilled. He was competent for the position of a doctor. Chen Ke was worried about this Dr. Wang's background; since there were overseas Chinese in his family, his background wouldn't be that simple. Wang Qinian was recommended by You Gou's friend, and she said she would ask around.

After experiencing so many things, on the morning of July 17, the first Party meeting was officially held. There were five attendees in total: Chen Ke, Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Zhou Yuanxiao. Although everyone had been joking around when mentioning the Party meeting, when they really sat around the table and met in the name of the Party, the familiar friends looked at each other and felt a bit embarrassed.

Chen Ke patted the table. "I announce that the first Party meeting has officially begun."

No one applauded, no one spoke. Everyone waited calmly for Chen Ke to continue.

"Item one, let's first elect a secretary for this session."

"What is a secretary?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"The secretary is responsible for recording every topic, everyone's speech, and the final resolutions reached. In addition, after the meeting, the secretary must compile a meeting summary..." Chen Ke thought these things were easy to understand, but to his great surprise, after explaining the secretary's responsibilities, the comrades' views were widely divergent.

"My handwriting is no good, I can't do it," Hua Xiongmao spoke first. If Hua Xiongmao had stopped there, it would have been understandable. But Hua Xiongmao continued asking, "This kind of thing is for miscellaneous staff. Shall we find someone specifically to do this next time?"

Chen Ke tried his best to understand Hua Xiongmao and interpret his words in a positive light. As Chen Ke thought, Hua Xiongmao's intention was probably—if one focuses on recording everyone's words, one cannot participate in the discussion. So, it's better to find someone uninvolved to do this work. Moreover, Chen Ke suspected that Hua Xiongmao considered the secretary a low-level position, and as "core cadres," this group shouldn't be doing it.

Qi Huishen had engaged in revolution before, after all, so his thinking was more reliable. "We discuss many things that need to be kept secret. How can we use an outsider?"

"My handwriting isn't good either, I can't do it," You Gou followed up.

Zhou Yuanxiao remained silent until he saw Chen Ke looking at him. Only then did Zhou Yuanxiao reluctantly say, "I can't do it."

Chen Ke felt helpless regarding everyone's viewpoints. A small secretary might seem insignificant, but among the positions within the Communist Party, the highest rank of secretary—the General Secretary—was the number one person in the Party. There was only one true Party Chairman. If Chen Ke was the Party Chairman now, then the second in command would be the General Secretary. Often, status is not something to be fought for; whoever is suitable for the position doesn't need to fight.

Seeing no one vying for the secretary role, Qi Huishen said, "I'll do it." No one objected.

Chen Ke said, "Meeting item two, we elect the moderator for this meeting. I elect myself."

No one objected to this topic. Seeing Qi Huishen hadn't started writing, Chen Ke urged, "Huishen, write it down."

"This needs to be recorded too?" Qi Huishen was a bit puzzled.

"This is our rule for meetings from now on. In the meeting, everything must be recorded." Chen Ke said very seriously.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qi Huishen began to record.

"Item three, every future topic must ultimately be voted on by a show of hands. Everyone must speak. If you agree, raise your hand to indicate it; if you disagree, you must explicitly object..."

These rules, which Chen Ke had learned in elementary school, were proposed as topics one by one, and passed by a show of hands one by one. Everyone thought Chen Ke was going to talk about something important, but it turned out to be relearning rules. It was fine at first, but after a while, everyone felt it was very boring. Hua Xiongmao even started yawning.

Finally, the meeting rules were fully explained. Chen Ke watched Qi Huishen finish writing these down before saying to everyone, "After this meeting ends, what does the secretary need to do?"

No one understood what he meant, so Chen Ke had to ask again. No one could recall, and Qi Huishen couldn't remember either. He hurriedly looked through the meeting minutes and quickly found the answer. "The secretary must write a meeting summary after the meeting."

"This is the reason for having a secretary. This is also why, on the basis of preserving the original records of the meeting, a meeting summary must also be written." Chen Ke said with a smile. More specifically, the corners of Chen Ke's mouth pulled into a smile.

As a transmigrator, Chen Ke had never felt where his advantage lay. In this strange era, in this strange world, Chen Ke always had to rely on himself to solve all problems. Since starting from scratch and facing strangers, it was actually easier to make contact with revolutionaries and find a common language. In 1905, it was easier for Chen Ke to be a revolutionary.

The Party meeting had only been going on for a short while, but Chen Ke suddenly felt his advantage. His true advantage did not lie in the knowledge of later generations, but in knowing how to build an organization to solve problems. The power of an organization is greater than the individual; three cobblers equal a Zhuge Liang. If there is a good organization, any genius is unable to contend against it with individual strength alone.

As a transmigrator, Chen Ke didn't know what those great men of the past thought, but he knew what those great men did, and what kind of organizations they built to operate and achieve their goals. Those organizations Chen Ke had once loathed were holders of power; to Chen Ke, they were even "oppressors." But Chen Ke could now understand that it was precisely because they were organized and had strict discipline that they had such power.

"Yo, Huishen, when you write the summary report, I'll have to read it with respect," Hua Xiongmao teased.

Chen Ke glared at Hua Xiongmao. "Huishen, record this statement Zhenglan made in the meeting."

The implication of ridicule was so clear that Hua Xiongmao hurriedly said, "Don't, don't."

Qi Huishen just smiled and didn't move his pen.

The subsequent topics became much more serious. Chen Ke asked everyone, what is the purpose of the revolution?

"To establish a new system and save China." Hua Xiongmao, having just been criticized by Chen Ke, hurriedly quoted Chen Ke's words upon hearing this serious matter.

"Then does everyone think what I said is correct?"

This question triggered everyone's contemplation.

Hua Xiongmao laughed, "What Wenqing says sounds reliable. Besides, the world is definitely going to be in chaos. Naturally, I listen to Wenqing. Furthermore, we were so busy before, where was the time to explain this in detail?"

"Then, we must organize study classes. To explain the theory of revolution clearly."

"I've been waiting to hear Wenqing lecture." Qi Huishen agreed with this suggestion very much. As he spoke, Qi Huishen hurriedly recorded on the paper.

"This brings up a problem: when do we give lectures? Everyone is so busy, treating patients or selling medicine. We are about to start a school soon; how do we squeeze out this time?"

This was indeed a big problem. Everyone was busy during the day and only free at night. Everyone's eyes involuntarily fell on You Gou. Among them, You Gou couldn't really come out at night.

"Don't worry about me, I can't delay everyone's business. I appreciate your kindness, but I will definitely come to attend the lectures at night," You Gou said hurriedly.

So the time for the Party class was set for six o'clock in the evening.

"This is not enough. We already have so many things on hand, we must recruit people. I will now report to everyone on the things I think need to be done within the next year." Chen Ke took out the notebook he carried with him and said to the group.

According to Chen Ke's plan, in the coming year, they would establish a medical college together with the British. With this medical college as the main body, they would set up an affiliated school and a nursing school attached to the medical college. They also needed to open a hospital affiliated with the medical college.

The hospital needed a large amount of equipment. Leaving aside other equipment, if all the glass equipment had to be purchased, it would be too wasteful. Chen Ke believed they needed to open a glass factory. If they were to open a glass factory, they would need a large amount of coal, and purchasing on a small scale was too inefficient. Chen Ke told everyone that he prepared to build a honeycomb briquette factory.

Such a plan was essentially an extremely incomplete complex of related industries. The group could still understand it. Next, Chen Ke told everyone his overall design for the schools and factories.

From the construction of schools to the hiring of teachers; from the construction of the hospital to the hiring of doctors and nurses. As for the honeycomb briquette factory, that was even more complex. From equipment design and purchase to the procurement of anthracite, clay, and straw, as well as the selection and construction of the factory site. Product sales, and smoothing out various social relations. He spoke for over half an hour like this. Qi Huishen had already interrupted Chen Ke's statement six times, asking him to pause so he could finish writing the current record.

While Qi Huishen was writing desperately, You Gou said, "Wenqing, we don't have enough people. We have to recruit."

"That's right, how do we recruit?"

"I can find some people from the countryside. Anyway, there are so many people with nothing to do right now," Hua Xiongmao said.

"How is their work? Can they do the work we need them to do?" Chen Ke asked.

"If they don't listen, I'll deal with them," Hua Xiongmao said.

You Gou looked at Hua Xiongmao with disdain. "That's not as good as recruiting in Shanghai."

"Can people here in Shanghai do a good job? Do you know their background inside out?" Hua Xiongmao asked back.

"If they don't do well, we don't pay them wages. Besides, can Zhenglan also find those teachers, doctors, and nurses from the countryside?" You Gou retorted.

"At least those people are obedient, right?"

"Hmph! Obedient! I've opened factories with people before, and I haven't seen how obedient those relatives from the countryside are. They are clumsy and can't do anything right. If you say a couple of words to them, they make a fuss with you first. Even if they know they did wrong, those country folk don't say it, but there are plenty who sabotage you behind your back while working. Compared to these 'obedient' people, I'd rather find those disobedient workers. At least with hired workers, they work for wages; they know if they don't do well, they won't get money."

It seemed You Gou had failed quite a few times before; the resentment in these words was unusually strong.

"According to you, there are no good people among country relatives."

"There should be good people, but if they were good, would they be unable to survive in the countryside and run to the city? I haven't seen many such good people."

"Nonsense! City workers are sly and slippery, how are they any good?"

...

...

You Gou and Hua Xiongmao started arguing. Neither could convince the other, and their emotions became increasingly intense. Chen Ke watched them argue without saying a word, just snickering. Qi Huishen couldn't stand it anymore. He put down his pen. "Do you want me to record your words too?"

This really worked; the argument ended immediately.

You Gou glared aggressively at Hua Xiongmao, while Hua Xiongmao snorted coldly and turned his head away to ignore You Gou.

Seeing that both of them were silent, Chen Ke said, "Revolution requires revolutionary principles. The revolutionary principles I know happen to contain something that addresses what you were just arguing about."

"Wenqing, say it quickly. Is what I said right, or is what Zhenglan said right?" You Gou asked immediately.

"That's right! Wenqing must explain this clearly." Hua Xiongmao also wouldn't let it go.

"First of all, what you said is all truth, things you've seen with your own eyes. I can confirm this."

"Hmph!" You Gou and Hua Xiongmao huffed at the same time.

"Why such a situation occurs... several aspects of revolutionary theory discuss this matter. However, this is not a Party class right now; the Party class will start in the evening. So we will continue with the current agenda: the work plan for the next year."

Seeing that You Gou and Hua Xiongmao both looked a bit reluctant to let it drop, Chen Ke said to Zhou Yuanxiao, who had only simply stated his position and remained silent: "Brother Zhou, you have also opened a factory. We really need an example of opening a factory for this topic. Brother Zhou will be responsible for preparing this example, how about that?"

Zhou Yuanxiao's face twitched. Failing at running a factory was something he refused to mention. Chen Ke actually brought up this example, leaving Zhou Yuanxiao feeling very bitter. "Let's forget it, Wenqing. I don't want to bring that up."

Chen Ke did not agree with Zhou Yuanxiao. "Brother Zhou, this kind of thing must be figured out. If something succeeds, there might be a bit of providence involved. But if something fails, it's definitely because we didn't do it well. Since we spent so much money and put in so much effort, we have to understand clearly how we failed, right?"

"I've accepted that matter. If we don't have to mention it, let's not," Zhou Yuanxiao said despondently.

You Gou also disagreed. "No, Brother Zhou, you should talk about it. Let's see how those people actually ruined your factory." After saying this, she ignored Hua Xiongmao's dissatisfied look. "You should explain clearly how those country relatives ruined your factory. Past experience, if not forgotten, is a guide for the future. Since we are going to continue opening factories, these mistakes cannot be repeated."

"That's right, Brother Zhou, you must speak," Hua Xiongmao said in a tone that showed he was clashing with You Gou.

"We are all comrades, don't hurt the harmony," Qi Huishen persuaded. "Wenqing, you say something to them too. Speaking like this isn't right."

Chen Ke laughed. "The reason I want to pull everyone into the revolution is that a true Party member can see the entire world clearly. Right now, the reason You Gou and Zhenglan are arguing is that they are looking at the world through their own eyes, rather than looking at what this world actually is. I feel they are just like children quarreling right now, completely missing the point."

"Children quarreling also hurts harmony," Qi Huishen understood Chen Ke's meaning and laughed.

"What harmony do children hurt? One day they say, 'I won't play with you anymore,' and a few days later they are playing together happily again. You can't persuade them out of this."

Hearing this, You Gou said angrily, "I am the child. I am reasoning."

"Oh, reasoning. Then let's continue the meeting. We are here to hold a meeting today, not to quarrel. Right?"

Faced with Chen Ke's tolerant and mature words, You Gou had to stay silent.

"I talked about *Capital* last time. It discusses the development of enterprises. I also mentioned that in Sweden, 30% of child laborers die in factories before reaching adulthood. In Britain, after entering the factory, it is guaranteed that workers will be worked to death within three years. These are all truths. The operation of capital has always been this bloody. But in our Chinese textile factories, workers go to work at fixed times, rest during holidays, and frequently eat some meat. They even have money to buy the cloth they spun themselves. So, the foreigners' goods are cheaper than ours. Therefore, when foreign goods rush in, our national goods cannot compete. I am telling you all this now to emphasize that I do not want such things to repeat. At least I, myself, will not do such things. How can we avoid such things happening?"
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Chapter 19: Lecture Notes

Looking at the lecture notes before him, Chen Ke was extremely dissatisfied. This draft had already been revised several times, yet Chen Ke still wanted to scrap it and start over. Chen Ke knew why he was so discontent; it was because in this manuscript, he still hadn't told the "truth."

When he went to see Xu Xilin, Chen Ke had written a lengthy, eloquent piece. In that document, Chen Ke didn't need to speak any "truth"; he only needed to write what Xu Xilin could understand. "Seeking truth from facts" did not demand that one "tell the truth." Instead, it demanded that one understand the other party's needs and know their desires. To put it bluntly, Xu Xilin was a wealthy revolutionary whose property stemmed from the old system. Xu Xilin wished to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but that didn't mean Xu Xilin would agree to destroy the old system.

Chen Ke's goal was to obtain Xu Xilin's support, not to guide Xu Xilin onto the true path of revolution. Therefore, to achieve this goal, Chen Ke had to speak in accordance with the ideals Xu Xilin expected, making Xu Xilin believe he was a "like-minded" comrade. Of course, "moralists" might call Chen Ke a "liar," but such an evaluation was meaningless to Chen Ke himself. He was simply acting in accordance with the theory of "seeking truth from facts." Judging by the results, Chen Ke had achieved his goal.

In his association with Qiu Jin, with Cai Yuanpei and Tao Chengzhang, and including his associations with Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Zhou Yuanxiao, and Qi Huishen, Chen Ke had to be like a chameleon, showing each person exactly what they expected to see. This, too, was the attitude of seeking truth from facts.

The lecture notes before him left Chen Ke feeling very conflicted. Knowledge is power, but power is not equivalent to justice. A kitchen knife is a necessity for cooking exquisite food, but it is also a lethal weapon for killing. From the perspective of seeking truth from facts, Chen Ke firmly believed that among those who learned the knowledge he imparted, some would inevitably choose a path different from his own.

As a communist and an inheritor of Chinese culture, Chen Ke knew the story of Shang Yang's reforms. Shang Yang first used the "Way of Emperors" to move Duke Xiao of Qin, who dismissed him saying, "How is he such a nonsense-spouting fellow?" Shang Yang then used the "Way of Kings" to move Duke Xiao, whose opinion was, "This man is alright; we can talk." Finally, Shang Yang used the "Way of Hegemons" to move Duke Xiao, and the Duke was so excited he spoke with Shang Yang for days and nights on end.

Chen Ke believed his own knowledge encompassed the "Way of Emperors," the "Way of Kings," and the "Way of Hegemons." He was not the least bit optimistic, believing these comrades would inevitably prefer the "Way of Hegemons." Chen Ke had little contact with contemporary intellectuals, but even in such a short time, the vast majority believed that as long as China had a revolution, it would instantly become a first-rate power. They did not understand the world, so they did not know the true gap between China and the Great Powers. If Chen Ke explained this immense gap clearly, how many of them would dedicate themselves to a "People's Revolution" that destroyed all old systems, rather than a "Bourgeois Revolution"?

Chen Ke had no certainty about this.

"Is this Wenqing's lecture draft for today?" Qi Huishen walked in from outside. He picked up a page and looked at it, seeing only a title. He looked at a few other pages; they were also just titles.

Qi Huishen frowned slightly. Since meeting Chen Ke, Qi Huishen had always felt Chen Ke was different from the rest. It was a fundamental difference. As far as the overseas students Qi Huishen had met were concerned, they always complained about everything under the sun, cursing the Manchu Qing and then the British Empire. They either complained about having no money and being unable to start factories, or they complained that equipment was too expensive, insufficient, or that workers were lazy. These were the ones who actually tried to do something. The frustrated ones would curse the heavens for being blind, lamenting that talented individuals like themselves were hitting walls everywhere with no opportunities. What followed was inevitably a torrent of grievances against the imperial court and the foreign powers. Finally, it would end with gnashing teeth and swearing oaths to revolt, to overthrow the Manchu Qing, and drive out the foreigners.

Yet, once this same batch of "revolutionaries" had the chance to infiltrate the government or join foreign firms, they immediately became arrogant and majestic. Although they would still curse while drinking in private, what they cursed then was how their superiors were bastards, or how the foreigners were bastards, to the extent that they couldn't get any benefits. This was exactly why Qi Huishen's father detested Qi Huishen involved in revolution.

Qi Huishen initially thought the court and the foreigners were indeed bastards, and while he felt this conclusion was correct, the reasoning process was wildly wrong. Those two were certainly bastards, but not the kind of bastards those former "revolutionary comrades" described. Qi Huishen had always hoped to figure out exactly where the error lay. No matter how many "revolutionary comrades" he befriended or how many "learned" people he asked, he never received a satisfactory answer. Until he met Chen Ke.

That night he was beaten down by You Gou and dragged into the strange courtyard really gave Qi Huishen a fright. But after realizing it was a misunderstanding and learning that Chen Ke was actually a "revolutionary," Qi Huishen truly didn't believe it at first. People busily working in a workshop were "revolutionaries"? In Qi Huishen's experience with revolution, revolutionaries were all idle. Only people with nothing to do went to revolt; who would go revolt if they had serious business to attend to?

Qi Huishen had followed the revolution for too long, and for too long he had failed to find the path of revolution. He had even asked his father multiple times for money to study in Japan. No one knows a son like his father; Old Master Qi Si'e knew very well his son's purpose wasn't to study, but to go to Japan to find "revolutionary comrades." So he completely cut off Qi Huishen's financial sources.

The accidentally encountered Chen Ke appeared as a huge question mark in Qi Huishen's eyes. For Qi Huishen, who had no other roads left to walk, he could only gamble that perhaps this unique "revolutionary" could explain the many doubts he had held for so long.

Qi Huishen felt he had gambled correctly. Chen Ke's lectures were always able to reveal issues Qi Huishen couldn't figure out, leaving him in admiration. Chen Ke's style made Qi Huishen admire him even more. It wasn't just that Chen Ke held meetings for others; while Chen Ke was exhausted and resting, others would hold private meetings too. Chen Ke, who could start from scratch with just a few dozen taels of silver, was someone Qi Huishen had never seen before. Chen Ke, who could go days without sleep working desperately to make medicine for a colleague, was also someone Qi Huishen had never seen before. In this workshop, there were never sighs or blaming of fate, only work and laughter. This was what "revolution" should be; this was what "revolutionary comrades" should be.

Qi Huishen was very happy about Chen Ke resuming lectures. To be honest, Qi Huishen was very dissatisfied with Chen Ke's classes over the first few days. Compared to Chen Ke's previous courses, which were spoken from the heart, in these recent classes, Chen Ke had lost his former ease. The content was often contradictory and vague. Although no one said anything directly in class, whether it was Qi Huishen, You Gou, Hua Xiongmao, or even Zhou Yuanxiao, they had actually been unhappy in their private conversations for a long time.

After hesitating for a while, Qi Huishen finally spoke. "Wenqing, I have something I don't know if I should say."

"We are all comrades, what is there that should or shouldn't be said?"

"The things Wenqing has been saying always give me the feeling that you wish to speak but stop. I wonder if Wenqing has some hidden difficulties."

Chen Ke was slightly stunned. For Qi Huishen to say such words was definitely not accidental. It seemed he had felt this way for a while and only spoke out now because he couldn't hold it back. And the other comrades around couldn't possibly not have similar thoughts. Since that was the case, Chen Ke decided to tell the truth.

"I am afraid of leading everyone astray."

"Astray?" Qi Huishen was quite puzzled by the subtle choice of words. He probed, "Is it that Wenqing is leading us astray, or that our knowledge is insufficient and we are going astray?"

"I would like to compare myself to Xunzi, but Xunzi's two famous students were Han Fei and Li Si."

"What happened to them?" Qi Huishen's knowledge of ancient Chinese history wasn't high; he couldn't understand the analogy.

"Xunzi was a master of the Confucian school during the Warring States period. Han Fei and Li Si were representatives of the Legalist school. Han Fei's Legalist theories won the deep approval of Qin Shihuang and were implemented. Li Si was Qin Shihuang's Prime Minister and also promoted Legalist techniques."

"And then? The teacher and disciples had a dispute?" Qi Huishen still didn't understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"Not that. Although those two studied under Xunzi, they only learned a part of their teacher's knowledge and used it in a completely different direction. The Qin Dynasty united the world, abolished feudalism, established commanderies and counties, standardized writing, and standardized wheel gauges. Ten thousand generations bathed in the Ancestral Dragon's grace. But Xunzi had long said that there were major structural contradictions within the Qin system, and once the world was unified, these contradictions would thoroughly erupt. Sure enough, the Qin Dynasty perished in its second generation. The things I have learned include the Way of Kings and the Way of Hegemons. What I worry about is that everyone will not want to walk the arduous path of the Way of Kings, but will instead choose the quick success of the Way of Hegemons."

"So that is what Wenqing is worried about." Qi Huishen laughed.

Chen Ke used a line from the Huarong Path scene in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, "Facing this Huarong Path, why does the Prime Minister laugh?"

"I laugh at Zhuge Wenqing for not knowing strategy." Qi Huishen also matched the line. "Justice lies in the hearts of the people. Did Xunzi only have two disciples?"

"Many disciples."

"Were only Han Fei and Li Si famous?"

"Indeed so."

"Then are Xunzi's propositions known to people?"

"After Qin, Chinese politics actually utilized Xunzi's propositions quite a lot."

"Since Xunzi's propositions ultimately prevailed, why doesn't Brother Wenqing teach everything you know to everyone? We don't even know what Wenqing wants to teach, so how can we know who is right or wrong between the Way of Kings and the Way of Hegemons that Wenqing speaks of? You being so hesitant makes us itch with impatience. Is this what Wenqing calls—treating comrades with frankness?"

Qi Huishen's words were already quite frank. In fact, Chen Ke had originally prepared to teach everyone everything he knew as well.

"If you want me to lecture, that is fine. However, since Huishen mentioned the matter of Xunzi having many disciples, this matter of running a school needs Huishen to push it forward," Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing is really prepared to give everything?" Qi Huishen immediately became excited.

"If you want to hear my lectures, it is not that easy."

"What instructions does Brother Wenqing have?" Qi Huishen hurriedly sat down and picked up a pen.

"Gather the friends you think can listen to the lectures, and have You Gou gather the friends she thinks can listen as well. In addition, we need to post posters saying our school is about to open and the teacher will give trial lectures. Welcome parents who want their children to attend our school to come and listen. Also, say in the advertisement that we are also opening a workers' night school, welcoming worker brothers who are willing to listen to come."

"Wenqing wants to teach them revolution?" Qi Huishen felt Chen Ke was acting very strangely.

"Teaching them revolution, that's publicly inciting rebellion. I'm not that stupid. I will teach some basic courses, courses on how to recognize this world."

"Then what does this have to do with revolution?" Qi Huishen couldn't understand.

"How did I become a revolutionary? If I cannot have a correct view of the world, I cannot become a revolutionary. A revolutionary must inevitably have some understanding of the basic common sense of the world. I'll say this upfront, you all must attend this class. It is the foundation of everything."

Although Qi Huishen didn't understand very well, he still nodded.

"By the way, Huishen, how is my Shanghai dialect now? Can people understand it?" Chen Ke asked.

"I think it should be fine. Actually, Wenqing's Mandarin is also not bad."

"Since we are posting posters, many who come to listen will be locals. If I speak Mandarin, they may not necessarily understand. When in Rome, do as the Romans do."

These words sounded like the Chen Ke that Qi Huishen was familiar with—meticulous in thinking, considering problems as thoroughly as possible.

"Huishen, I'll list a class schedule now. Different classes will have different times. We'll discuss it together in a moment."

"Good, I'll go finalize the flyer matters first."

Having connections at the top really made a difference. A few days ago, after taking the British documents, Qi Huishen had moved unimpeded through the local Shanghai government. Although the documents requested the Shanghai government to allocate land and give money, Qi Huishen had the self-knowledge not to mention this. The paperwork for the school and the hospital was processed very quickly. The Shanghai Renxin Medical College formally opened on paper.

The affiliated hospital was the earliest to open. These days, Wu Xingchen had sold the medicine very well. In ten days, over sixty people had been treated. Doctor Wang Qinian, whom You Gou had found, had treated one person to death. Fortunately, a contract was signed before treatment, and the patient was a single member of the Tiandihui (Heaven and Earth Society), so the matter didn't blow up.

Chen Ke was quite grateful to Wu Xingchen at this moment. Wu Xingchen had already put the word out that this medicine was overly potent, and it was estimated that one in ten would die. Every patient was repeatedly informed of this fact before accepting treatment. So, it was managed peacefully.

In these times, venereal disease was an incurable illness. Having medicine to treat it was already something to thank Heaven and Earth for. Not to mention that at least nine out of ten could live. This probability, compared to traditional treatment methods of the past, could be said to be an epoch-making progress.

Qi Huishen had never printed advertisements so openly and honestly, only the content had changed from revolutionary propaganda to commercials. The manual silk-screen printing machine was newly bought and very handy to use. Qi Huishen was working the handle tirelessly when suddenly there was a commotion outside. Sticking his head out to look, he saw several foreign devils shouting something at the gate.

The hospital was just an ordinary courtyard with a two-story building. A curtain with a red cross painted on it hung over the door. Disinfectant had been sprinkled in the yard. Wang Qinian had been out practicing medicine these days, so there was no one in the hospital at all. Besides the foreign devils, there was a translator beside them. Seeing Qi Huishen come out, he asked arrogantly, "Are you the doctor?"

"The doctor is not here," Qi Huishen answered coldly. Looking closely at the few foreign devils, they were all infected with venereal disease. Each one had pus-filled sores on their faces and around their mouths; it looked quite disgusting.

"Come back the day after tomorrow. There is no doctor sitting for consultations today or tomorrow," Qi Huishen said rudely.

The translator saw that Qi Huishen showed no sign of weakness and his words already implied chasing them away. He hurriedly turned and spoke a few sentences to the foreign devils. To Qi Huishen's surprise, the foreign devils shouted a few sentences at the translator, then smiled kindly at Qi Huishen. Although the smiles were very polite, combined with those large sores, they were even more disgusting. Qi Huishen had graduated from a missionary school after all, and he hadn't lost his English. Those foreign devils were very dissatisfied with the translator's attitude. However, Qi Huishen couldn't be bothered to pay attention to the foreign devils, so he pretended not to understand their language.

After being shouted at, the translator's arrogance immediately disappeared. He put on a fake smile and said, "May I ask how to address this gentleman?"

Qi Huishen was still not polite enough. "My name is Qi Huishen, the Dean of the Medical College. I am not a doctor; I do not know how to cure diseases."

"Then, Mr. Qi, when will the doctor be able to return?" the translator asked, still with a fake smile.

At any rate, this hospital hung a British title, so Qi Huishen was embarrassed to shut the foreign devils out. He took out his pocket watch and checked: 11:40. Wang Qinian had said he would come to pick up medicine at noon. He should be back around now. Qi Huishen replied, "Wait a while, the doctor should be back soon."

The hospital didn't have an outpatient room at all. Although Chen Ke had this item in the construction clauses, Chen Ke was too busy making medicine with You Gou right now to have the energy to attend to this. Qi Huishen found a random patient room and let the few people in. Qi Huishen had heard Chen Ke describe the transmission routes of venereal diseases; he felt disgusted in his heart, so he left the patient room himself. Just then, Wang Qinian returned. Qi Huishen explained the situation to Wang Qinian with a sense of relief, then hurriedly hid back in the mimeograph room to continue printing his flyers.

The printing didn't go on for too long before a quarrel came from the patient room. It couldn't really be called a quarrel; the translator was almost screaming inside the room. The few foreign devils were also speaking, but their voices weren't loud. Qi Huishen sighed; how come these lousy matters never ended? He had to go over to resolve it. As Qi Huishen had expected, Wang Qinian told the foreign devils they must sign a liability waiver contract. This medicine could potentially cause the patient's death. While the foreign devils hadn't said anything, the translator had started howling first.

Wang Qinian had made people sign this kind of contract quite a few times these days, and he told the translator without yielding that they either sign the contract and get treated, or get out. Playing deaf and dumb wouldn't work anymore. Qi Huishen asked in English, "Gentlemen, our rule is either sign the contract or leave. There is no other choice. Especially with you foreigners, if something happens, we can't afford the trouble."

Neither the foreign devils nor the translator expected that this Qi Huishen before them—wearing a dark blue short coat with sleeves rolled high and hands stained with quite a bit of ink—could speak fluent English.

After the foreign devils inquired about the drug's efficacy, Qi Huishen told them the medicine was very strong, with a death rate close to one in ten. The foreign devils thought it over and discussed it for a while. Finally, they agreed. Qi Huishen had Wang Qinian follow him to the mimeograph room, took out a printed receipt, and set a medicine price of ten pounds per person.

"This price..." Wang Qinian stopped halfway.

"Doctor Wang thinks the price is high?" Qi Huishen asked.

"I think it's low," Wang Qinian answered honestly.

"It's just two shots, not the full course of treatment. I think it's very reasonable," Qi Huishen said lightly.

"Then it's reasonable," Wang Qinian replied.

Qi Huishen stared at Wang Qinian for a few moments, seeing that Wang Qinian didn't seem to care much when talking about money. He was quite curious. But right now, attention had to be paid to the foreign devils outside; the investigation could only be left for later.

This price was really expensive. Qi Huishen didn't quite believe the foreign devils could afford this price. The reason for setting this price was, firstly, because it was the price Chen Ke had argued for in the meeting. Secondly, Qi Huishen didn't really want to treat the foreign devils. If they were scared off by this price, it would truly be the most wonderful thing.

Just as Qi Huishen thought, after reading the medicine bill written in English, the five foreign devils showed looks of difficulty on their faces. They gathered together and muttered for a while.

*Hurry up and get out*, Qi Huishen thought.

The discussion finally reached a result. The foreign devil who was sickest stood forward. "I'll sign first."

Although disappointed in his heart, Qi Huishen had no reason to kick the patient out. Watching the foreign devil sign the liability waiver and hand over ten pounds, Qi Huishen signaled Wang Qinian to start treating the foreign devil.
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The medication was slowly injected into the foreign devil's vein. Qi Huishen and Chen Ke had made many house calls, so he had witnessed injections many times. Wang Qinian's technique was far more skilled than Chen Ke's. Watching the injection finish, Qi Huishen subconsciously looked at the foreign devil's face. Chen Ke always "observed" them this way. What met his eyes was a face with rough skin, covered in spots and hair. This face already violated Qi Huishen's aesthetic standards, and the pustules covering it made his stomach clench. Suppressing his discomfort, Qi Huishen quickly walked out of the sickroom.

Operating the screen-printing machine, watching the leaflets come out one by one, Qi Huishen felt nothing but pure satisfaction. In the past, printing leaflets always brought a sense of inescapable panic that led to exhaustion and anxiety, but now that problem was completely gone. Public lectures, opening schools and hospitals, and the factories Chen Ke spoke of for the future... The future wasn't entirely clear, only an outline, but for Qi Huishen, this was a joy he had never experienced before. Plus, Chen Ke seemed to have shaken off his temporary confusion and was ready to do big things. Qi Huishen believed they would certainly see tremendous changes.

Just as he was printing, he heard faint arguing. The voices grew louder; they were coming from the sickroom.

Qi Huishen rushed to the room and saw several foreign devils surrounding the bed. The patient who had received treatment had a sallow, waxen face and was groaning incessantly. The translator was shouting at Wang Qinian. Qi Huishen was already quite dissatisfied with this translator, and seeing him so arrogant now made Qi Huishen furious. Before Qi Huishen could even ask what was happening, the translator yelled at him, "You quacks! You're trying to kill people!"

After saying this, the translator spoke to the foreigners in English: "Sir, they made you sign that agreement because they knew their medicine was bad."

Suppressing his boiling anger, Qi Huishen asked Wang Qinian, "Dr. Wang, is the patient having an adverse reaction?"

Wang Qinian's face was grim. "According to the reactions Mr. Chen described, the patient's liver likely can't handle it."

Chen Ke had explained the usage precautions for '914' to both of them in detail. The drug had significant toxicity, and patients might experience facial flushing, burning in the mouth, nausea, vomiting, sweating, difficulty breathing, dermatitis or rashes, and even exfoliative dermatitis, toxic hepatitis, jaundice, anemia, acute purpura, and reduction in granulocytes and platelets.

Qi Huishen had treated dozens of patients with Chen Ke and had seen toxic reactions with his own eyes. This foreign devil appeared to have jaundice symptoms. Lacking other means, Chen Ke generally used the most primitive method: injecting saline solution to dilute the drug concentration in the body and promote urination. Qi Huishen didn't know how Dr. Wang Qinian would handle it, and since Wang was a professional physician, Qi Huishen felt he shouldn't speak out of turn; he should at least show respect to the doctor.

"Mr. Qi, what are the main ingredients of this medicine?" Wang Qinian asked, his face still grim.

Perhaps Wang Qinian hoped to understand the drug's composition himself so he could solve the problem using his own medical knowledge. But to Qi Huishen's ears, this sounded a bit like prying into secrets.

"The medicine is toxic. Mr. Chen always uses saline injections to alleviate the symptoms," Qi Huishen provided the answer.

"You use it on people knowing it's toxic? And you didn't tell us first?" The translator shouted immediately upon hearing Qi Huishen's words. Qi Huishen suddenly felt he understood this translator. His "master" had encountered a problem, and instead of trying to find a way to help, the translator's first instinct was to clear himself of responsibility, and secondly, to push all blame onto the hospital. Qi Huishen had long ago informed them that the drug was toxic, and the medical contract had been signed. Such meaningless slander was extremely damaging in Qi Huishen's eyes.

In the past, Qi Huishen rarely got angry, because he had never truly felt rage. The family business belonged to his father; things outside belonged to others. Qi Huishen wouldn't get angry over other people's property. But this hospital and these medicines were things he and his comrades had poured their hearts and souls into creating. The translator's attack made Qi Huishen feel a anger rising from the bottom of his heart. It was a strange sensation; all thoughts flew to the nine heavens in that moment, leaving only a pure and intense emotion filling his chest and spreading through his body—an impulse that could not be suppressed.

The translator took another step forward, preparing to shout something else. Qi Huishen slapped him viciously across the face. This was one of the gains from participating in the revolution these past few days; learning that Hua Xiongmao was actually a military graduate in martial arts, Qi Huishen had asked him for pointers. Based on Qi Huishen's physical aptitude, Hua Xiongmao taught him a few moves specifically for brawling. Nothing more than a slap, a heart-digging punch, and a heart-nest kick. After Qi Huishen executed the first move, the next two followed naturally. The translator was stunned by the slap; he hadn't expected this gentle-looking youth to resort to violence directly. Fights are like that; once the initiative is seized, it's hard to recover the situation. The translator was knocked to the ground by Qi Huishen's punch and kick.

The direct physical reaction to rage was tunnel vision; right now, Qi Huishen could see nothing but the translator. Seeing the man fall, Qi Huishen felt a burst of immense pleasure, which only fueled his anger further. Catching sight of a stool in his peripheral vision, he grabbed it, ready to smash it down on the translator.

Qi Huishen felt a pair of strong arms grab him tightly from behind, and he heard some muffled sounds. It wasn't until his anger suddenly dissipated that he felt a wave of weakness wash over him, and the world returned to its normal appearance.

Everyone in the room was staring at Qi Huishen in shock. The translator, seeing Qi Huishen raise the stool, had curled into a ball, instinctively raising his hands to block the blow that seemed imminent.

"Mr. Qi, is this necessary? Hitting him a bit is enough; you'll kill him if you go on like that," Wang Qinian hurriedly urged.

Qi Huishen panted heavily and put down the stool. The foreign devils were likely used to the translator's usual behavior, but judging by their expressions, they had never seen anyone dare to beat a translator like this. Not only the foreigners by the bed, but even the patient groaning on the bed stared straight at Qi Huishen.

Qi Huishen slumped into a chair and began to calculate. The best thing now would be to call Chen Ke; after all, Chen Ke developed the drug and knew it best. Qi Huishen should have gone to get Chen Ke himself, but Wang Qinian wasn't entirely reliable, and more importantly, Wang Qinian hadn't been with them long, so there was no reason for him to shoulder this burden personally.

"Dr. Wang, could you please go and invite Mr. Chen here?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Will you be alright here alone?" Wang Qinian asked in a low voice.

"Don't worry, I'm fine. Just come back quickly."

Wang Qinian patted Qi Huishen gently on the shoulder, turned, and went out.

"You came here because you believed we could cure the disease, right?" Qi Huishen asked the foreigners in English.

The foreign devils looked at each other, and the one who seemed to be the leader answered, "Correct."

"Since you have come to our hospital, you are our patients. We have no ill will towards you, and we will do our utmost to treat you. I think you should have confidence in that."

The foreigners nodded slightly.

Qi Huishen pointed at the translator scrambling up from the floor. "This person is talking nonsense. Apart from interfering with the doctor's treatment, he does nothing. that is why I had to hit him. I hope you can understand."

The leading foreigner smiled. "Sir, we can understand your anger. Let's let this pass. Please, hurry and treat our friend."

Hearing the conversation while clutching his face, the translator lowered his head and shot a furious glance toward the foreigners, not daring to let them see. Then, he glared at Qi Huishen with a look of bone-deep venom. Qi Huishen didn't care in the slightest. At this moment, he didn't regret a thing. For someone who dared to insult his hospital, a beating was getting off light. Qi Huishen now wanted to ask Wu Xingchen to find someone to finish this translator off. He had seen it with his father; guys who tried to harm his father were tied up and dragged away, never to be seen again. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen decided that this business had to be done in cooperation with his old man. Any scoundrels like this translator had to be dealt with mercilessly.

Before long, urgent footsteps were heard outside, and Chen Ke and Wang Qinian rushed back. Wang Qinian immediately began examining the patient upon entering, then started a saline drip. After a round of emergency treatment, the patient's condition gradually stabilized. The waxen yellow of his face faded somewhat.

Chen Ke explained the situation to the foreigners. This patient had a severe physiological reaction, so the dosage would be reduced in the future, or it might be best to temporarily stop treatment. If the patient was unwilling to continue, they could receive a full refund and leave.

Watching the professional handling by Chen Ke and Wang Qinian, the foreign devils, though uneasy, did not choose to terminate the treatment. Chen Ke looked at their skeptical eyes and the crosses around their necks, and an idea struck him. He said with a solemn expression, "If you wish to continue treatment, then whatever this patient encounters is the will of God." Chen Ke crossed himself. "God will not give man a trial he cannot bear. Amen."

At least three of the foreigners crossed themselves simultaneously and said, "Amen."

Chen Ke's performance unexpectedly won the foreigners' trust, and two of them actually requested to receive treatment as well. Such daring behavior was truly baffling. Chen Ke didn't refuse. Not discussing fees this time, he had Wang Qinian inject them with the drug.

After that, neither Chen Ke nor Qi Huishen felt it was right to leave. They waited at the hospital with Wang Qinian. Beds were arranged for the foreigners, and the three of them took turns making rounds. The two new patients showed no toxic reaction; their bodies remained normal after the injection.

"I didn't expect Mr. Qi to have such a fiery temper," Wang Qinian said with a smile when the three gathered together.

"I heard you beat that translator pretty badly," Chen Ke laughed as well.

Bringing up the incident, Qi Huishen's anger had not yet subsided. "Anyone who opposes our cause, a beating is letting them off easy." He spoke the words through gritted teeth.

"Well, what's done is done. He's just trying to make a living, too. Although his methods were despicable, we should try to understand. The most important thing is to have a sense of propriety and not cause trouble for yourself," Chen Ke couldn't help but advise.

"I know, Brother Wenqing."

"I'm not criticizing you; I'm worried about you. Those foreigners don't have any deep friendship with that translator. But if they had started a fight with you and you got hurt, I would be heartbroken."

Qi Huishen genuinely smiled. "Thinking back, I am a bit scared. Luckily it didn't blow up."

"Exactly, no need to suffer for the sake of a scoundrel like that." After saying this, Chen Ke turned to Wang Qinian. "Dr. Wang, Huishen has no experience in fighting and can't control his strength. Go take a look at that translator and check him over. Don't let Huishen actually break him. If he's really injured, I'll give him some money for medical expenses."

Wang Qinian hadn't expected Chen Ke to do this and said with some surprise, "Mr. Chen, is that really necessary?"

"We've already made money; we don't care about that little bit. Although he asked for it, Huishen was too impulsive. Paying him some money to smooth things over is best. Of course, if he doesn't know what's good for him, we won't let him off so easily next time."

"Since you put it that way, Mr. Chen, I'll go," Wang Qinian said, standing up.

"I'm counting on you, Dr. Wang."

The next day, the drugs took effect, and the foreigners' conditions improved. They paid their medical fees one after another. Chen Ke privately stuffed two Mexican silver dollars into the translator's hand. The translator still glared at Chen Ke with hostility, making Qi Huishen, who was standing behind Chen Ke, want to strike him again. But Chen Ke simply offered a few words that were half-coaxing, half-threatening, and then led Qi Huishen back to the workshop.

"Huishen, what do you think of Dr. Wang?" Chen Ke asked on the road.

"Last time he specifically asked about our formula. I feel like there might be something off about him," Qi Huishen voiced his suspicions.

"I see. Let's observe him for a while. The formula must absolutely not be leaked."

"Brother Wenqing, there is something I want to discuss with you. After encountering this incident, I want to involve my father in the pharmaceutical business. I don't know what your thoughts are."

"Let's discuss this at the Party meeting. We shouldn't decide privately."

"True."

Chen Ke patted Qi Huishen on the shoulder. "Huishen, you got angry for the sake of the Party's cause. Anger isn't right, but I am very happy about your emotions. This cause is our revolutionary cause, and I feel very happy."

"Aren't we comrades? I didn't think that much, I just couldn't hold it back at the time."

"I know, I know," Chen Ke said repeatedly.

After walking a bit further, Chen Ke asked.

"Huishen, you come from a comprador family, after all. If this business of mine makes a huge amount of money, what kind of outcome do you think awaits me?"

"Do the British dare to rob you openly?" Qi Huishen asked indignantly. After saying it, he fell silent himself.

Chen Ke smiled. "It's not like there aren't other ways. For now, let's see if we can find a big tree to lean on. 'Under a big tree, it's good to enjoy the shade.' But to use this medicine as an aid to the revolution, we must have a very reliable comrade in charge of it. Apart from you, Huishen, we don't have such a comrade right now." Chen Ke smiled bitterly.

"Will the British definitely come to snatch this medicine?" Qi Huishen still held some illusions.

"Why wouldn't they? Give me a reason. I recall teaching you *Das Kapital*. What did Marx say? 'Once there is adequate profit, capital is very bold. A certain 10 per cent will ensure its employment anywhere; 20 per cent certain will produce eagerness; 50 per cent, positive audacity; 100 per cent will make it ready to trample on all human laws; 300 per cent, and there is not a crime at which it will scruple, nor a risk it will not run, even to the chance of its owner being hanged.' The initial profit of this medicine is fully 600%. Forcing out the formula and then eliminating me is no big deal for the British. They could earn hundreds of thousands, millions of pounds. I really can't find a reason for the British to let me off." Chen Ke said with a wry smile.

"Then we won't treat the British anymore," Qi Huishen said angrily.

"No, we must do it. If we don't treat them, how will we make money? I want to make as much money as possible before things deteriorate, then convert the money into US dollars and gold. To gather funds for our revolutionary cause," Chen Ke said calmly. "Huishen, what do you think of Wu Xingchen?"

"I still can't see through him, but I feel he isn't a revolutionary," Qi Huishen replied.

"Revolution doesn't require everyone to become a revolutionary, and the Revolutionary Party isn't about making the people serve the revolution. The Revolutionary Party is about the revolution serving the people," Chen Ke said, slightly helpless.

"Where do we find these 'people'?" Qi Huishen asked gloomily.

Chen Ke's heart leaped; these were the words he most wanted to hear. "Huishen, let's hold a Party meeting today. We'll split up to notify everyone. Let's invite Wu Xingchen as well."

That evening, besides the five members of the Party cell, Wu Xingchen attended the meeting as a partner in the special medicine venture. Chen Ke and Qi Huishen reported on the recent situation separately. You Gou sighed helplessly, Hua Xiongmao sighed with regret, and Wu Xingchen sat with a grim face, eyes closed and silent.

"Comrades," Chen Ke said. "If anyone wants to withdraw now, I won't stop you. This is the first test we are facing. I will absolutely not stop anyone who wants to leave."

No one moved, and no one spoke. The other four, excluding Chen Ke, all looked at Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen remained silent for a while before speaking. "Does Brother Chen have a plan?" Hearing Wu Xingchen's words, the eyes of the other four became even more wary. Wu Xingchen was unaffected. "If there is anything I can help with, please give your orders, Brother Chen."

Before Chen Ke could speak, Hua Xiongmao spoke up. "I say, Brother Wu, you're Chinese too. Don't secret societies value loyalty and righteousness the most?"

"Zhenglan, don't say such useless things," Chen Ke interrupted Hua Xiongmao. "If the revolution can't even save itself, don't talk about anything else. We have no reason to ask Brother Wu to risk his life for us. I've always said, the revolution is to save everyone, not to drag everyone in to die."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao fell silent. He looked at Chen Ke with burning eyes; that spirit and energy made Chen Ke very gratified.

"By my estimation, the time left for us is three months. If the British are going to make a move, it should be in November," Chen Ke said. "Right now, what we need to do is seize the time to make money. As for the British, we will try to stall them. Let the British feel that we still have illusions about them."

"What if the British play hardball right now?" You Gou asked.

"That's impossible. The British look down on Chinese people, and they aren't very confident in this medicine yet. I'm afraid the British still wishfully think that we are desperate for their approval. So, gaining three months is still possible," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this, everyone felt it made sense.

"We cannot give up this opportunity to run a school. Huishen, no matter what, the British won't dare to touch you, so I require that you absolutely do not get involved in the pharmaceutical manufacturing process," Chen Ke continued.

"Why? Brother Wenqing, do you not trust me?" Qi Huishen got a bit angry.

"Huishen, it's not that I don't trust you," Chen Ke explained. "When You Gou and I talk about chemistry, we can't help but use chemical terms. If the other side knows the trade, they'll know exactly what we are doing as soon as they hear it. I'm not trying to scare you, but you would definitely be taken by the British and interrogated. Your complete lack of understanding is actually a good thing."

Qi Huishen could understand this explanation. "Don't worry, Brother Wenqing, I will never leak the news."

"The British only make up half the possibility of those who might move against us. The other half is other comprador families. If I fall into British hands, I might save my life if I truly surrender. But if I fall into the hands of Chinese compradors, I am dead for sure." Chen Ke said this, then turned to Wu Xingchen. "Brother Wu, if other comprador families move against me, it might be hard for me to defend myself. I wonder if you can help me?"

"I can call some people over from Hebei. Their kung fu is excellent," Wu Xingchen replied.

"Then I'm counting on you, Brother Wu," Chen Ke replied.
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Chapter 21: Chen Tianhua (1)

Wu Xingchen settled his affairs and departed first. Once he was gone, Hua Xiongmao asked, "Wenqing, now that the foreign patients are coming to our door, can they imitate our medicine?"

"I can make it, so naturally others can too. But under the current circumstances, if foreigners want to imitate it, they'll have to rely on luck."

"Even with your medicine in hand, they can't copy it?"

"Without our formula, they can only guess."

After Chen Ke said this, Hua Xiongmao and Qi Huishen couldn't help but glance at You Gou. Although she knew they meant no harm, You Gou couldn't help but look stern and say, "What are you looking at me for? I will absolutely never betray everyone. Um, I will absolutely never betray the Party."

Everyone had seen how hard You Gou had been working these days. Spending day and night together, working towards a common goal, basic trust between comrades had been established. Since You Gou spoke up, Qi Huishen said, "You Gou, we all trust you. If you encounter any problems you can't solve, you must tell us. We will definitely support you."

"That goes without saying. This isn't just my hard work; it's the fruit of everyone's labor. If anyone tries to pry into this medicine, you all must help me."

Chen Ke didn't want to dwell on this matter. The next topic became the content of the public lectures. Chen Ke's intention was clear: this time, the public classes would be divided into two types. One type was for the opening of the school, aimed at attracting students to enroll. Everyone agreed on this. The group just had doubts about how to run the school.

In those days, missionary schools opened by foreigners didn't charge tuition. However, fees for uniforms and books still had to be paid. The new school Chen Ke planned to open naturally couldn't charge fees either.

Qi Huishen had attended a missionary school, so he had experience. According to his explanation, students who "performed outstandingly" in missionary schools—that is, those who got close to the foreigners—would generally get recommendations and job opportunities after graduation. In those years, to expand their influence in China, schools were an important channel for foreigners to recruit talent and cultivate cronies. Since studying made it easier to find work, the enrollment rate at missionary schools was decent.

Chen Ke smiled after hearing this. His own ancestors had attended missionary schools but hadn't thrown in their lot with the foreigners. After graduating from high school, his ancestor attended a domestic engineering "University Hall." In those days, there was no distinction between junior college and undergraduate studies; attending a "University Hall" meant graduating from university. Especially for engineering students, becoming a "technician" in a domestic auto repair shop after graduation could easily earn a few hundred silver dollars a month. Back then, attending a missionary school was a very common path to changing one's destiny.

"We will also advertise that upon graduation, we will prioritize job placement," Chen Ke said.

"Will there be that many jobs to arrange then?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"How do you know there won't be that many job opportunities then?" Chen Ke was using sophistry now. But Hua Xiongmao indeed couldn't come up with a reason to refute him.

"We are opening hospitals and factories, so we can definitely provide opportunities. Nowadays, as long as you have a skill, it's easy to find a job. The key is whether you go to school or not," Chen Ke continued.

The group could only agree with this.

The other part of the lectures was aimed at progressive youth, especially friends of Qi Huishen and You Gou. Chen Ke stated frankly that he would first explain the fundamental knowledge of his revolutionary philosophy to everyone. If one only talked about revolution empty-handedly, it would be "Utopian Socialism." Marx's communist theory was called "scientific" because these theories were the product of combining modern scientific knowledge with materialist dialectics.

Since he wanted to promote his political philosophy, simply bringing out revolutionary concepts would be useless. If revolutionary theory lacked reality as a foundation, it would appear illusory. Besides *Das Kapital*, Chen Ke prepared to let those revolutionary youths learn basic scientific knowledge, *The Theory of Evolution*, and *Materialist Dialectics*—these three most basic courses.

"Huishen, You Gou, you need to prepare for setting up cultural seminar classes and night schools. When radishes are in high demand, you don't wash off the mud. As long as young comrades are interested in our revolutionary concepts, we'll pull them all into the seminars and night schools. Let's just get it started first."

Chen Ke didn't want to be picky anymore. Without a base number, nothing could be discussed. Moreover, the recent establishment of the hospital and school provided enough positions to arrange for outstanding youths.

"Wenqing, although I also claim to be a revolutionary, up to now, I don't know what the revolution Wenqing advocates actually is. Since Wenqing has decided to recruit people on a large scale, can you talk about your revolutionary principles?"

This was the first time You Gou formally asked about Chen Ke's revolutionary program, and the first time someone formally raised the issue of Chen Ke's revolutionary theory at a Party meeting. If it were before, Chen Ke would have thought thrice before speaking, but this time he answered straightforwardly. "My revolutionary path is the People's Revolution. The object of the revolution is the ownership of capital."

Chen Ke had explained some of *Das Kapital* to the other comrades, so they had some understanding of capital.

"Current capital is controlled in the hands of a few people and serves only a few people. My core revolutionary view is to redistribute capital and have it managed by the state."

"Who manages the state?"

"Our Party."

"Does that mean our Party rules the world?"

"The people supervise our Party."

"How exactly does this supervision work?"

You Gou was thoroughly confused. She hadn't been exposed to any revolutionary theories and couldn't make heads or tails of Chen Ke's words.

"Let's talk about the basics. For example, suppose there are 100 people and 1000 *mu* of land. If cultivated properly, everyone should have food to eat. But the reality is, out of 100 people, 20 people possess 850 *mu* of land, and 80 people possess 150 *mu* of land. Then those 80 people are very likely to starve to death. You Gou, are those 20 people afraid that the 80 people will rise up in rebellion?"

"They should be afraid, right?" You Gou said.

"So, those 20 people come up with a set of rhetoric, saying that their possession of 850 *mu* of land is perfectly justified by the laws of heaven and earth. Do you think there's a problem with this rhetoric?"

You Gou thought for a moment and suddenly laughed, "If I were one of those 20 people, I would naturally say there's nothing wrong with it. If I were one of those 80 people, I would naturally think that rhetoric is completely wrong."

Chen Ke nodded in agreement. He greatly appreciated You Gou's insight, or rather, her realistic attitude. "My revolution is to break this rhetoric. Because my revolution is to stand on the side of those 80 people."

"Isn't that just robbing the rich to help the poor?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"If it were just a matter of dividing land, it wouldn't be much of a revolution. Revolution is something that involves a wide range of things, which is why we need to give lectures. But ultimately, my revolution isn't about those 80 people killing off those 20 people. That's meaningless. If the 80 people kill the 20 people, but that rhetoric isn't broken or abandoned, what difference is there from before? The object of our revolution is that set of rhetoric. Not only that, we also want everyone to be able to produce more grain, more products, open factories, and let everyone live better lives."

This passage plunged everyone into confusion again.

Chen Ke stood up and wrote a passage on the blackboard. This was a famous quote from Chairman Mao: "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for the revolution. The basic reason why all previous revolutionary struggles in China achieved so little was their failure to unite with real friends in order to attack real enemies. A revolutionary party is the guide of the masses, and no revolution ever succeeds when the revolutionary party leads them astray. To ensure that we will definitely not lead the revolution astray but will achieve certain success, we must pay attention to uniting with our real friends in order to attack our real enemies. To distinguish real friends from real enemies, we must make a general analysis of the economic status of the various classes in Chinese society and of their respective attitudes toward the revolution."

Chen Ke had never been able to articulate his thoughts well. After writing this passage, he felt much more refreshed.

"Allow me to blow my own horn: I *am* the Revolutionary Party. Comrades, let's tentatively call you the masses. I want to make friends with you comrades. I can't lead everyone into a pit either. So under previous circumstances, I couldn't shout about overthrowing the Qing court, or organizing armed riots, or assassinating officials. I could only accumulate funds and wealth for the revolution. Continuously expanding social relations, making friends with you comrades—my true friends—and constantly pushing the revolution forward. And preventing us from becoming running dogs of the Qing court and imperialism. Maintaining the purity and independence of the revolution. The Qing court, the underworld, and imperialism are our enemies, and we are constantly struggling against them right now. Someone like He Zudao is our friend, so we must save He Zudao."

"Then how exactly does Wenqing judge who is a comrade?" Although You Gou felt these words made sense, she still didn't understand.

"Whoever stands on the side of the revolutionary people is a revolutionary. Whoever stands on the side of imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic capitalism is a counter-revolutionary. Whoever stands on the side of the revolutionary people only in words but acts otherwise is a verbal revolutionary. If one stands on the side of the revolutionary people not only in words but also in deeds, then he is a complete revolutionary." The Chairman's words were catchy and easy to recite. Chen Ke directly quoted the Chairman to answer You Gou's question.

"You mean, standing on the side of those 80 people... no, standing on the side of the revolution, breaking the rules set by those 20 people, and promoting the revolutionary system Wenqing talked about—those are comrades?" You Gou said slowly. "But I still don't understand Wenqing's revolutionary rules."

Hearing You Gou's words, Chen Ke's face reddened slightly. He seriously made a self-criticism, "This is my fault. In future Party meetings and lectures, I will explain my revolutionary system, or rather everything I have learned, clearly to everyone. Seeing that I haven't been able to do so, I apologize to everyone."

Hearing Chen Ke apologize, You Gou laughed, "Wenqing doesn't need to apologize. Although I don't know what Wenqing's revolutionary principles are, I trust Wenqing. I've truly never met a good person like you. No matter what, I will be Wenqing's comrade."

"That's right, I haven't met anyone like Wenqing either. I just want to follow Wenqing. Since we have to revolt sooner or later, following someone like Wenqing, at least I don't worry about being cheated. I won't do stupid things like helping count money after being sold," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Qi Huishen had long since agreed with Chen Ke, so he wasn't in a hurry to express his views. He glanced at Zhou Yuanxiao, who had been silent beside him. He saw Zhou Yuanxiao looking at everyone thoughtfully.

For some reason, Qi Huishen didn't want to force Zhou Yuanxiao to take a stand. He always had an inexplicable intuition that if Chen Ke's theory could finally make Zhou Yuanxiao speak up in agreement, that would be true success. At that time, Qi Huishen would throw himself into the revolutionary path pointed out by Chen Ke without hesitation. And he would never regret it.

After Wu Xingchen left, drug sales didn't decline. Instead, they maintained a relatively stable upward trend. In particular, the number of foreign patients increased significantly. After discussion within the Party group, the comrades simply stopped rushing to expand sales and instead invested the money in the construction of the affiliated hospital. This way, the overall workload was much smaller.

Lectures required lecture notes. Chen Ke prepared the drafts intensely. Every time a draft was completed, he would explain it to the comrades first. The audience wasn't just the five Party members, but also the original youths and some new ones. Chen Ke didn't do anything special; his first lecture was Faraday's famous popular science model, "The Chemical History of a Candle." This text was an important popular science model that led countless youths to dedicate themselves to the chemistry profession. It was also a reading material Chen Ke liked very much in his childhood.

In those years, entertainment was scarce. Faraday's weekend popular science lecture series at the Royal Institution in the UK was always packed. In 1905 China, it also sparked everyone's enthusiasm.

You Gou was a chemistry major and liked the manuscript Chen Ke wrote very much. With Chen Ke's encouragement, You Gou volunteered to take on this lecture. Just as Chen Ke expected, although You Gou was usually cheerful, standing in front of everyone for the first time, her face suddenly turned bright red, her mouth went dry, and she stammered. Fortunately, everyone present was an acquaintance. Although they laughed, they didn't heckle. Watching You Gou's flustered appearance, Chen Ke just smiled. He hadn't been much better the first time he gave a lecture. But this was the first step after all. Chen Ke didn't know when the first female teacher appeared in China, but he believed that in the history he was currently in, You Gou was definitely the first woman to give a public popular science lecture. And she would certainly be recorded in the ranks of glory in his history.

The lecture was open to the public, and the doors weren't closed. A young man with shoulder-length hair entered the door, then stared in astonishment at You Gou, a woman wearing a suit with her long hair in a ponytail, standing in front of the blackboard. Various experimental instruments were placed on the table in front of her, and she was explaining chemistry knowledge in slightly flustered Shanghainese. In front of You Gou, rows of stools were filled with many men. After listening for a while, the young man also became interested and simply stood at the very back of the crowd to listen to You Gou's lecture. Standing in the crowd as well, Chen Ke noticed this heroic-looking young man. He smiled at the young man. The young man returned the smile, stared at Chen Ke's short hair in thought for a moment, and asked in a low voice, "Excuse me, do you know a Mr. Chen Ke?"

It was a Hunan accent. Chen Ke didn't know when he had made a Hunanese friend. He replied, "I am he. May I ask who you are?"

"I was introduced by Qiu Jin. My name is Chen Tianhua."

Among all the revolutionaries of the old era, Chen Tianhua was the only one Chen Ke thought should be recruited. In December 1905, Chen Tianhua committed suicide by drowning himself in the ocean in Japan. There were various theories about his death. Chen Ke didn't have the notion to delve into the reasons. Among revolutionary martyrs, those who dared to commit suicide were truly few. A person who didn't even fear death would be a great help if used well.

But thinking was one thing; looking at the living young man before him, Chen Ke almost couldn't help but ask Chen Tianhua why he wanted to commit suicide.

Then Chen Ke couldn't help but laugh. If he blurted that out without thinking, Chen Tianhua would surely think he was a lunatic. Next, Chen Ke felt infinite gratitude towards Qiu Jin. Although he trusted Qiu Jin's character, she was so busy participating in the preparatory work for the Restoration Society in Japan; would she remember Chen Ke's request in her busy schedule? Chen Ke hadn't been very confident. But Chen Tianhua's appearance here was proof enough of how much effort Qiu Jin had put in.

Chen Ke knew that Chen Tianhua came from a poor background and was particularly good at propaganda. Chen Ke wasn't worried about his own theoretical abilities; he was worried about his propaganda abilities. Among the great revolutionary propagandists of the late Qing Dynasty, Chen Tianhua and Zou Rong were the best. Zou Rong had already passed away in prison; even as a time traveler, Chen Ke had no power to bring the dead back to life and could do nothing. But Chen Tianhua was still alive, and Chen Ke wanted to try to pull Chen Tianhua into the revolutionary team no matter what.

Seeing Chen Ke smile, Chen Tianhua also smiled and said, "I respect Qiu Jin very much. Qiu Jin said that Brother Chen is an unparalleled talent in the Revolutionary Party. She told me Brother Chen wanted to see me and urged me to meet with Brother Chen no matter what. And thanks to Brother Chen's gift, I came right away." Chen Tianhua spoke with a Hunan accent.

"I have waited for this day for a long time. It is a great joy to finally meet Brother Tianhua. It's noisy in the courtyard; let's go inside to talk."

It turned out that Qiu Jin had already arrived in Japan. After arriving in Japan, the first thing she did was look for Chen Tianhua and politely urge him to meet with Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua had heard of Qiu Jin and had also received the travel expenses Chen Ke entrusted Qiu Jin to bring. He was also somewhat moved by Chen Ke's hospitality. Under Qiu Jin's persuasion, Chen Tianhua simply came directly to meet Chen Ke.

Everyone chatted for a few sentences, then heard a burst of good-natured laughter from outside. You Gou must have made some joke.

"I didn't expect Brother Chen to have a female teacher lecturing on chemistry here," Chen Tianhua laughed.

"Our Revolutionary Party advocates gender equality. It's not rare to have female teachers. She is just doing a trial lecture now. In a while, she will give formal lectures. There might be hundreds of people listening then."

"Oh? Advocating gender equality. Brother Chen, your Revolutionary Party is quite extraordinary."

After the trial lecture ended, Chen Ke dismissed everyone. A few key members stayed behind to hold a welcome party for Chen Tianhua. Chen Ke went out to buy food and wine, letting the other comrades entertain Chen Tianhua first. Carrying food and wine back to the workshop entrance, he heard someone singing *tanci* ballads in a Hunan accent. The core members of the Party group were sitting around Chen Tianhua, listening to him sing: "It's coming! It's coming! What is coming? The foreigners are coming! It's bad! It's bad! Everyone is in trouble!... From now on, we are all cattle and sheep in the foreigners' pens, fish and meat in their pots. They can kill us if they want, boil us if they want, and we can't move an inch. Alas! The day of our death has arrived!" "Woe! Woe! Woe! The money and property our compatriots accumulated through hard work will all be snatched away by the foreigners; our compatriots' beloved wives and children will be torn apart alive by the foreigners..."
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Chapter Twenty-Two: Chen Tianhua (II)

As a man of the 21st century, Chen Ke had no love for Beijing Opera or local theater. He had heard Southern *tanci* storytelling occasionally, but he had never studied it. Looking at the young people surrounding Chen Tianhua, he saw them listening with rapt attention, their expressions solemn. Even during Chen Ke’s "political lectures," though they were diligent, they never looked quite so deeply moved. Chen Ke felt that bringing Chen Tianhua here had been a truly wise move, yet he couldn't help but feel a flicker of jealousy. This small surge of emotion made him feel a wave of shame. Feeling jealous of his own comrades was hardly a thought a communist should harbor. Tapping his temple, Chen Ke carried the wine and food to the table and set them down gently.

"Brother Chen is back." Chen Tianhua stopped his performance immediately, and the others helped set the table.

"Mr. Tianhua, please, continue singing," Chen Ke urged.

Chen Tianhua smiled. "The food is ready; I’ll sing more later. I must admit, I am quite famished."

Knowing Chen Tianhua was a man of propriety, the group shared a laugh and began pouring the wine.

"I assume everyone has introduced themselves, but let me say a few more words. This is Mr. Chen Tianhua, a revolutionary comrade invited from Japan by Sister Qiu Jin. Come, let us toast to Mr. Chen." Chen Ke raised his glass.

The others introduced themselves one by one and clinked glasses with Chen Tianhua. Once the first round was finished, Chen Ke refilled the glasses. "Comrades, the reason I invited Mr. Chen Tianhua here is because I want him to join us in our common revolution. So, comrades, we must ensure Mr. Chen stays with us."

The room erupted in laughter. Chen Tianhua hadn't expected Chen Ke to be so direct, but as a seasoned figure himself, he didn't lose his composure. "I appreciate Brother Wenqing’s kind intentions. Allow me to toast everyone in return."

The second glass went down, and a third was poured.

Hua Xiongmao laughed. "Mr. Chen, you can’t just appreciate the intention. I’m not well-read, but even I’ve heard of your great name. Since you’ve come here, you must stay for at least a few years. Come, Mr. Chen, I toast you."

After the group finished the round, Chen Ke set his glass down. "I’m not one for forcing people to drink. These three rounds are for the occasion; after this, drink as you please."

"Mr. Chen," Chen Tianhua began, "I came mainly because Mr. Qiu Jin conveyed your kindness. I haven’t earned such rewards, so I had to visit you regardless. I wonder what you might have to teach me?"

"My surname is Chen, and yours is Chen as well. To bridge the gap, let’s consider ourselves kin. There’s no need for 'Mr. Chen'; call me by my courtesy name, Wenqing. And how should I address you, Mr. Tianhua?"

"My courtesy name is Xingtai."

"Brother Xingtai, we are all young men here; let's skip the empty pleasantries. I didn't invite you here to merely 'discuss grand affairs.' I invited you to join us in revolution."

A look of confusion crossed Chen Tianhua’s face. He looked at Chen Ke with a slight frown. Revolution in this era meant nothing other than overthrowing the Manchu Qing. Hearing Chen Ke say it so casually, and seeing the others acting as if it were the most natural thing in the world, Chen Tianhua couldn't quite figure them out. These men and women were dressed like the wealthy or the nobility—were they truly revolutionaries, or just a band of eccentric scholars?

"I wonder, Brother Wenqing, what kind of revolution do you mean to lead?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Revolution isn't for the sake of killing; it is for the sake of saving. And since it is about saving, the first priority is ensuring everyone is fed. Xingtai, look." Chen Ke pointed to the others who had already picked up their chopsticks. "To be fed, we must move our chopsticks with everyone else. So, let’s begin." Chen Ke paused, then added in Japanese, "*Itadakimasu.*"

Chen Tianhua was slightly startled that Chen Ke knew Japanese, but he saw that Chen Ke had already started eating. He was indeed hungry, so his chopsticks moved toward the fried tofu nearest to him. Everyone at the table came from a distinguished background, yet no one spoke while eating. Being young, they weren't bound by stiff formalities. They didn't even pass the dishes; they ate like a whirlwind, and within minutes, the plates were empty.

Once the meal was over, they served mung bean soup. Each person drank one or two bowls according to their appetite. Then, they cleared the table together and washed the dishes before sitting back down.

The group was already accustomed to this collective lifestyle, and Chen Tianhua joined in smoothly. They looked at one another and suddenly burst into laughter.

Hua Xiongmao slapped Chen Tianhua on the shoulder. "Brother Xingtai, seeing the way you eat, you’re clearly no ordinary man. It would be a waste if you didn't join the revolution."

Chen Tianhua cupped his hands toward the group. "Gentlemen, we have met by chance. I am honored by your regard, but I have seen many revolutions. To this day, I am still wanted by the Qing government. I appreciate your sentiment, but if you want me to join, you must listen to what I have to say first."

"We are all ears," Qi Huishen said with interest.

Chen Tianhua spoke with conviction: "I have ten principles of revolution. First, one must know that the peril of partition is not just the loss of the nation; it will surely mean the extinction of our race. Second, one must know that even after the powers partition China, they will surely keep the Manchu government to suppress the Han people. Third, one must know that as things stand today, we can no longer talk of 'preparing' to save the nation; only a desperate, bitter struggle can save China. Fourth, one must know that by having more people die now, more can be saved later. Fifth, one must know that the word 'race' must be understood clearly and distinguished sharply. Sixth, one must know that the nation belongs to everyone; one must never ignore it or leave it to its fate. Seventh, one must know that to resist foreigners, one must first learn their strengths. Eighth, one must know that to seek strength, one must first remove one's own weaknesses. Ninth, one must know that we must use 'civilized exclusion' rather than 'barbaric exclusion.' Tenth, one must know that the task of resisting foreign influence has no end."

Hearing these ten principles, Chen Ke thought to himself: *No wonder Chen Tianhua committed suicide in history. With these views, it would be a miracle if he found like-minded people in 1905.*

When Chen Tianhua finished, Chen Ke remained smiling, Zhou Yuanxiao showed no reaction, Qi Huishen nodded slightly, Hua Xiongmao had a mischievous grin, and You Gou was stifling an urge to laugh. Not a single person expressed either support or opposition.

"Brother Xingtai speaks well," Chen Ke praised. But Chen Tianhua could hear that Chen Ke’s tone was merely polite, devoid of excitement or any other emotion. Chen Tianhua felt a chill. Usually, when revolutionaries heard these words, they either agreed or had questions. The fact that these people seemed so accustomed to such rhetoric suggested they truly were a revolutionary party.

"When I speak of revolution, the first thing is action. If it’s just about principles, anyone can talk. Xingtai, you know revolutionary theory well, but I want to ask: regarding your point about 'civilized exclusion' rather than 'barbaric exclusion'—how exactly do you plan to do that?"

Chen Tianhua spoke fervently, "By establishing schools and popularizing education. The education of other nations has been explained before; if China does not widely establish schools now, there is truly no way to save her. By giving speeches to spread thought! Speeches are the primary way to change the social atmosphere—even if there are only three or four people, one must give a speech if one hopes to save the nation. By promoting female education to nurture our foundations. Friends! The fallacy that 'a woman's lack of talent is her virtue' has truly harmed people. Foreign women are as educated as men, which is why they can assist their husbands and teach their children. Chinese women have no knowledge at all; not only can husbands and sons not benefit from them, but they are often hindered by them. Men with great ambitions are often worn down by loving wives and kind mothers. A man spends half his life in the hands of women; if women have no learning, the roots are rotten. How can there be good leaves and branches?"

Chen Ke truly didn't know much about Chen Tianhua, but hearing him speak so eloquently, his expression finally changed. It wasn't just Chen Ke; everyone else’s expression shifted significantly.

Seeing that they were finally taking his thoughts seriously, Chen Tianhua smiled. "To be honest, before I returned this time, Mr. Qiu Jin said that Brother Wenqing is a man of great affairs, with profound knowledge and sharp thinking. In less than two months in Shanghai, he has built a grand enterprise from nothing. Mr. Qiu Jin urged me to assist Brother Wenqing well. Though I am wanted by the Qing, I returned because of his persistent persuasion. As soon as I entered, I saw Miss You lecturing in public, and on chemistry no less. She is truly a role model among women. Moreover, I hear that Brother Wenqing plans to build schools, hold lectures, and start seminars and night classes. I knew then that Brother Wenqing has grand designs. That being the case, why don't you tell me your plans and how you intend for me to serve? I am listening."

Chen Tianhua spoke with great poise, hitting every key point. You Gou couldn't help but smile when she heard him praise her lecturing as a woman. Although Chen Ke was respected by everyone, he rarely moved people in such a way. Facing a revolutionary propagandist like Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke was truly impressed. There are specialties in every field, and in this regard, Chen Tianhua was far superior to him.

"Xingtai has been honest with me, so I must be candid in return. I invited you here to serve as the Propaganda Minister of our party. When I talk about revolution, I know the principles, but I don't quite know how to explain them to the masses. I have absolute faith in your ability in propaganda. I didn't expect you to join us so soon; this must be destiny. I am currently organizing lectures and need a vast amount of written material. I need your full support, Brother Xingtai. Are you willing?"

The others had always held Chen Ke in high regard. This respect came from his vast knowledge and, more importantly, his sheer ruthlessness in getting things done. Chen Ke stood on the front lines, doing the most work and getting the least rest. He could find a solution to any problem and lead his comrades to solve it. This was why they followed him.

Chen Tianhua was a different type. He was quick-witted and highly provocative. He explained revolutionary principles in simple terms, and in just this brief encounter, he had made everyone feel a sense of elation. After hearing the exchange between the two, they realized Chen Ke had long intended to pull Chen Tianhua into their ranks as the head of propaganda. They all felt the idea was a match made in heaven.

Qi Huishen had always felt that Chen Ke’s abilities were far from fully utilized, and now he was even more convinced. Chen Ke usually didn't say much, but his recruitment of Chen Tianhua showed he had a deep understanding of the talents of the age. It was a move of profound foresight. He quickly added, "Brother Xingtai, we are thirsting for talent like yours. Regardless of anything else, please join us in our common revolution."

"Brother Wenqing, I wonder if your revolution involves the armed overthrow of the Qing?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Of course, it must be an armed overthrow."

"How do you plan to overthrow them?"

"First, build a base area. Then, expand it step by step. We will follow the path of revolutionary regionalism, then expand the liberated zones, and finally unify China."

"Where will this base area begin?"

"Anhui."

"Anhui?" Chen Tianhua frowned. "If you plan to rise in Anhui, why are you developing in Shanghai now?"

"I need to recruit party members and train cadres."

Chen Tianhua still didn't quite grasp Chen Ke’s logic. "Will it work to gather comrades in Shanghai and then take them to Anhui for a revolution? Isn't that a long detour?"

"I don't plan to rely on the gentry or the merchants. You cannot have a revolution by relying on them," Chen Ke replied. "In the world today, why must we have a revolution? To save China. Xingtai, when we save China, whom are we saving?"

Chen Tianhua thought for a moment. "In the struggle for survival, do we still need to distinguish between 'us' and 'them'?"

"Why has China fallen to such a state? In my view, it isn't just that the imperial court is the problem; the system itself is the problem. If a revolution doesn't overthrow this system and replace it with a new revolutionary one, China cannot be saved. And in today's world, who suffers most under the current system?"

"That... the common people suffer most," Chen Tianhua answered.

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt a slight sense of relief. Since Chen Tianhua began explaining his principles, Chen Ke hadn't quite held the upper hand—he had even been on the defensive at times. But the revolution had to be the people's revolution he envisioned; that was his bottom line. If Chen Tianhua couldn't align with this stance, then no matter how brilliant he was, Chen Ke would only use him rather than truly treating him as a comrade.

"Then let us look at the world today. The Manchu Qing only want to maintain their rule; they absolutely do not want revolution. The gentry want power. No matter how much they talk about revolution, where does their interest come from? They still rely on the old system to gain their benefits. It's only because the old system cannot resist foreigners that the gentry want a revolution for their own sake. Their revolution is merely to overthrow the Qing so they can take power themselves. Thus, the gentry's revolution is merely for self-preservation. The merchants' revolution is purely for profit. Look at the compradors—as long as there is profit, they have no problem making money alongside foreigners. But what about the people? As long as the old system remains, no matter who takes power at the top, the people will surely suffer, living in constant peril. If the people rise in revolution, it is to smash this entire old system to pieces. Until a new system is built where no citizen is poor or bullied, and a new world is established where everyone can live and work in peace, the revolutionary people will never stop."

Having said all this in one breath, Chen Ke pointed to the large vats used for dyeing cloth in the courtyard. "The China of today is like those vats—thick and heavy. The people are like the saplings of great trees pinned beneath them, crushed until they cannot breathe. These vats are filled with all sorts of misery: land rents exceeding sixty percent, usury over a hundred percent. Corrupt officials, wicked clerks, sorcerers, foreign religions—every piece of trash is in there. But to survive, the people must drink the water from these vats. Thus, the saplings that should have become towering trees are suppressed and poisoned, either dying young or growing into twisted monsters. But once this vat is smashed, a new era begins. The saplings can grow freely. Sunlight, air, water—everything the people need will be theirs. Then, these saplings will grow into great trees. We couldn't see the trees before because the vats were in the way. Our revolution is to destroy this old system and open a glorious future for the people's revolution."

This was the first time Chen Ke had analyzed the revolutionary situation so deeply, because the partners he was currently working with were all from gentry, landlord, or comprador backgrounds. Among them was even Hua Xiongmao, a military graduate. If he couldn't first make everyone understand the world and its economy, and instead blindly preached the core interests of the revolution, his small group might well fall apart.

Everyone has their class nature. If comrades cannot gain interests through revolution or find a place for themselves through it, and if Chen Ke as the "revolutionary leader" only demanded they sacrifice and give everything, he didn't believe anyone would truly do it. If such a person existed, Chen Ke would unhesitatingly consider them a madman.

So Chen Ke was always very careful in his actions, guiding his comrades slowly. But Chen Tianhua’s arrival forced him to speak these words. Or rather, Chen Tianhua had already piqued the comrades' interest in revolution and laid the groundwork, allowing Chen Ke to follow that thread into the core issues.

Chen Ke’s knowledge of history was not extensive; he didn't know that Chen Tianhua had participated in the Huaxinghui uprising. He thought Chen Tianhua was merely a brilliant propagandist who studied and went abroad. Thus, Chen Ke thought Chen Tianhua might not accept his words. To his surprise, Chen Tianhua didn't object; instead, he nodded solemnly. "What Brother Wenqing says is exactly right. Hearing this... Mr. Qiu Jin’s high praise for you was truly no exaggeration."

The other comrades had heard Chen Ke speak of revolutionary principles before, but the gap in their understanding had always been too large, like looking at flowers through a fog. Hearing Chen Tianhua made them feel emboldened and excited; he made tangible things clear, the actual situations they had to face. And his solutions seemed very feasible. It seemed as though if they just did it, they could change and save China.

In this mood, after hearing Chen Ke’s words, things that were previously difficult to understand suddenly became clear. But everything Chen Ke said had stripped away the surface of the world to show them the truth. The more clearly they saw the world, the more they felt its simplicity and cruelty, the depth and sharpness of its contradictions. The group's mood shifted from excitement to somberness. For a moment, no one spoke.

"Xingtai, are you willing to serve as our party's Propaganda Minister for now? I am in dire need of talent like yours," Chen Ke asked seriously, ignoring the silence of the others.

"Brother Wenqing, I am willing to join," Chen Tianhua answered without a second thought.
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Chapter 23: The People's Revolution (I)

Starting from late July 1905, with the addition of Chen Tianhua, the Party organization expanded significantly.

The very next day after Chen Tianhua joined, He Zudao appeared, looking ashamed. He had fully recovered and had come to thank Chen Ke for saving his life. Chen Ke understood the significance of "saving a life" in this era, especially being saved from syphilis. It wasn't just a life that was salvaged. During the course of syphilis, patients suffered terrible afflictions like "rotting organs," a pain perhaps more terrifying than death itself.

He Zudao was half grateful, half guilty. Seeing Chen Ke, the benefactor who had personally treated him, he couldn't even speak smoothly. Stammering his words of gratitude, He Zudao's face flushed red and then turned white.

Chen Ke listened with a smile. Waiting until He Zudao had finished his stammering, he asked, "Zudao, when can you come back to work?"

"Mr. Wenqing, you... you're letting me come back to work?" He Zudao hadn't expected Chen Ke's first sentence to be this.

"Didn't you say a while ago that you'd come back to work once you recovered? What's wrong? Is your body not fully healed yet?"

Hearing Chen Ke say this, He Zudao was so moved he wanted to cry. Since he was born, aside from his parents, no one had ever treated him this well. Treating him when he was sick, and letting him work again once he was cured. In these times, once someone contracted syphilis, no respectable place would hire them again. Listening to Chen Ke, it was as if He Zudao had merely suffered from a cold.

"Mr. Wenqing, I'm already well. I can come back to work immediately," He Zudao said, choking back sobs.

"It's good that you can come back. Here's the thing, Zudao. To be frank, that disease is contagious, and you caught it from your brother. Now that you're well, if you decide to come back, you can't live with your brother anymore. You'll have to suffer a bit of indignity and treat it as if you're becoming a long-term laborer for me—move in here to live. As long as I'm in Shanghai, you'll have a place to live, food to eat, and wages to earn."

The comrades all looked at He Zudao. There is a saying, "outsiders should not come between family." Chen Ke's words were exactly coming between family, yet no one felt it was abnormal. Chen Ke had made it clear: if He Zudao wanted to return, he absolutely could not implicate the comrades. This was out of concern for everyone's interests. No one felt Chen Ke's handling was improper; if Chen Ke hadn't handled it this way and just let He Zudao return, everyone would have felt very uncomfortable inside, even if they didn't voice their objection publicly.

"Mr. Wenqing, I'll move over today," He Zudao said while wiping away tears.

Chen Ke walked up and patted He Zudao on the shoulder. "After you got sick, Huishen was worried to death, insisting we find a way. Your sister You Gou didn't close her eyes for days in the laboratory to make the medicine to save you. Which of the other friends didn't do their utmost? Just buying rabbits for experiments, they bought hundreds, running all over Shanghai several times. Since you've decided to return, move over quickly."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao was no longer just choking up, but weeping aloud. He fell to his knees. "Mr. Wenqing, Brother Huishen, even if my body is crushed to powder, I cannot repay your great kindness."

Chen Ke and Qi Huishen hurriedly pulled He Zudao up. Qi Huishen handed He Zudao a handkerchief. "Zudao, we are all friends, don't say such things. When encountering danger, if we can help, could we just stand by and watch? So move over quickly, don't make things difficult for Mr. Wenqing."

"Yes, I'll go right now." Wiping his tears, He Zudao was dragged away by Qi Huishen.

Chen Tianhua watched all this silently, then glanced at Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua already knew about Chen Ke's specific medicine. Chen Ke seemed magnanimous in letting He Zudao return to work and providing food and lodging, but this approach was obviously recruiting "death warriors." Having been saved by Chen Ke, He Zudao's loyalty would be incomparable to ordinary people. Chen Tianhua did not object to this. Revolutionaries needed loyalty. Compared to that lip-service loyalty to the revolution, He Zudao's loyalty was far more precious.

He Zudao moved in that very afternoon, and he was allowed to attend the party meeting that evening. Not only was it He Zudao's first time attending a party meeting, but it was also Chen Tianhua's first time. Surprisingly, He Zudao acted as the recording secretary. Qi Huishen strongly recommended him because He Zudao wrote with a fountain pen extremely fast. Chen Ke provided a disposable ballpoint pen, and true to Qi Huishen's words, He Zudao wrote swiftly. Coupled with the shorthand method Qi Huishen had discussed with Chen Ke and taught to He Zudao, his recording speed was astonishingly fast. Interruptions to the meeting for recording purposes became much rarer.

"We must now pay attention to the distinction between inside the Party and outside the Party. My suggestion is, since the discussion on the Party's revolutionary line has reached this point, whether to take the path of the People's Revolution or the path of the Capitalist Owners' Revolution is a serious question. Although revolutionaries of both lines currently advocate overthrowing the Qing court and driving out imperialist invaders, there is actually a fundamental difference between the two. Is it to build a New China where the people live and work in peace, or to build a New World where capital owners do whatever they want? In the future, perhaps when the revolution reaches a certain stage, contradictions will arise between these two lines, leading to confrontation, and even war. Therefore, we are going to launch a revolution, to lead a revolution. But we cannot fail to be fully prepared for this."

The comrades remained silent. For Chen Ke, such understanding was merely knowledge inevitably possessed by a communist, a believer in Chairman Mao. But for the revolutionary youths, this vision of a future filled with blood and storms was vastly different from their views.

The current youths were loyal to Chen Ke more than they were loyal to the revolution. Or perhaps they were simply loyal to the "industrial and educational development" that the revolution was currently pioneering. The only new comrade, Chen Tianhua, watching the other comrades listening quietly to Chen Ke, and watching Chen Ke speak with fervor and assurance about the cruelty of the future, was filled with a myriad of feelings.

On November 4, 1903, under the guise of celebrating his thirtieth birthday, Huang Xing invited Liu Kuiyi (a native of Xiangtan, Changsha Prefecture, who studied at Yuelu Academy in Changsha in his early years), Chen Tianhua, Zhang Shizhao, and others, totaling 12 people, to gather at Peng Yuanxun's home in Baojiaju Lane, Changsha, to discuss establishing a revolutionary organization. The meeting decided to establish the Huaxinghui (China Revival Society), externally called the "Huaxing Company," ostensibly for "developing mining." Entrants were called shareholders, "stock certificates" were membership cards, and the slogan was "Tongxin Puman, Dangmian Suanqing" (Same Heart to Fill the Manchus, Settle Accounts Face to Face), implying "Extinguish the Manchu Qing."

On February 15, 1904 (New Year's Eve of the Gui-Mao year), the Huaxinghui took advantage of the New Year's Eve gathering to formally hold its inaugural meeting at Long Zhang's Xiyuan residence. In addition to the 12 initiators, there were over a hundred people from inside and outside the province. At the meeting, Huang Xing was elected president, with Song Jiaoren and Liu Kuiyi as vice-presidents. They determined the strategic policy of "occupying one province firmly, then rising up in all provinces" and used "Expel the Tartars, Revive China" as their call.

On September 24, 1904, the Mid-Autumn Festival, the cattle and horse fair in Puji Market, Liuyang, was bustling. Commissioned by Huang Xing, Liu Kuiyi presided over a solemn general-conferring ceremony there, formally appointing Ma Fuyi as a Major General and granting Ma Fuyi's unit 20 rifles, 40 pistols, and 40 horses. At that time, spectators crowded around, and everyone's spirits were extremely high. It was agreed that they would rise up ahead of schedule as soon as the large batch of munitions from Shanghai arrived.

However, the rumors of the Huaxinghui's uprising had long been detected by officials. When the scum of the secret society, Liu Zuoji (who had served as Ma Fuyi's secretary), secretly reported the meeting at Puji Market to Wang Xianqian, the authorities began detecting and arresting Huaxinghui members. Immediately, mounted police swarmed Changsha city, creating an atmosphere of terror. On October 24, the Governor of Hunan ordered the arrest of Huang Xing, and military police immediately surrounded Huang Xing's residence. At that time, Huang Xing was out and hadn't returned, so the police rushed to the East Language Training Institute. But Huang Xing had already received the news and hurriedly escaped through the back door, hiding in the secret room of the enlightened gentry Long Weirui's home in Xiyuan. Two days later, under the cover of Huang Jiting, a pastor of the Anglican Church in Changsha, Huang Xing transferred to the rear building of the Anglican Church, hiding for nearly a week. After taking a series of measures to protect revolutionary comrades, he disguised himself in early November and sneaked to Shanghai, soon crossing east to Japan with a large number of Huaxinghui members. Ma Fuyi fled to Xiangxi and plotted to rise again the following year, but the matter failed and he was arrested. On April 20, 1905, he heroically sacrificed his life outside Liuyang Gate in Changsha at the age of 40. With this, the Huaxinghui's activities within the country basically ceased.

In Japan, Chen Tianhua actively promoted the establishment of the Tongmenghui (Revolutionary Alliance). After meeting Qiu Jin, she showed him a manuscript written by Chen Ke. The writing style of this manuscript was very cold, vastly different from the impassioned works of other revolutionaries of this era. But once Chen Tianhua read it, he couldn't put it down. No revolutionary had ever looked at problems from such a height and pointed out practical operational methods for numerous national salvation routes. Moreover, the author was deliberately secretive, obviously not revealing his true train of thought in many places.

Chen Tianhua asked who the author was, and Qiu Jin introduced Chen Ke to him. She also introduced Chen Ke's ideal of a "Revolution for the 400 Million Chinese People." Although Chen Tianhua had done a lot of work before the establishment of the Tongmenghui, he couldn't resist returning to China to meet Chen Ke. This man named Chen Ke, and those unstated revolutionary principles, had seized Chen Tianhua's heart. Although Chen Tianhua was busy, Qiu Jin still suggested he rush back to Shanghai to meet Chen Ke. Qiu Jin said that this man was a heaven-sent genius and thought highly of himself. It would be a pity if Chen Ke was not allowed to join the Tongmenghui. However, forcing him to come would inevitably lead to Chen Ke's refusal. So Qiu Jin suggested that Chen Tianhua spend some time with Chen Ke first. Chen Ke would inevitably attach great importance to Chen Tianhua. Chen Ke was not a heartless person; if Chen Tianhua persuaded him then, Chen Ke would inevitably come to participate in the Tongmenghui.

Talking with Chen Ke all night yesterday, and reading Chen Ke's manuscripts and the entire meeting records of this small political party during the day today, Chen Tianhua was quite shaken. The "People's Revolution" was a revolution never proposed by any other revolutionary party. Other revolutionary parties either incited property owners to revolt or shouted slogans of "People's Uprising." Chen Tianhua had participated in both types. The result was miserable failure. Not only that, as soon as interest disputes were involved, the revolutionary parties immediately fought internally, and no one could convince anyone else. As a result, traitors within the party emerged one after another. Precautions against comrades within the party were far higher than those against the enemy.

As a senior revolutionary, Chen Tianhua had no understanding of the "People's Revolution." In his view, the people actually did not want revolution. After such a brief contact with the "People's Revolution" proposed by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua understood that it wasn't that the people didn't want revolution, but that the people had no reason to sell their lives for the "current revolutionaries." If the People's Revolution started, the people would first "revolutionize the lives of this current batch of revolutionaries."

This was Chen Ke's revolutionary philosophy. Chen Tianhua knew this was not the "People's Uprising" shouted by previous revolutionaries. Chen Tianhua regretted a little; perhaps he shouldn't have come back. Every time he heard Chen Ke describe the revolution, it was like tearing away the mask painted on the world and showing the bloody truth inside to Chen Tianhua.

Chen Ke spoke of interests and class struggle in every sentence, but never mentioned righteousness. Chen Tianhua came from a poor background, which was where he differed greatly from other revolutionaries. So Chen Tianhua really couldn't go against his conscience to oppose what Chen Ke said. The current revolutionaries were indeed as Chen Ke said, fighting for their own interests. Before they gained power, they hadn't thought about the people; if they could succeed, they would think about the people even less.

Now, the only thing Chen Tianhua wanted to figure out was whether the revolution of the "capital owners" Chen Ke spoke of could succeed. Chen Tianhua hadn't been able to determine which side he wanted to join. Or rather, he still hoped that the currently raging "capital owners'" revolution could succeed. This wasn't because Chen Tianhua couldn't understand the revolution Chen Ke described; precisely because of his poor background, Chen Tianhua could understand the suffering of the bottom-layer people, knew the hardships they encountered, and knew the anger, unwillingness, and hatred they accumulated. Chen Tianhua could imagine what kind of storm would be set off if such people stood up to revolutionize.

Chen Tianhua felt a kind of fear towards that storm.

Listening to Chen Ke's narrative, Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke was very clear about the meanings of different revolutions. From just a day of contact, one could see that Chen Ke must have come from a famous family, with generations of high officials and great wealth. So Chen Ke knew very well the meaning of these words he spoke, and was able to say what he wanted to say. It was just that Chen Ke, from a wealthy and noble family, temporarily couldn't make these comrades around him, who came from decent backgrounds, fully understand his meaning. Because Chen Ke was looking at problems from the height of the entire country. There were obvious concerns about many things. These concerns stemmed from Chen Ke's uncertainty about whether some things would develop completely according to his predictions. This was also why those comrades couldn't understand what Chen Ke was explaining.

But Chen Tianhua could understand. For Chen Ke to have such a profound view of the world at his age was already shocking. Moreover, although Chen Ke had some deficiencies himself, he knew where the deficiencies lay and knew how to solve them. This was why Chen Ke chose him to be the propaganda minister of this political party.

Originally, according to Qiu Jin and Chen Tianhua's plan, Chen Tianhua was supposed to lobby Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui. Now it seemed Chen Ke would not join. Chen Tianhua suddenly wanted to leave this political party.

"Wenqing, are you so certain that those property owners won't join the People's Revolution?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Let's take a simple example: promoting education. 'All the hustle and bustle in the world is for profit.' Why run education? To get educated students. Who wants these students? Factories, banks—or money houses as they should be called now—government departments, and the army also need educated students. But how many people do these departments need? What percentage of the citizenry? It's definitely impossible for everyone to receive an education. And currently, the children of those rich people who have studied are basically enough. It's fine if those poor people don't study. The country runs just the same. So investing in education is for future profit. Since the future profit can already be ring-fenced, what's the use of investing more money? In the eyes of those investing in education, isn't this just waste? So universal education is impossible to realize."

"That's not necessarily true, is it?" Hua Xiongmao said with a frown.

"First, China is so big, with a population of 400 million. Even if we just count primary school which should be compulsory, there must be 60 million children who should be in school in China. With fifty students per class—let's calculate with the minimum—and assuming every teacher can teach all subjects from first to fifth grade. Then this requires 1.2 million teachers. How much is the annual salary for these 1.2 million teachers? At 100 taels of silver per teacher per year, how much is this? 120 million taels of silver. How much was the indemnity for the Boxer Protocol? The principal was 450 million taels of silver. This silver isn't even enough for four years of wages for so many primary school teachers."

"Hiss!" All the young men couldn't help but suck in a breath of cold air. Everyone was daunted by this figure. Chen Ke saw everyone calculating, so he simply listed these calculations on the blackboard. Everyone looked carefully, and indeed it was correct.

Putting down the lime chalk, Chen Ke asked, "Who is willing to put up this money? Who among those running education can afford this money? How many rich people would have to go bankrupt, pooling their money together to afford this?"

The comrades fell silent.

Chen Ke relentlessly continued, "Let me imitate a bad guy. If I were a bad guy and I were in charge of this, what would I do?"

Chen Ke had always spoken of revolution from a positive angle. Suddenly saying he wanted to be a "bad guy" piqued everyone's interest immediately. Everyone's gaze focused on Chen Ke's face at the same time.

"I would require all government officials and the children of those rich people to go to school. Of course, these people would naturally be willing. In running schools, I would also specifically set up two types of schools: private schools and public schools. That is, schools funded by rich people and schools funded by the state. The difference between these two types of schools is that private schools rely on recommendations for admission. If you are rich and have connections, I'll let you attend. If you have no money and no connections, don't even think about getting in. Private schools offer excellent education, cultivating students with rich knowledge and comprehensive skills. Public schools have no money; everyone can just attend casually, learning a few characters is enough. If a student studies very hard, that's not bad either. When taking university entrance exams, private universities will prioritize satisfying qualified private school graduates before considering public school graduates. Most importantly, when the departments managing the country recruit manpower, they must be from private schools and have guarantees from officials or tycoons. This achieves multiple goals. First, the class of rich people can get the best education. Second, those from poor backgrounds also have something to look forward to. Third, I have also popularized education. If you don't study hard yourself, you can't blame me." After saying this, Chen Ke spread his hands.

Hearing this, everyone couldn't help but shake their heads and smile bitterly. Chen Ke's impersonation of a bad guy was truly skillful.

"In this way, those poor people will have neither culture nor knowledge. They will definitely remain poor for thousands of generations. Even if someone jumps the Dragon Gate, that's great; they change their status and can serve as a role model. But these people are the minority. Just the unwritten rule of recruiting only private school graduates for key departments is enough to plug the loopholes. Even if the people are dissatisfied, they can do nothing. Even if the people rise up in rebellion, as I said before, they have neither culture nor knowledge and cannot be organized. Although I have few people, against those sporadic uprisings of the people, I have the advantage of numbers and power; suppressing them is a breeze. While I provide opportunities to a minority of the poor, I ruthlessly suppress those who dare to rebel, without mercy. Moreover, I have money, people, and organization. Why should I fear them? Even if it comes to reasoning, the people on my side have all received higher education. Deceiving some uneducated commoners is a piece of cake."

Hearing this, everyone's expression changed. Reflecting on Chen Ke's words, although they were insidious and domineering enough, they happened to be well-founded and constituted a completely feasible method.

"Therefore, my revolution must be a People's Revolution." Chen Ke made a summary of his own words.



★


Peoples Revolution 2

Volume 1 - Chapter 24

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter Twenty-Four: The People's Revolution (Part II)

"Wenqing, does a People's Revolution necessitate the slaughter of every landlord and member of the gentry?" Chen Tianhua asked. It was the question he had harbored for a long time, never quite daring to voice it. Initially, he had intended only to listen, but at this point, he found himself compelled to ask. This was Xu Xilin’s bottom line.

Chen Ke extended his left hand, making a gesture of recommendation toward You Gou. "We shall let Comrade You Gou answer this question."

Chen Tianhua had a very favorable impression of You Gou, but he had never heard her speak on the topic of revolution. To him, she seemed more like an engineer, an adequate lecturer, and a remarkable woman—but not necessarily a staunch revolutionary. Seeing Chen Ke defer to her, Chen Tianhua looked at her with a hint of astonishment.

"Me?" You Gou hadn't expected Chen Ke to put her on the spot regarding a revolutionary matter. These were topics Chen Ke and the others usually debated fiercely; she had never been particularly interested or clear on the finer points.

"I don't know how to put it into words," she said, quickly declining.

"Just tell us your thoughts on Xingtai's question," Chen Ke encouraged with a smile. "We are all comrades here. Speak freely; there’s no right or wrong way to say it."

"Miss You, must a People's Revolution kill every landlord and gentryman?" Since Chen Ke had insisted, Chen Tianhua was curious to see the attitude of the other comrades within this revolutionary party. He asked the question with great gravity.

"Well, if the landlords and gentry use force to oppose the People's Revolution, then we have to... well, if they strike first, we can't just sit there and wait to die, can we?"

*Never fire the first shot!* You Gou’s response made Chen Ke’s heart bloom with joy. This sense of measured struggle was exactly what he wanted to see. He had never explicitly taught You Gou these tactics, nor had he even discussed them with the other comrades. He watched the exchange, eager to see if her personal qualities would meet the demands of the struggle.

"And how do you intend to coexist with the gentry, Miss You?"

"Industry is very profitable. Everyone can make money together."

"And what about the conflict between the People's Revolution and the owners of capital that Wenqing mentioned? What is your take on that?"

"We won't bully them, and they shouldn't bully us. Under this... this new system, no one bullies anyone, and no one is bullied. Wouldn't that be wonderful?"

At this, not only Chen Ke but the others couldn't help but nod slightly. You Gou’s answer seemed like a middle-ground compromise, but she had latched onto a key point: the "new system." No one in the room misunderstood; she was referring to the system established by the People's Revolution, not a capitalist one.

Indeed, You Gou continued, "Wenqing told us about the textile mills in Europe, about 'sheep eating men' in England, and about the slave trade. I studied in Germany and heard about those things. China cannot do that. It’s too tragic. It’s wrong."

Chen Tianhua was well-educated and not ignorant of the world; he knew something of what she described. He found no reason to refute her perspective. After a moment of silence, he asked, "So, if the gentry follow the People's Revolution that Wenqing speaks of, they can still live well? The revolution won't target them?"

You Gou had heard Chen Ke’s revolutionary theories and had given them some thought, though perhaps not deeply. If her previous words were merely a reflection of the theories she could personally identify with, Chen Tianhua’s question suddenly made things click for her.

"Wenqing once said that the new system is an industrial one. In an industrialized China, everyone can produce goods far beyond their own needs. Through equal exchange, everyone’s life can be improved. This is a system where everyone can live well. Anyone dissatisfied with such a system is simply too greedy—they want to hoard all the benefits for themselves. Those are the people who must be overthrown."

Chen Tianhua had expected You Gou to launch into a radical revolutionary polemic like Chen Ke, but her explanation was surprisingly different. Her feminine perspective arrived at the same conclusion as Chen Ke’s, yet it framed the People's Revolution as the party being "bullied," making it sound almost pitiable.

*An educated person—especially an educated woman—is truly different!* Chen Tianhua marveled internally. He recalled Chen Ke’s earlier boast: "Even if it’s just about reasoning, my people are highly educated. Deceiving the uneducated masses would be child's play." At the time, Chen Ke’s words had struck him as arrogant and cold, but hearing You Gou’s response, Chen Tianhua found himself in full agreement.

Seeing Chen Tianhua fall into a thoughtful silence, Hua Xiongmao laughed. "Well, Xingtai? Our comrades here are quite extraordinary, wouldn't you say?"

Chen Tianhua took no offense at this self-congratulation; he nodded in agreement.

"Actually, I asked Wenqing the same thing a long time ago, and he always gave the same answer. Xingtai, you are a scholar and have traveled widely. You surely know how wicked those with money and power can be. Unless you teach them a lesson, they won't listen. Wenqing says revolution isn't about killing people; it's about saving them. If you don't discipline those wicked people, they will act without restraint, and in the end, they’ll meet a worse fate anyway." Hua Xiongmao was usually a man of few words; in party meetings, he was often the second most silent after Zhou Yuanxiao.

"Zhenglan is right," Chen Tianhua sighed. "But Wenqing’s theory... it carries far too much murderous intent."

Hearing this, Chen Ke barely suppressed a laugh. To hear a revolutionary like Chen Tianhua complain about "murderous intent"—what a world they lived in.

Qi Huishen did not share Chen Ke’s restraint. He immediately countered, "If Xingtai says that, I must defend Wenqing. We have been with him since he arrived in Shanghai. He is a generous and kind man. This revolutionary theory is simply a matter of logic; it’s not about bloodlust."

When Chen Tianhua first arrived, he felt that Chen Ke’s ability to articulate revolutionary doctrine was far inferior to his own. He had noticed that the party members seemed very impressed by his own speeches. He had initially thought he might be able to win them over to his side. Yet, at this critical juncture, he realized that these people were aligned with Chen Ke both theoretically and emotionally. Not a single person supported him. His earlier condescension toward Chen Ke vanished. It seemed impossible to persuade Chen Ke, and equally hopeless to sway his party members. If he wanted to make progress, he would have to stay here and work for a while. With that in mind, he asked the question he should have asked long ago: "Wenqing, what is the name of our party?"

"We haven't decided on a name yet."

Chen Tianhua nearly laughed out loud. He knew they had been together for two months, yet they didn't even have a name. Any other political group would have settled on a name before anything else.

"Do you all have any suggestions for the name?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Xingtai, even though you are the Minister of Propaganda, this isn't a task for you." To Chen Tianhua’s surprise, the one who spoke up wasn't Qi Huishen or Hua Xiongmao, who usually followed Chen Ke’s lead, but You Gou.

Without pausing, she slapped her hand on the table. "Since Wenqing is always talking about the People's Revolution, let's just call it the People's Party."

"Excellent, excellent," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Qi Huishen had no objections. Following the party meeting protocol, they held a vote. Though Chen Tianhua had his own ideas, he knew objecting would be futile, so the motion passed unanimously. The name "People's Party" was finalized.

Chen Ke’s subsequent actions further amazed Chen Tianhua. He didn't start handing out grand titles or empty positions, nor did he establish a massive list of regulations. Instead, Chen Ke first revised the "Three Principles of Member Conduct":

1. Link theory with practice. 2. Maintain close ties with the masses. 3. Practice criticism and self-criticism.

Chen Ke’s explanation of these three points was intriguing. "Our theory isn't clear enough yet, and since we're all party members, we don't really have a 'masses' yet. So, for now, let’s focus on criticism and self-criticism. Emperor Taizong of Tang said that using a person as a mirror allows one to see their own gains and losses. As Chinese people, we carry the heritage of our culture. Using others as a mirror, simply put, means accepting the criticism of our comrades. Only then can we know if there are issues with our work or our personal conduct."

The others might not have taken it to heart yet, but the logic was sound. They nodded in agreement.

Chen Ke continued, "You’ve all read the *Analects*, haven't you? It says: 'I daily examine myself on three points: whether, in transacting business for others, I may have been not faithful; whether, in intercourse with friends, I may have been not sincere; whether I may have not mastered and practiced the instructions of my teacher.' This is self-criticism. While it’s not exactly the same as what we’re talking about, the wisdom of our ancestors was quite high. What they spoke of is essentially the three principles I’ve proposed."

Chen Tianhua was stunned. Most modern revolutionaries were openly anti-Confucian, yet Chen Ke’s approach of embracing tradition was baffling. However, what followed moved beyond confusion and made Chen Tianhua laugh out loud.

Chen Ke required that every party meeting conclude with a session of criticism and self-criticism. "If there isn't anything specific to criticize at first, that's fine. Are you polite when you speak to people? Is your speech appropriate? These are all valid subjects for criticism—in fact, they are the priorities."

*This isn't a political party; it’s a school,* Chen Tianhua thought. *Can people trained like this actually carry out a revolution?* Chen Ke spoke of revolution with such ferocity, yet his actions were so meticulous and fussy. Chen Tianhua felt he couldn't see through the man at all.

As Chen Tianhua laughed, he realized no one else was joining him. This made his own laughter feel strangely ridiculous.

Qi Huishen said solemnly, "Xingtai, you must know that the wealthiest and most powerful families are the most obsessed with etiquette. Conduct must be taught. If a word or action is out of place, one is either forced to kneel or beaten with a rod—or both. Wenqing’s rules are born of the utmost sincerity."

Chen Tianhua felt a bit sheepish.

By a show of hands, the "Three Principles of Member Conduct" passed unanimously.

Only then did Chen Ke begin to introduce the immediate plans and assign tasks.

According to the plan, a lecture series under the banner of the "Shanghai Renxin Medical College" would begin in two days. The public-facing portion would primarily be chemistry lectures centered on *The Chemical History of a Candle*. The chemistry classes for progressive youth would begin the next day, a task Chen Ke assigned to You Gou. Following that, Chen Ke would personally lecture on Yan Fu’s translation of *Evolution and Ethics*. Once that course concluded, he would teach "The Materialist Conception of History."

Hua Xiongmao was responsible for the ongoing sale of medicine and for scouting engineering teams. Qi Huishen would handle the overall operation of the lecture series, including external relations and logistics. Zhou Yuanxiao was tasked with guarding their headquarters—the dyeing workshop—where the youth lectures would take place.

Chen Tianhua was to work with Chen Ke on editing the lecture manuscripts, which would eventually be compiled into a collection. Chen Ke had already chosen a title: *The Heritage of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*. Furthermore, Chen Ke planned to launch a newspaper called the *Huangpu Review*, which would be distributed for free to lecture attendees to promote their new school.

Finally, Chen Ke stated that if the lectures were successful, he would work toward establishing a reading organization called the "Huangpu Society."

The other comrades agreed the plan was highly feasible, noting that aside from the cost, there were no major issues. Chen Tianhua thought back to the Huaxing Society he had organized with Huang Xing; the process was remarkably similar to Chen Ke’s. However, their group had failed due to a betrayal before they could even launch an uprising. From his probing, it seemed Chen Ke knew nothing of that event, nor did he seem to be lying. If so, it was simply a case of "great minds thinking alike." Yet Chen Tianhua remained uneasy. He asked tentatively, "Wenqing, since you want to overthrow the Qing, an armed uprising is inevitable. Do you plan to launch one in Shanghai?"

"I will not launch an uprising in Shanghai. The enemy's strength here is too great; an uprising would only send our comrades to their deaths. If we are to rise, it must be where the enemy is at their weakest."

"Do you still intend to rise in Anhui, as you said before?"

Chen Ke did not answer directly. He said gravely, "Xingtai, I must emphasize the difference between a People's Revolution and a bourgeois revolution. In a People's Revolution, we do not simply 'launch' an uprising and trick the people into dying for us. A People's uprising happens when the people themselves can no longer endure and rise up against the old system. Our job is to connect with the masses, then lead them against tyranny to establish a bright new world. This means we must be the first to die. Therefore, unless we are fully prepared, we should not speak lightly of uprisings. To do otherwise is irresponsible—not only to yourself but to the many who would follow you to their deaths. It is wrong."

Seeing that Chen Tianhua didn't quite grasp his meaning, Chen Ke added, "As for the uprising, let’s discuss it after we finish this lecture series and everyone has accumulated enough theoretical knowledge. If we spend the entire lecture series thinking only of inciting an uprising, we will betray the original purpose of the event."

"Is the purpose of these lectures not revolution?" Chen Tianhua was even more puzzled.

"Revolution is about saving people. By holding these lectures and spreading knowledge, those who attend will gain something. This is itself a part of social revolution. The goal of revolution is to push the country forward; that is the ultimate objective. Gathering comrades is the goal of this specific activity. An uprising is not even under consideration right now."

Seeing no objections, Chen Ke adjourned the meeting.

The following week was perhaps the most interesting one Chen Tianhua had ever experienced. Though he still had many doubts, his days were full. No one around him spoke in grand platitudes or voiced constant complaints. There was only work, followed by more work.

Chen Tianhua finally understood why the comrades followed Chen Ke so loyally. Besides assigning work, Chen Ke was constantly working himself, always choosing the most difficult tasks. When setting up the venue, Chen Ke was always the first to lift tables and chairs. When the lectures ended and the peripheral comrades like Du Zhenghui were still excitedly discussing the content, Chen Ke was the first to roll up his sleeves and clear the hall. He patrolled the venue, spotting and solving small problems as they arose. It seemed that wherever Chen Ke went, there was work to be done, and he handled it all with casual efficiency. The entire lecture series proceeded smoothly.

After the busy days, Chen Ke spent his nights writing manuscripts. Every morning when Chen Tianhua woke up, a neat stack of papers would be waiting on the table, while Chen Ke slept fully clothed on a nearby lounge chair. Chen Tianhua’s job was to read through them, discuss any points he didn't understand, and then polish the text into language that ordinary people could easily grasp. There were debates, but never arguments. Everything was discussed openly, with nothing hidden.

Day after day, throughout the week of You Gou’s lectures, Chen Ke never once undressed to sleep, except for his twice-daily baths.

What surprised Chen Tianhua even more was that the other comrades weren't surprised by this at all. They were just as busy as he was. You Gou had offered to help, but Chen Ke insisted she focus on practicing her lectures. Whenever they had a spare moment, Chen Ke, He Zudao, and Zhou Yuanxiao would watch her rehearse. He Zudao would ask questions about parts he found confusing, while Chen Ke critiqued her delivery and gestures. Even the silent Zhou Yuanxiao would occasionally offer a suggestion.

Hua Xiongmao and Qi Huishen were rarely seen, constantly on the move. Every time they returned, they brought either money or thick stacks of the *Huangpu Review*. Qi Huishen had learned a new phrase: "leading by example." These members of the People's Party lived by it. The young volunteers who had initially been lazy soon felt ashamed of themselves. Within a few days, the work ethic of the entire team had shifted dramatically. As the lectures continued, the team didn't grow weary; instead, they seemed to gain more energy.

Many young people noticed this, and some began to ask if they could join.

This was something Chen Tianhua had truly never seen before—a team and an organization so full of life and infectious spirit.

He might have believed the entire lecture series would continue in this orderly fashion, had someone not arrived to disrupt it on the seventh day.



★


Public Lecture

Volume 1 - Chapter 25

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 25: Public Lecture

Public lectures were originally a very curious thing in 1905 China. For the common folk, scholarship was the business of scholars. The ordinary people of Shanghai now knew that foreigners also engaged in scholarship, and perhaps even did it better than the Chinese. Regardless, scholarship had nothing to do with the common people. Therefore, the posters and propaganda everywhere, as well as the advertisements published in the Shanghai newspapers, did not incite any special affection for learning among the populace.

The rise of Shanghai, aside from bringing more employment opportunities as a trading port, saw urban construction lagging far behind social development. Chen Ke never liked wandering around Shanghai; the Shanghai of 1905 was a city filled with slums and shantytowns. Apart from the concessions and a few areas in the old Chinese city that looked somewhat decent, Chen Ke’s evaluation of the city was that it was "not even up to the level of a Chinese county town in the 80s." A massive influx of population entering Shanghai to make a living directly created the cramped and chaotic housing pattern of Shanghai for decades to come.

The old workshop of Zhou Yuanxiao’s family was the building that best fit Chen Ke’s aesthetic: large and spacious. The drying yard of several hundred square meters was very satisfying. As soon as one stepped out the door, the crowded alleys, dilapidated buildings, and vast shantytowns made it impossible for Chen Ke to feel any urge to go window shopping.

With such terrible urban planning, one could well imagine the poverty of the common people's entertainment life. So, although the people did not love scholarship, they were willing to go and watch the spectacle.

The location of this lecture was not far from the teahouse where Chen Ke and You Gou first met; it was a patch of ground coordinated with the help of the British. When Qi Huishen announced the address at the Party meeting, the three who had participated in beating up the foreigners together—whether they were the ones hitting or the ones watching—couldn't help but burst into laughter. This made Qi Huishen feel baffled. You Gou, amidst laughter, explained the matter clearly, and the comrades at the meeting also roared with laughter. Leaving Hua Xiongmao aside, the fact that Chen Ke was also a guy who would throw punches at the slightest disagreement greatly deviated from everyone’s impression of him. As for Miss You Gou being able to stab someone with chopsticks, that was even more unimaginable.

Qi Huishen teased You Gou, calling her a heroine. You Gou smiled and pulled a Swiss Army knife out of her pocket. She had extorted this from Chen Ke. "Next time I stab someone, I’ll use this. I absolutely won't use things like chopsticks."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen grinned and didn't dare say anything more.

The venue was at a street corner, a space of over 100 square meters roped off. It was airy and bright, very open. The speaker for the first part was You Gou. In those days, there were no microphones; teaching relied entirely on shouting, so making the venue too large would have been meaningless.

On the first day of the lecture, unexpectedly, more than 300 people showed up. About half were there to watch the excitement, while the other half were parents truly coming to see the capabilities of the teachers at the new school.

The advertisements and flyers stated clearly that this lecture was a professional lecture by a teacher from the newly opened Shanghai Renxin Medical College. This new school had a strong faculty, and Teacher You Gou was a student who had studied in Germany. In that era, a student returned from Germany was, in the eyes of ordinary parents, someone with scholarship as high as the heavens.

When You Gou walked onto the platform wearing a light grey suit, an embroidered shirt, and low-cut leather boots, the audience below didn't know what to make of it for a moment. You Gou’s outfit could only be described as "avant-garde" in this era. A low hum of whispers rose from the crowd. No one knew what this lady, who looked completely at odds with propriety, intended to do. You Gou raised her left hand and checked the wristwatch that Chen Ke had insisted she wear; many of the wealthier parents had seen or heard of that glittering object. There was another stir in the crowd.

"Hello everyone, I am a teacher at Shanghai Renxin Hospital, my name is You Gou. I will be giving today's public lesson." You Gou’s clear voice carried far, audible to people both in front and back. The audience exploded; a young woman going to Germany to study was shocking enough, even in Shanghai. Let alone this woman giving a lecture to everyone. Some were very disappointed and began to leave, cursing, but more people surged forward, wanting to see this woman’s face more clearly. A woman who could go to Germany to study was naturally from a wealthy family. On the Bund of Shanghai, although many women came out to work, wealthy women willing to show their faces and teach were truly as rare as phoenix feathers.

Qi Huishen, He Zudao, Qin Wuan, and others in the front row hurriedly stood up, and it took a good while to maintain order.

When You Gou took out a white candle and lit it, a ripple of laughter came from the crowd. You Gou’s face turned bright red; actually, from the moment she stepped onto the platform and saw hundreds of eyes focused on her face, she felt slightly dizzy. The skin on her face tightened, the hairs on her back stood up, and her legs felt a bit weak.

This wasn't like teaching Chen Ke and the others, where everyone was an acquaintance and You Gou felt fine. Nor was it like teaching progressive youths in the workshop, where everyone had some knowledge and could at least remain polite.

The attire of the crowd varied; many wore short coats, but there were also those in long robes and mandarin jackets. The vast majority were men, with women and children at the edge of the venue. You Gou now finally understood the meaning of "To see a thousand miles, go up another floor." The platform wasn't very high, a bit over half a meter. But this was enough for You Gou’s line of sight to cover the entire audience, and especially for her gaze to pass over the audience and see directly to the street. There, many pedestrians seeing You Gou take the stage looked over, and even the windows on the second floor across the street opened, with men and women poking their heads out.

Steading herself, You Gou turned around and wrote the topic of the lecture on the blackboard: *The Story of a Candle*.

To be honest, in 1905, although the masses loved a spectacle and everyone was curious having never seen a woman lecture, wanting to get closer to get a look at this female teacher, the scene at least maintained some basic etiquette. Although You Gou taking the stage to teach as a woman was too shocking to the world, the newspaper groundwork laid beforehand, and You Gou’s public act of checking her watch, made everyone feel some awe towards this "female teacher." Moreover, this course was originally a popular science material prepared by Faraday for children, with content mostly consisting of experiments, lively and vivid. It wasn't intended for profound scientific education, but merely a course for the purpose of science popularization. Therefore, You Gou’s lesson was very simple and easy to understand.

Everyone off stage, whether rich or poor, had used candles. They also knew people had to breathe. So, from the composition of air to the burning of a candle, after a few simple little experiments, everyone could understand that air was actually divided into two types: one breathable, one not. They understood why covering firewood with a basin or covering it with soil could extinguish a fire. The masses were that simple; simple truths and simple experiments immediately made everyone feel they had gained a lot. Respect arose in their hearts for this delicate and beautiful female teacher on stage.

When You Gou announced the end of that day's lesson, someone below shouted "Good!", and shouts of applause followed one after another. You Gou bowed slightly with a flushed face, then fled the stage as if flying. This normal reaction for a girl actually incited a burst of even louder applause.

You Gou loosened her tie. Qi Huishen walked up clapping, "Well spoken." If it were before, You Gou would have exchanged a few words with Qi Huishen, but at this moment, hundreds of pairs of eyes were looking in her direction. She nodded slightly, "I'm leaving right now." Qi Huishen hurriedly hailed a waiting rickshaw puller to send You Gou back to the workshop.

Just as You Gou left, parents flocked over to ask Qi Huishen about the situation of this new school, where it was located, when classes started, where the female teacher just now came from, and what she taught at the school. Surrounded by so many enthusiastic parents, Qi Huishen fully appreciated what You Gou had just felt. He simply stood on the platform and loudly announced the details of Shanghai Renxin Medical College. He Zudao and Qin Wuan were responsible for distributing the *Whampoa Review*. In addition to today's lecture content, this issue of the *Whampoa Review* also contained a brief introduction to the school.

He thought the parents would disperse after this, but unexpectedly, not only did they not leave, but more questions were raised. Is this school really tuition-free? How do medical students find jobs after graduation? What about the affiliated middle school and the affiliated nursing school? What about that affiliated hospital? Will there be a lecture tomorrow?

"Wenqing, you guessed completely wrong!" Qi Huishen complained in his heart. The day before the class started, Chen Ke thought that the number of people coming to listen wouldn't be too few, but not too many either. And there shouldn't be too many parents inquiring and signing up. Qi Huishen thought so too. He didn't expect there to be so many inquirers; it really exceeded original expectations.

This wasn't even the most exaggerated part. After finally answering the parents' questions, there were still people running over to peek and peer, obviously there to watch the excitement. After looking for a while, they tentatively asked, hearing there was a beautiful female teacher lecturing here. Seeing the longing and lecherous looks of those people, He Zudao and Qin Wuan’s expressions changed drastically. They uniformly answered that there would be no lecture tomorrow, and then drove these people away.

The grandeur of the second day was astonishing. The night before, after Qi Huishen reported the situation, Chen Ke had Qi Huishen go out overnight to contact people. Through Qi Huishen's father, Qi Si'e, they borrowed two foreign devils from the British. These two were Russian paupers, but they were tall and big. They were there to pad the scene for the British school, and the British were willing to help. These two "grey cattle" of the Tsar, with an agreed wage of fifty pence a day each, stood at the two corners of the stage and immediately suppressed the venue. The number of people attending the lecture on the second day was several times that of yesterday. Yesterday there was at least some spare space, but today it was packed full, and even the street was full of standing people.

You Gou’s class was even more attention-grabbing. A voltaic pile performing water electrolysis and other experiments. Seeing the combustible gas decomposed from water greatly overturned the audience's worldview. The look in everyone's eyes watching You Gou was no longer just awe, but fear. In the eyes of many, this female teacher was perhaps an enlightened Daoist. Water that could extinguish fire was actually composed of a gas that aids combustion and a gas that burns. If this wasn't magic, what was it?

When You Gou finished the class and was preparing to leave, female parents had already blocked You Gou’s way a step ahead. While looking at the female teacher with awe, the mothers praised You Gou’s knowledge and asked countless questions. You Gou was also moved; this was the first time she had been so esteemed since returning to China. To be honest, after returning to China, You Gou hadn't really been taken seriously. Before meeting Chen Ke, even partners were men who were either insanely jealous of You Gou or held a deep-seated attitude of contempt, deliberately keeping a distance from her.

After meeting Chen Ke, everyone respected each other and got along very amicably. But Chen Ke’s knowledge was far above You Gou’s, so she didn't feel she was anything special at all. Only now, although the crowd might not understand her knowledge, that heartfelt respect and esteem made You Gou truly realize the power of science. Those women asking this and that were full of hope that their children could be as learned and knowledgeable as You Gou. Facing these people, You Gou was even somewhat moved.

Qi Huishen managed to keep his cool. He separated the crowd and quickly got You Gou onto a rickshaw, while he, He Zudao, Qin Wuan, and the others began to continue answering questions. It took nearly two hours to barely clear the venue.

In the evening, the Party meeting discussed this matter. The comrades attending were no longer just the original few; Qin Wuan and others had also joined the meeting.

"I really didn't expect the common people to be so thirsty for science," Qin Wuan praised. Chen Ke had a high opinion of Qin Wuan. Qin Wuan came from a family of small workshop owners in Songjiang, was the third son, and had studied in a church school. Later, he worked in a cloth shop. When the cloth shop went under, Qin Wuan was temporarily out of work, and that was when he met Qi Huishen. Later, Qi Huishen dragged him to listen to lectures. This young man had a steady personality, was neither hasty nor impetuous, and was very hardworking and enduring. Chen Ke intended to groom Qin Wuan into a core member.

"We need to find a construction team to start building our school immediately," Qi Huishen said excitedly.

"I've found the people, just waiting for Wenqing to meet them," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Then as soon as possible."

The next day, Chen Ke met with Yuwen Badu. Before meeting, hearing the name, Chen Ke thought Yuwen Badu might be a tall, powerfully built fellow. After meeting, Chen Ke was truly surprised. Yuwen Badu was not short, but his whole person was round and rolling. Thirty-something years old, the top of his head already sporting a Mediterranean hairstyle. On a face as round as his body, his complexion was ruddy, a pair of large and black eyes rolled very nimbly, and his thick lips actually presented a pink color, looking like an infant who had had its fill of milk. With this appearance, in most people's imagination, Yuwen Badu's voice should be high and thin like an infant's, but as soon as Yuwen Badu opened his mouth, it was a deep voice like a religious preacher, with a kind of oppressive force that pointed directly at the human heart. Such a huge contrast left Chen Ke somewhat shocked.

"I heard Brother Chen is looking for us, that there is work for us to do." Yuwen Badu's attitude was very sincere, at least his voice was sincere.

Chen Ke strongly suspected he had been fooled by this obvious contrast of Yuwen Badu's, rendering him unable to see through Yuwen Badu's thoughts. He steadied himself and discussed business with a cold, clear gaze and emotion. Sure enough, seeing Chen Ke quickly recover his calm, a trace of panic appeared in Yuwen Badu's expression.

Yuwen Badu's asking price was very high, and Chen Ke argued on the basis of reason. Whenever Badu started using that thick, reliable voice to try and prove his grievances and raise the price, Chen Ke's cool and firm voice would thwart Badu's attempt.

"Brother Yuwen, that's not how the accounts are calculated." Chen Ke smiled gently, then began to calculate for Yuwen Badu. From food costs, wages, including clothing wear and tear, to potential work injuries. After deducing this string of numbers, the total was more than half less than the price Yuwen Badu had asked.

"That's not the calculation, Mr. Chen. With your calculation, we'd starve to death." Yuwen Badu shook his head repeatedly.

"Brother Yuwen, then how do you say it should be calculated?" Chen Ke looked at the somewhat flustered and exasperated Yuwen Badu and asked in a relaxed tone.

After a round of bargaining, the price finally entered the final "decisive moment." Yuwen Badu almost used a pleading, crying tone to try and persuade Chen Ke. Chen Ke unceremoniously cut the daily wage by another five *wen*.

Yuwen Badu reluctantly submitted. Making money in this era wasn't that easy. Chen Ke proposed a one-month project, and the money to be made was quite a lot. But Chen Ke's next move almost drove Yuwen Badu crazy. A detailed project plan was handed to Yuwen Badu. It contained detailed regulations regarding various quantities of work. How to reward, how to punish, all written clearly. After reading this plan, Yuwen Badu knew he had met an old hand. He pointed out several obviously unreasonable places to Chen Ke, saying that hoisting such roof beams could absolutely not be completed in such a short time.

Chen Ke was completely unmoved. He pointed to the explanations next to those points; Yuwen Badu only needed to provide the manpower in the plan. The erection of scaffolding and lifting equipment would be the responsibility of Chen Ke's side. In these years, building houses relied on the construction team to do everything themselves; for the client to produce such a detailed design document was simply contrary to common sense. Yuwen Badu questioned Chen Ke: if the work couldn't be completed on schedule, whose account would the wages go to? Chen Ke again pointed to the relevant contract clauses, which had detailed explanations.

Faced with such a flawless contract, Yuwen Badu finally completely submitted.

After sending away Yuwen Badu, Wu Xingchen came to visit. He fulfilled his promise and brought five people; one look and you could tell they were martial arts practitioners. These people could not be slighted, so Chen Ke took everyone to the restaurant where they had drunk together the previous few times.

At the banquet, Wu Xingchen introduced these people to Chen Ke one by one. Chen Ke sized them up; they were all in their twenties, and two of them had scars on their faces. They all had Shandong accents. Perhaps having experienced much hardship, their expressions were quite steady.

After a few cups of wine, everyone talked about their situations. A thought suddenly moved in Chen Ke, and he slowly guided the topic towards the Boxers. Hearing this topic, the expressions of the Shandong heroes darkened. The leader, named Xu Youli, said, "Originally, we were beating foreigners in the capital. Later, the government suddenly turned on us. If Big Brother Wu hadn't led a hundred of us to run first, we would have died in the capital."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen's face changed drastically. But given his earlier intimate behavior with Chen Ke and his statement "We are all on the same side," it seemed these brothers really felt there was no problem. However, Chen Ke gently patted Wu Xingchen's arm, his expression revealing that he understood very well. Wu Xingchen couldn't flare up at the table no matter what. He had to force a smile and listen to everyone talk.

After Xu Youli finished, everyone nodded in agreement. "When we got home, that bastard Yuan Shikai was killing our brothers in Shandong. We could only run back to Hebei and stayed in Cangzhou for a few years. A few days ago, Big Brother Wu suddenly sent someone to find us, asking us to come to Shanghai to help. So we came."

"You came by boat? Did you get seasick?" Chen Ke hurriedly spoke of some lighter topics.

"Yeah, took a boat all the way here. In Cangzhou, we also fished, didn't get too dizzy. Just that the smell on the boat was too strong. Wasn't very comfortable," Xu Youli said. After finishing, Xu Youli looked Chen Ke up and down carefully. "Mr. Chen, Big Brother Wu said you want us to be bodyguards for you. What exactly is going on?"

"There are bad people in Shanghai who want to make trouble for me. So I'm asking everyone to help out for two months. After these two months, I'll go somewhere else." Chen Ke introduced his situation.

"How many people do they have?" Xu Youli asked.

"They don't have many people either; having one of our brothers by my side is enough," Chen Ke replied.

"Do they have guns?" Xu Youli asked next.

"It's mostly during the day; at night there's actually not much. They wouldn't dare use guns in broad daylight either." Chen Ke knew very well he wasn't telling the truth, but he couldn't exactly say there would be a gunfight in broad daylight.

"Then we brothers can definitely handle it," Xu Youli replied.

"I trust everyone." Chen Ke laughed.

After the banquet broke up, Wu Xingchen arranged accommodation for the Shandong heroes, then rushed to the workshop. As soon as he entered, Wu Xingchen saw no one was around and sat down opposite Chen Ke. "Wenqing, what did you mean?"

"I just remembered the matter and asked casually," Chen Ke laughed. "Brother Wu, you are a Boxer, I am a Revolutionary. That's quite good."
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Chapter 26: The Boxers

Wu Xingchen was a giant of a man. Standing at 1.95 meters, he looked strong and ferocious. Usually, his expression carried that slightly dull look peculiar to such large men, but now his face wore a look of mockery, devoid of any fear.

Chen Ke felt absolutely no complacency about seeing through Wu Xingchen’s background. Right now, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of coercing anyone. The Party’s history had never held that coercion could serve any useful purpose. For the Party, any member who had not undergone testing could not be trusted—let alone expanding the Party’s power through intimidation or bribery. This was not propaganda, but fact. Precisely because that great political party understood the human heart and human nature, it chose the path of ultimate light: internally, it accepted no one who did not join sincerely; externally, it engaged in no assassinations, intimidation, or bribery.

For Chen Ke, what benefit was there in threatening Wu Xingchen? Apart from forcing Wu Xingchen to eliminate him at all costs, he saw no other potential outcome.

Neither man spoke for a long time. Chen Ke poured a cup of tea for Wu Xingchen, then one for himself. Chen Ke took a sip before speaking. “Brother Wu, what I want to say is, I am a revolutionary. As you know, the Qing court’s slaughter of revolutionaries is severe. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Brother Wu, but that I am afraid of being targeted by the Manchus.”

Wu Xingchen was not moved by Chen Ke’s words. He looked at Chen Ke with wary eyes and asked in an unrelenting tone, “Revealing my background—what is your meaning, Wenqing?”

Chen Ke knew what Wu Xingchen meant. In fact, he was now regretting why he had been so impulsive earlier. “I know Brother Wu is unwilling to forgive me. And from my perspective, what Brother Wu worries about most is that I am using you as a weapon, deceiving you into selling your life for me. These days, revolutionaries all have that virtue. I know.”

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen’s hostility dissipated slightly. “Then you shouldn’t have pointed out my origins, Wenqing,” Wu Xingchen added.

“Brother Wu, since I have been rash, I want to say two things. First, I absolutely do not want you to sell your life for me. However, since we are cooperating, you would surely have found out eventually that I am a revolutionary. I wanted to ask you, Brother Wu, would you betray me? The reason I wanted to confirm if you were a Boxer is that, ultimately, I felt that at worst we just wouldn't cooperate. But as a Boxer, you would absolutely never sell me out to the Manchu court, nor to the foreigners.”

Wu Xingchen did not answer directly. It was clear that Chen Ke’s words still left him apprehensive.

“Second, I sincerely want to cooperate with you. Is Brother Wu willing to continue cooperating with a revolutionary like me? I must say upfront, I definitely will not ask you to overthrow the court with me now, nor will I in the future. My revolutionary party only recruits voluntary members. Of course, we will cooperate with many people. Brother Wu, I am telling you this now just to give you a heads-up. Before we rise up, we will notify you. We won’t let you take the blame for nothing.”

Wu Xingchen remained silent, waiting for Chen Ke to continue.

“That is all.” Since Chen Ke had already brought the topic into the open, he could only accept the result. He actually regretted it somewhat; a situation that could have been a good cooperation might now be ruined by a single sentence.

“Wenqing is a revolutionary, correct?” Wu Xingchen finally spoke.

“Correct.”

“Then what does Wenqing want me to do?”

“Whatever we agreed on before, stands now.”

“Selling medicine? Protection?” Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke coldly and asked.

“Correct. Whatever share Brother Wu is due, I won’t short you a single copper.”

“Is Wenqing going to stage an uprising in Shanghai?” Wu Xingchen tilted his head slightly and asked.

“I absolutely will not rise up in Shanghai. The power of the foreigners and the government is so great here; wouldn’t rising up be seeking death? I value my little life quite heavily.”

“Then you shouldn’t have probed into my background, Wenqing,” Wu Xingchen said again.

“Yes, I was rash today. I shouldn’t have done that.”

Wu Xingchen stared at Chen Ke for a while, then suddenly laughed. It was hard to tell if he was happy or not, but he seemed somewhat relaxed. “Wenqing, I felt long ago that you were not an ordinary person. Looking at your actions, I always felt you had grand ambitions, but I didn’t think you were actually a revolutionary. Sigh, actually, I should have thought of it earlier.” Saying this, Wu Xingchen looked Chen Ke up and down, as if to re-evaluate him. “I wonder which revolutionary party Wenqing belongs to?”

“I formed the party myself. I don’t regard those other revolutionaries who can’t get anything done.”

“Oh? Wenqing is not a disciple of Mr. Kang?” Wu Xingchen asked, his tone still unyielding.

Chen Ke thought for a moment before answering, “Mr. Kang? Kang Youwei?”

Wu Xingchen nodded, his expression implying, *Just confess honestly.*

“What kind of thing is Kang Youwei? Above, he couldn’t assist the Emperor, leaving Guangxu imprisoned in Yingtai. Below, he couldn’t save his friends; the Six Gentlemen were killed while Kang Youwei escaped with his life. What face does he have to meet his friends in the underworld? And in the end, he incited Big Sword Wang Wu to attempt assassination. If he had the ability, he should have raised a banner to ‘clear the court.’ Engaging in assassination—what kind of hero is that? It was only because Brother Wang Wu was highly skilled that he didn’t lose his life in that. That was letting down friends again.”

Hearing these blunt words, Wu Xingchen just laughed “Haha,” but said nothing more.

“Brother Wu, the Manchu warrant for your arrest is just a passing wind. After these few years, it hardly counts for anything anymore. But the Manchus have never shown mercy to revolutionaries. Being timid as a mouse, I spoke a few extra rubbish words. Brother Wu, you have a big heart; please understand my difficulties.”

“I know,” Wu Xingchen smiled. “But Wenqing won’t do things that let down friends, right?”

“Absolutely not. Brother Wu is such a clever person; if I wanted to cheat you, what benefit would it bring me?”

“That is true,” Wu Xingchen laughed.

“Then, let me say one last thing. Brother Wu, I won’t ask you to sell your life, but you must join my revolutionary party,” Chen Ke said with a smile.

“What?” Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke in astonishment. He hadn’t expected this request. “This is different from what Wenqing just said.”

“The revolutionary party is divided into party members and peripheral organizations. Party members make the revolution; peripheral organizations make money to support the revolution. These are separated inside and out. But for a figure like Brother Wu, if we don’t have a formal arrangement, I don’t believe we can truly cooperate. This kind of outwardly united but inwardly divided way benefits no one. Either you break with me completely, or you cooperate with us. Hiding and tucking things away will eventually lead to trouble.”

Seeing Wu Xingchen tilting his head and looking at him, Chen Ke laughed, “I still say the same thing: I won’t let you go to your death. You will still do what we agreed upon. But, Brother Wu, so many Boxer brothers were pitted by the Manchus. What is wrong with causing the Manchus some trouble?”

Wu Xingchen remained silent. Hearing Chen Ke’s instigation, he was not without thoughts. Wu Xingchen was originally a hall master of the Heaven and Earth Society’s Hebei branch and had participated in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900. But he had a deep-rooted distrust of the Manchus. So, he was always on guard, and upon learning that the Manchus were going to move against the Boxers, Wu Xingchen immediately fled with his brothers. That was how he escaped with his life. So, Chen Ke’s invitation was not something Wu Xingchen couldn’t accept. What he couldn’t accept was Chen Ke’s method of invitation.

“Brother Wu, since we’ve opened it up, let’s be straightforward. Either we do this together, or we go our separate ways,” Chen Ke said. Originally, Chen Ke wasn’t planning to mention joining the party, but thinking about it, since everything was exposed, it would be ridiculous not to talk about cooperation, right? So he simply spoke his mind to the end to prevent future trouble.

Seeing Wu Xingchen silent, Chen Ke thought the matter would end there, but unexpectedly Wu Xingchen said, “Since Wenqing is willing to tell the truth, I actually have some matters where I need your help.”

“Brother Wu, please speak frankly.”

“Wenqing said before that for the business in Shanghai, no matter how many people are treated, I have a share, right?”

“Correct.”

“Then give me two thousand taels of silver first. I have something to handle.”

Hearing this amount, Chen Ke couldn’t help but look up at Wu Xingchen. He saw Wu Xingchen looking perfectly composed. Chen Ke calculated briefly, then nodded. “No problem.”

“These few brothers will follow Wenqing for the time being and listen to your arrangements. I’ll take the money and come back in a few days,” Wu Xingchen said.

After having Qi Huishen, who acted as the cashier, give Wu Xingchen two thousand taels of silver and sending him away, Chen Ke sighed with regret. “I did something wrong,” he muttered to himself.

There are many times when leaving things unsaid is the best state. laying out one's identity so clearly when there is no common enemy only intensifies contradictions. This is the consequence of trying to be too clever. But since a mistake was made, one had to own it. Although Chen Ke was a time traveler, he wasn't a guy who could rewind time at will. Aside from accepting his fate, Chen Ke had no other choice.

At the evening Party meeting, Chen Ke reported the matter and made a self-criticism. The comrades didn't care much. The actions of the People's Party right now were still absolutely those of "obedient subjects." Even if Wu Xingchen went to inform on them, the Manchus would only laugh it off.

“I’ve been caught many times posting revolutionary posters. Caught by the police patrol, too. So what?” Qi Huishen said nonchalantly.

“These days, of those returning from studies abroad, who hasn’t shouted about revolution? Who hasn’t shouted about rebellion? If they arrested people for even that, the Manchus would probably have to arrest a large batch of their own officials.” You Gou also didn't care in the slightest.

Chen Tianhua had experience being wanted; even so, he could easily travel between China and Japan. With the Manchus' level of execution, this was nothing at all.

“I’m saying I handled this incorrectly, not that I’m afraid of the Manchus. I’m worried this will affect the cooperation with Wu Xingchen,” Chen Ke said.

“Tch, Wenqing, you know about Big Sword Wang Wu. These days, brothers on the chaotic path and revolutionaries cooperate all the time. Brother Wu is of Boxer origin; if he doesn’t cooperate with revolutionaries, would he cooperate with the Manchus instead? You worry too much,” Hua Xiongmao comforted Chen Ke.

With his comrades persuading him like this, Chen Ke couldn't say much more.

While they were speaking, the main gate was banged on violently. The person outside knocked hard while shouting loudly, “You Gou, open the door.”

Hearing this voice, You Gou’s face changed color. “It’s my brother.”

“Oh? Then let’s welcome them in,” Chen Ke said.

“Drive them away.” You Gou immediately rejected Chen Ke’s suggestion and instead made this demand.

“What’s wrong?” Everyone looked at You Gou in surprise.

“Listen to me, I’m right,” You Gou said fiercely. She had never used such a tone before, which startled everyone.

Chen Ke nodded. “We’ll do as You Gou says. Everyone, get your gear ready. But after opening the door, act according to the situation,” Chen Ke said.

Everyone responded and began to prepare. Chen Ke walked into the courtyard and shouted, “Wait a moment.” Just as he was about to open the door, he remembered something. He went back into the room and brought out flashlights. Testing them, they worked, and the batteries were full. Chen Ke gave a flashlight to Hua Xiongmao, and the two walked to the gate and opened it.

As soon as the door opened, several people rushed in violently. Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao stepped back simultaneously, yielding to the momentum of the rush. Then, two beams of snow-white flashlight beams shone wildly on the faces of these people. Their eyes, suddenly meeting the intense light, instinctively closed, or they raised their hands to block the glare.

Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao saw clearly: of the four men who rushed in at the front, two were holding wooden clubs. The two defenders didn't speak; Hua Xiongmao’s sturdy arm wrapped around one fellow’s neck, and with a exertion of force, the guy was choked into unconsciousness. Chen Ke chopped a palm onto the carotid artery of another fellow; struck by this sudden blow, the guy’s eyes rolled back, and he collapsed limply to the ground.

With a whistle from Hua Xiongmao, the two heroes charged out side by side. Sounds of punching and kicking came from outside, mixed with a few screams. Soon, the two heroes dragged two people inside. Both were bruised and swollen; it seemed they had suffered quite a bit during their resistance. Since they were You Gou’s brothers, the group didn’t want to be too excessive. After letting them into the room, they even gave them stools to sit on. The two men’s eyes lit up when they saw the various glass instruments in the laboratory. You Gou found the highest stool in the lab to sit on. This stool was as high as a bar stool, allowing You Gou to look down on her two brothers from above. She asked, “What is your business here?”

Chen Ke looked at the two men. They were about thirty years old, and their features really did resemble You Gou’s, quite handsome and delicate.

Seeing their sister’s arrogant manner, the two immediately became angry. One of them shouted, “Is this how you let people beat your brothers?”

Chen Ke immediately interrupted him. “You know what this place is, right?”

That man was the one Chen Ke had choked. He turned his head to glance at Chen Ke. He saw that Chen Ke’s face was not fiendish, appearing to have a faint smile yet not quite a smile, but his towering posture held an irresistible imposing manner. Looking at the gloomy faces of the others around him, his arrogance was instantly frightened back down.

Chen Ke continued, “Since you are You Gou’s brothers, you must know what we do here. You barged in like this; how were we to know you weren’t here to rob us?”

“That was our presumption,” the other man spoke up. “We startled everyone; I apologize first.”

Also being You Gou’s brother, such a contrast surprised everyone, and all eyes fell on him.

The man looked around the circle before continuing, “Fourth Sister, since you don’t trust your family, words that should be said amongst ourselves, I’ll say in front of everyone. You think that because you’ve finally earned money, the family is starting to control you. When you went to Germany to study, spending so much money, did the family say anything?”

Hearing this, You Gou immediately retorted, “I said I don’t want a dowry anymore.” Her voice was still stiff, but she had begun to show some diffidence.

“You say you don’t want a dowry, so Mom and Dad won’t prepare a dowry for you?” You Gou’s brother continued. “After you came back, you opened a dyeing factory with Zhou Yuanxiao, then wanted to open a chemical plant yourself, then clamored to do business with Wang Bin. How much money did the family lose? You aren’t unaware, are you?”

Hearing this, You Gou’s face turned bright red, but she did not refute it.

“You took the money and went home excitedly, putting it on the table so triumphantly. Yes, you did earn big money, a few hundred taels more than what you spent. But, shouldn't you at least thank Mom and Dad first?” Speaking to this point, You Gou’s brother paused and looked at her with blaming eyes.

You Gou turned her face away and remained silent.

“We scolded you a bit, but we are very happy. You came back from your studies and learned skills. People have times of good luck and times of bad luck. You are lucky now, so naturally, we hope you can continue to make money. That’s why everyone wants to help arrange things for you. Fourth Sister, you aren’t young anymore, showing your face in public all day, wandering around everywhere. Do you think Mom and Dad aren’t worried about you? It’s just that the people you associate with are fairly decent. Mom and Dad love you and trust you, so they didn’t say anything. But as your brother, I couldn’t stand it long ago. How many people have said unpleasant things about you in front of Mom and Dad? Mom and Dad just didn’t tell you. You wander around outside all day; I’ve heard plenty at home.” At this point, You Gou’s brother was starting to get angry.

“Fourth Sister, you have to think about our family,” the other man chimed in.

“Second Brother, shut your mouth. I, the eldest brother, am not afraid of losing face, but don’t you join in losing face,” the brother who had been speaking scolded.

So this person was the eldest brother; he really had the air of one. Chen Ke thought to himself. While he was thinking, You Gou’s eldest brother looked over at him. “This must be Mr. Chen Ke, correct?”

Chen Ke paused, thinking, *Why bring me up?* But basic politeness was required, so he answered, “I am Chen Ke.”

You Gou’s eldest brother smiled slightly. “Mr. Chen, I have to be direct. I let my Fourth Sister make medicine and earn money on her own, which is indeed unfair to you. But as the eldest brother, I feel I must first do right by my sister. Moreover, before seeing this laboratory, I actually suspected that my sister came up with the prescription and you were just plucking the peaches. My sister is a silly child; if someone says something, she is easily deceived. Seeing this laboratory, I am now convinced that my sister couldn't have come up with these things.”

Chen Ke smiled amiably. “You Gou also put in a lot of effort. We experimented through the night; for a girl to persist through that is not easy.”

You Gou’s eldest brother asked, “Mr. Chen, I know you are cooperating with Qi Si’e, and he introduced you to open a medical school. The matter of this medicine is making a loud noise in Shanghai now. I wonder what advice Qi Si’e gave Mr. Chen?”

“Did Uncle Qi not contact the You family?” Chen Ke asked in return.

You Gou’s eldest brother smiled. “Contact, he certainly contacted. Does Brother Chen know what he said?”

“Is it convenient for Mr. You to tell me?” Chen Ke feigned a surprised expression.

“Qi Si’e said that if my sister brought out the formula and cooperated with him, our two families would split the dividends half and half,” You Gou’s eldest brother said.

“I actually haven’t heard of this,” Chen Ke said truthfully.

Seeing Chen Ke had no reaction, You Gou’s eldest brother continued, “Mr. Chen, I’m afraid Qi Si’e also told you that I intended to do you harm, right?”

“I haven’t heard that either,” Chen Ke said with the same expression as before.

You Gou’s eldest brother sized Chen Ke up carefully before speaking again. “Mr. Chen, the Qi family mixes so successfully in Shanghai; he says others want to move against people, but if he were honest and well-behaved, how would the Qi family be where it is today? You Gou is my sister. No matter what is said about making money, I still don’t want anything to happen to my sister. Therefore, Mr. Chen, I think my sister shouldn’t come here anymore in the future.”

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt a burst of clarity in his heart. This was what the You family wanted to say most.

“Our laboratory needs You Gou very much; she absolutely cannot leave. You Gou is an adult, and doing her own business seems reasonable and fair to me,” Chen Ke pushed the words right back. “If Mr. You feels it is unsafe here,” Chen Ke pointed to Qi Huishen, “Young Master Qi works in our laboratory. If it were unsafe here, I imagine Uncle Qi would certainly not sit by and ignore it.”

You Gou’s eldest brother looked at Qi Huishen in surprise. “This is the Qi family’s young master?”

“Guaranteed to be the real thing,” Chen Ke laughed.

With the conversation at this stage, there was really no need to continue. Chen Ke had someone untie the four men who had been bound in the courtyard for a long time, and then saw the group out the door.
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Chapter 27: Party Dues

After the scene You Gou's brother had caused, and after they had been "escorted out," the comrades watched You Gou sitting helplessly on her stool, head hanging low. For a moment, no one knew how to comfort her. Now that the incident had occurred, it wasn't just a matter of comforting You Gou. You Gou herself owed the party members an explanation. But this matter involved both the Party and You Gou's family. It was hard to say which aspect weighed heavier. Even an upright official finds it hard to settle domestic troubles; it was an inherently messy situation.

It wasn't just You Gou; Qi Huishen also noticed that the other comrades' gazes occasionally fell upon him. While You Gou's family was certainly involved, Qi Huishen's family was, without exception, also implicated. Qi Huishen had been very busy lately and hadn't discussed his father Qi Si'e's views on the miracle drug in depth. On the few occasions he had asked, his father would only give an inscrutable smile and ask with the attitude of a teacher testing a student, "How do you intend to resolve this matter?" Qi Huishen was very familiar with this attitude; Qi Si'e would speak this way every time he wanted to teach Qi Huishen some business tactics. In the past, Qi Huishen would always evade him, and this time was no different. Every day he could delay a showdown with his father was another day gained. As a son, he felt his father was truly not someone easily dealt with.

But the words of the You brothers had clearly dragged Qi Si'e into the mix. While Qi Huishen was busy with his own affairs, Qi Si'e must have taken some action. Qi Huishen desperately searched his memories of his father's business dealings, hoping to find a line of thought that would help solve the current situation.

"Let's start the meeting," Chen Ke proposed.

Hearing this, the comrades moved their stools to sit around the large table in the laboratory.

"We will continue discussing the previous agenda. I will proceed with the briefing on the lectures." Contrary to everyone's expectations, Chen Ke's order of business did not address the emergency that had just occurred.

"No!" You Gou said with her head down. "Let's clear up this matter about my brother first."

"Everyone was here, and everyone heard it. Didn't your brother already make it very clear?" Chen Ke replied.

"What did he make clear?" You Gou's voice was low, sounding somewhat like the low growl of an angry feline.

"He wants you to go back, and he told me very plainly that he wants you to open a shop and sell the medicine yourself."

"And then? He finished talking, and everyone just listened like that?"

"We can discuss this issue later, alright? Meetings have rules. You Gou, as a Party member, you must observe Party discipline. The meeting has its agenda, and we all must abide by it." Chen Ke calmly pointed out the facts. This was a case of Chen Ke playing hard to get, but it wasn't just a petty trick. Historically, the Party had relied on iron discipline to overwhelm all enemies. As the founder of this Chinese People's Party, Chen Ke absolutely could not undermine Party discipline himself. Moreover, the incident You Gou encountered was not just her personal problem, but a problem involving the Party. If he couldn't constrain everyone's emotions back onto the track of discipline now, the subsequent discussion would very likely spiral out of control. This was something Chen Ke was very concerned about.

You Gou looked up at Chen Ke. There was no fluctuation of emotion on Chen Ke's face; he looked completely business-like. Such composure suddenly gave rise to a feeling of resentment in You Gou towards Chen Ke. If Chen Ke had shown comfort, or even dissatisfaction, at this moment, it would have allowed You Gou's emotions to ease somewhat. But it was precisely this calmness of Chen Ke's that made You Gou feel incredibly uncomfortable.

She looked at the others again. Everyone was either concerned or just lowering their heads and sighing. Yet no one showed any intention of supporting You Gou. You Gou turned and asked Qi Huishen, "If I want to add my own topic, what do the bylaws say?"

Qi Huishen thought for a moment, then asked He Zudao with an apologetic smile, "Zudao. My mind is a bit messy right now. What are the regulations regarding agenda items? Look it up for me."

He Zudao quickly flipped to the previous records and read, "Temporary agenda items require advance notice to the party meeting members. If two-thirds of the attending members agree, it can be started ahead of schedule."

"Then let's vote," You Gou said immediately after hearing this.

Chen Ke nodded. There were currently eight members attending the meeting: Chen Ke, Qi Huishen, Chen Tianhua, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Zhou Yuanxiao, He Zudao, and Qin Wuan. That meant You Gou needed the agreement of six members to discuss what she hoped to discuss.

Only You Gou and He Zudao voted in favor.

You Gou's eyes were glistening. She scanned the other comrades seriously, then pursed her lips tightly and said nothing more.

"The lecture progress is good. Especially the classes You Gou is currently conducting; the response has been excellent. Let us pay our respects to Comrade You Gou for her hard work." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he began to applaud. All the comrades, excluding You Gou but including Zhou Yuanxiao, expressed their sincere respect. This was not perfunctory; there were already more than 340 parents signed up. And there were even more parents who hoped to contact the school specifically. Since the school campus hadn't been built yet, Qi Huishen had to announce that the school location would be published in the next few days. Before the grand lecture series, no one, including Chen Ke, had expected such a result.

You Gou had kept a straight face initially, but with the applause, her expression softened more and more. Finally, You Gou covered her mouth, and tears rolled down her cheeks.

Chen Tianhua watched all of this, feeling quite moved. Chen Ke's revolution was so unconventional, which made Chen Tianhua personally quite curious about it. The revolutions Chen Tianhua had participated in were either revolutions of the gentry, a bunch of rich people planning armed revolutionary paths—killing this person, killing that person. Or they were revolutions pushed by students studying in Japan, filled with resentment and the passion of participating in a movement, which was indeed very high-spirited. However, within the boiling emotions, there was a kind of fanaticism and an indescribable decadence. Anyway, anyone who refused to adhere to their attitude was a bad person. This was especially true among the overseas students, who were sharply divided into factions.

Chen Tianhua had a passionate personality, and he indeed felt a great sense of uplift in such movements. But as time went on, he became somewhat doubtful. Why could the revolution never convince the people Chen Tianhua liked? And why were there so many bad habits among revolutionaries that Chen Tianhua couldn't accept? This point confused Chen Tianhua greatly, and even pained him somewhat.

He hadn't been here long, but what Chen Tianhua saw was an organization full of vitality and vigor, an organization full of human touch. There was no resentment, no anger, and none of that perverse surliness characteristic of the revolutionaries around Chen Tianhua. Every time he thought of the revolutionary program firmly proposed by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua felt a shock, yet when interacting with these people, there was a harmonious warmth found only when getting along with true friends. Everything here had substance, was open and sincere, and was orderly. Chen Ke maintained order, and the comrades observed it; this was the revolution Chen Tianhua looked forward to.

While he was sighing to himself, he heard Chen Ke continue, "Next, I have a few requests. First, does anyone know people who are relatively familiar with the *Twenty-Four Histories*? At the very least, if I ask them to look up some materials, they should be able to find the corresponding content. I need three assistants."

This request was a bit high, and also somewhat baffling. Chen Ke didn't intend to keep them guessing. "The manuscript Xingtai and I are writing is progressing slower than I thought. Especially regarding data collection. I need a few people to help me search for materials now. Xingtai is incredibly knowledgeable and has a strong memory; I've really learned that this time. Xingtai remembers all the materials I want to find. Precisely because of this, I originally thought I'd just write it briefly. Now I've changed my mind."

"Eh?" Hearing this, Chen Tianhua was even more surprised. Chen Tianhua was responsible for revising Chen Ke's manuscript; its content was so detailed and its scope so broad that it was unlike anything Chen Tianhua had ever seen. Even the great Confucian scholars Chen Tianhua had met were only proficient in parts of it. Chen Tianhua was already immersed in the work of compiling this masterpiece. He hadn't expected Chen Ke to refer to this as "writing it briefly," and wondered how Chen Ke intended to "write it seriously."

"To be honest with everyone, my own definition was to treat this piece as our initial propaganda document for the future; it would be fine if ordinary people could understand it. But looking at it now, once this manuscript is released, the scope of its influence will probably be larger than I thought. Differing concepts, contending with us—that is certain. But if there are low-level errors in it, we'll become a laughingstock. I must avoid such things. Is there anyone for this?"

"I do know a few young *Xiucai* (scholars), but they are incredibly pedantic. If it's just finding text in history books, I don't know if they'll do," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Since they are pedantic, then no need. The people we use must definitely be people like our own comrades. What does everyone think?" Chen Ke said with a smile.

"Like our comrades? To be honest, they're hard to find," Hua Xiongmao also laughed.

"The greatest virtue of our comrades is that they are willing to work. Just find people willing to work."

"Then how about finding a few *Tongsheng* (entry-level scholars)?"

"As long as they are willing to work. By the way, let's also post some posters. In this day and age, there shouldn't be too few people who can check materials. The Qing court is about to abolish the imperial examination; these *Xiucai* will have a hard time finding a livelihood."

"Okay, Huishen and I will print some posters." Hua Xiongmao thought this method was feasible.

"Then let us proceed to the next agenda item, regarding the miracle drug," Chen Ke said naturally.

Everyone felt that the matter of the miracle drug was a big issue, involving two comrades with deep seniority in the Party. Once the discussion started, it certainly wouldn't be very peaceful. That was why everyone hadn't voted in favor just now. The kid He Zudao felt that You Gou was being bullied by her brother, and since he had suffered a similar fate, he felt You Gou should be allowed to vent her grievances, so he supported her. One could understand from the empathetic look on his face. Although everyone didn't mean to blame He Zudao, ever since He Zudao saw that only he supported You Gou and no one else did, he felt he had made some terrible mistake and kept his head down taking notes, not daring to lift it.

As a result, everyone was quite surprised when Chen Ke announced the discussion of this matter so calmly.

"This matter is not a dispute of loyalties. For the comrades within our Party, this is a separate issue," Chen Ke said with a smile. "So let's not start by thinking this is a huge deal. Actually, it's not that big of a deal. I will report a little bit about the situation regarding the miracle drug to everyone."

Chen Ke took out a small notebook he carried with him, found a page, and began a simple narration. To date, over 670 patients had been treated. The income in various currencies, converted to silver, amounted to a net profit of over twenty-one thousand taels. After stating this, Chen Ke put the notebook back in his pocket and looked at the comrades with a smile.

Everyone knew this miracle drug must have a decent return, but they hadn't expected the return to be this huge. More than twenty thousand taels of silver was by no means a small sum in China at this time. Hua Xiongmao, who joined earliest, knew Chen Ke started with fifty taels of silver. Those who joined slightly later, like You Gou, knew very well that when Chen Ke first started making medicine, the capital was less than eight hundred taels. Now he had actually earned so much.

"Now everyone knows why You Gou's brother was so rude, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

Everyone nodded. No one could remain calm in the face of such profits.

"Regarding this matter, my thinking is this: the ownership of this money is currently unclear. I'm not talking about between us and You Gou's brothers, or Qi Huishen's father. I'm talking about two things. First, how this money should be accounted for within the Party. Let's clear this up first."

Now no one made a sound, not even You Gou who had insisted on speaking earlier.

Chen Ke looked around the circle. You Gou and Qi Huishen looked hesitant, wanting to speak but stopping. Hua Xiongmao was the same. Zhou Yuanxiao's lips were pressed tight, as if making some determination. Chen Tianhua and He Zudao looked somewhat lost. Qin Wuan, on the other hand, looked composed, simply ready to listen to what everyone had to say.

Chen Ke bent his left arm upward, stroking his chin with his left thumb and forefinger, his right arm bent horizontally with his right hand resting in the crook of his left arm. He waited a while longer, then laughed, "The money is in hand, but now everyone is too embarrassed to talk about distributing the money?"

Still, no one spoke. Chen Tianhua looked at everyone, feeling an inexplicable sense of incongruity. A revolution that actually made money to distribute—this was truly something he had never seen before.

Chen Ke waited for the comrades to speak with a mix of anticipation and unease, although he looked very relaxed on the surface. But truth be told, the torment in Chen Ke's heart was far more intense than he had imagined. The money from selling the medicine—at least this sum—the comrades had every reason to divide. Not just because it wasn't clarified at the beginning, but more importantly, everyone's hard work deserved a return.

But if this door was opened, would there be a next time? Revolution required money, and revolution also required sacrifice. But Chen Ke couldn't refuse the comrades; this time he absolutely could not refuse.

*Perhaps I'm just overthinking it.* In revolutionary history, the Party never made this much money; Party funds were donated by comrades. Later, after the Party's operations were on track, Party members only paid dues; there was no such thing as members dividing money. Chen Ke knew this, but he personally didn't think he should refuse the comrades. Conflicting thoughts turned over in his mind like this, and Chen Ke used a smile to cover them up. But one thought couldn't be covered up no matter what. *Am I making a mistake?*

Chen Ke himself had "revolutionary consciousness"; his life was not luxurious at all. To this day, apart from a few sets of work clothes, Chen Ke hadn't bought anything for himself. But the current political party perhaps still had the nature of a commercial enterprise. Since it was a commercial enterprise, there was no reason to refuse profit-sharing.

After what felt like a long time, Qi Huishen finally spoke up. "How about this? Let's set a wage. But this money should be Party funds. We can't divide it ourselves. If we divide this now, then later other comrades will be entitled to divide the projects they participate in. This precedent cannot be set."

Although Chen Ke pretended to be calm, at this moment he couldn't help but let out a long breath.

All the comrades expressed their agreement. Hua Xiongmao laughed, "Wenqing, you put in the most effort here, and we all know you wouldn't take the money. If you won't take a cent, naturally we can't take the money either."

"For the revolution, let's work hard together," Chen Ke said.

The result of the vote was a wage of 10 taels of silver per person per month. Chen Ke introduced the concept of Party dues, and all comrades expressed agreement without exception. Finally, it was set at 10%, to be deducted directly when wages were paid.

Subsequently, the Party organization established a rule: except for arrangements made by the Party organization, no Party member was allowed to privately operate their own business. They must obey Party arrangements. All extra income must be reported.

The passage of these regulations was smoother than Chen Ke had anticipated. But Chen Ke didn't want to nitpick. Since the comrades had this awareness, it wasn't yet time for political background checks.

"Then, the second issue, regarding the miracle drug. My suggestion is that at the end of this grand lecture series, we will publicly disclose the final formula. But we will not publish the synthesis process. What we will disclose is the formula for 606. Let me explain first, what we produce is 914. As for the detailed differences, I won't go into them. Roughly, the difference is that 606 is more toxic. The death rate is higher. But the efficacy is stronger than 914."

This suggestion truly shocked everyone. No one had expected Chen Ke's solution to be this.

"Why do this?" You Gou was very puzzled.

"First, we don't have the armed forces to protect our own interests. Second, relying on the Manchu Qing is unreliable. Relying on the British is also unreliable. Relying on compradors is also unreliable."

"Forceful seizure and plunder. This indeed cannot be avoided." Qi Huishen sighed.

"So many compradors have signed contracts with the British, and we haven't seen it be like this," You Gou asked.

"That's because they let the British make money. We are currently earning the British people's money. They won't let us off," Qi Huishen said helplessly.

"Then isn't it fine to do it according to the current situation? Aren't we making money just the same?" You Gou was still unconvinced.

"That's because you don't know how many people are plotting against us. It's just that those people can't figure out our background right now, so they don't dare to make a move. Some friends of mine have already warned me that people in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang areas are constantly asking for news about us. You think your brother is making a scene with you, but actually, they are already being very polite."

You Gou knew Hua Xiongmao wasn't lying, but she was very unhappy that her painstaking efforts would be cast to the wind just like that. "Foreign joint-stock companies work just fine, so why does it not work when it comes to China?"

"Then revolution! As Wenqing said, build a new world. When that time comes, You Gou, you can have as much fairness as you want," Hua Xiongmao laughed.

Only then did Chen Ke somewhat understand why Hua Xiongmao was so supportive of the Party assets issue. It seemed the situation outside had already reached a rather unfavorable degree.

"Human nature is just like this. They can't stand to see you make money, can't stand to see you get rich. There is nothing that can be done about this," Chen Ke advised.

"But, but..." You Gou puffed up her cheeks, unable to speak.

"But, we must believe in the goodness of human nature. As long as the formula is made public, then at any rate we have saved their lives, and they at least won't take ours. We hold other people's lives in our hands; they will fight us desperately no matter what. And since we have abandoned the pursuit of profit, we might as well make a big splash and pursue a reputation. Rather than waiting for those people to come and seize it by force or trickery, we might as well just honestly teach it to everyone."

You Gou thought about it but was still unconvinced.

Chen Ke laughed, "Look at it from another angle. Once it's public, everyone will know we invented the medicine. As long as the price is reasonable, they will definitely come to us to buy it. And with more people buying, we may not necessarily earn that much less money, right?"

"Then if the foreign devils copy it, won't we have nothing to eat?" You Gou was still dissatisfied.

"You participated in the pharmaceutical manufacturing, after all. If we don't publish the process, will they finish it that easily? They need time to complete the intermediate steps. During this time, the foreign devils won't make a move against us either. By the time they finish, we'll have earned enough money. And by then, we'll have gone to build the base area. They couldn't find us even if they wanted to."

Hearing this, You Gou had to temporarily abandon her doubts.

Seeing that everyone had nothing else to say, Chen Ke said, "Then wages will be issued tomorrow. Meeting adjourned." A cheer immediately erupted in the venue.
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**Chapter 28: Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism**

In the following days, Chen Ke once again entered a period of near-sleeplessness. First, there was the incessant stream of visitors. Many were educated men or small workshop owners who had seen the posters, encountered the group by chance, or heard of them through word of mouth. After attending You Gou’s lectures, they were eager to enroll their children in the school.

Privately, Chen Ke considered these people "nuisances," yet they were vital to his cause. Lacking established social connections, he could not afford to offend the parents. This continued until Qi Huishen excitedly informed him that an elderly gentleman named Ma Xiangbo wished to meet him. Chen Ke marveled at the prestige required to make the usually composed Qi Huishen act as a personal herald.

"Wenqing, you must go!" Qi Huishen was so agitated he had lost his usual poise.

"What is this about?" Chen Ke asked, perplexed.

After Qi Huishen’s explanation, Chen Ke stood dazed. This Mr. Ma Xiangbo was none other than the founder of Fudan University.

Chen Ke had never studied the history of Chinese education and was unaware of the details. Ma Xiangbo had founded Aurora University, but in the spring of the thirty-first year of Guangxu, the Jesuits attempted to turn it into a purely ecclesiastical school. On the pretext of Ma Xiangbo "recuperating from illness," they appointed a French priest, Father Perrin, as the head instructor. They changed the teaching philosophy and established new regulations, sparking an uproar among the students. The students tore down the school sign and withdrew en masse. When Ma Xiangbo saw the register of withdrawing students, he was moved to tears and resolved to stand with them. With the support of luminaries like Zhang Jian, Yan Fu, and Yuan Xitao, he began preparations for Fudan Public School (now Fudan University) in Jiangwan. It officially opened on the Mid-Autumn Festival of 1905. Ma Xiangbo served as president and professor of French, appointing Li Denghui—not the later politician from Taiwan—as the dean.

Furthermore, Ma Xiangbo had begun preparations for the Aurora Women’s College of Arts and Sciences in 1902.

While Chen Ke might not have known Aurora University, even he wasn't so dense as to miss the connection when Fudan was mentioned. It turned out the massive lecture series Chen Ke had organized had become the talk of Shanghai. The "Brilliant Appearance" of the female instructor, Miss You Gou, was a particular highlight. Even Mr. Ma Xiangbo had been stirred. After hearing reports from his students and reading several free copies of the *Whampoa Review*, he was extremely pleased with the scientific nature of the lectures. Some of the students who had withdrawn from Aurora had attended the Whampoa Society lectures, and through them, the old gentleman heard that the organizer was an overseas student he had never heard of. There were rumors about You Gou as well. Intrigued, the old man sent word to find Qi Huishen, a local, to invite Chen Ke for a meeting.

When an elder of such high virtue and prestige spoke, Chen Ke naturally could not refuse. The gentleman also expressed a desire to meet the now-famous Miss You Gou. Chen Ke immediately had Qi Huishen notify her and dispatched He Zudao to draft a formal reply. Beyond his skill with a fountain pen, He Zudao’s brush calligraphy was quite impressive. The letter was a respectful request for an audience, which He Zudao delivered in person.

Chen Ke then organized You Gou’s lecture notes and, after a moment’s thought, pulled out a portion of his own upcoming lecture on *Evolution and Ethics*. In truth, it was more than just a translation of Huxley; Chen Ke had incorporated details about the solar system, the Earth, and natural ecology. These were materials intended for all Party members, as he sought to broaden their intellectual horizons.

Shortly after Qi Huishen brought You Gou back to the workshop, He Zudao returned with a handwritten reply from Ma Xiangbo. Chen Ke’s letter had been very polite, stating that he and You Gou would visit whenever it was convenient for the elder.

Mr. Ma’s reply was equally courteous. He noted that he had heard of Chen Ke’s busy daytime teaching schedule and suggested they meet that very evening. Chen Ke made brief arrangements, grabbed some body wash and shampoo, and dashed to the bathhouse. When he reappeared before the group, he was meticulously clean and fragrant.

"Dandy!" You Gou remarked, her voice tinged with jealousy.

The party of four set out.

The streetscapes of Shanghai in 1905 were a chaotic mess that Chen Ke found hard to look at. With so much on his mind, he watched the various passersby and a thought suddenly struck him. "Huishen, once the Whampoa Society is established, I plan to conduct several social investigations."

Qi Huishen was squeezed into a rickshaw with him. "Social investigations? Investigating what?"

"If we are to gather revolutionary comrades, we cannot start a revolution without understanding the state of society. Therefore, we must conduct investigations and analyze social dynamics. We want the comrades involved to reach the inevitable conclusion that revolution is necessary."

"And what should be investigated?"

"Look at all these people in Shanghai. Where did they come from? Why can the rural areas no longer sustain them? My proposed goal is to investigate the dissolution of the traditional small-scale peasant economy under the impact of the industrial system."

"The dissolution of the peasant economy?" Qi Huishen had heard Chen Ke use the term before and had a general grasp of it. "How is it dissolving?"

"To put it simply, because wealthy men—like your father, for instance—are buying up land on a massive scale. Haha, and so, the peasant economy dissolves."

Qi Huishen pondered for a moment. "So, you mean the industrial system is rapidly creating a class of wealthy men like my father, right?"

"You've hit the nail on the head. Today, either a foreign industrial system will utterly crush China’s peasant economy, or China’s own industrial system will do it. Either way, the small-scale peasant economy is doomed to bankruptcy."

"In the end, it must be a people's revolution," Qi Huishen nodded in agreement. In the past, he might have felt a surge of excitement at uncovering the essence of society. Now, he felt no emotional fluctuation. Chen Ke had already lifted the fog that once blinded him; he could now seek out the clues and the path himself. "I will arrange it."

The distance was short, and they arrived before they could finish discussing the details. The four of them stood before Ma Xiangbo’s residence, straightening their clothes. You Gou lifted her sleeve, sniffed it, and glared at Chen Ke. Without a word, Chen Ke pulled a small bottle of Florida Water from his pocket and gave her two spritzes. You Gou might not have loved the scent, but a girl always prefers to smell nice. She snatched the bottle from his hand and stuffed it into her own pocket. Everyone knew Chen Ke had many "treasures," and whenever possible, they did their best to make off with a small item or two. Seeing her quick wit, Qi Huishen stamped his foot in regret at his own slow hands.

After one last check of their attire, You Gou suddenly asked, "Wenqing, just how many watches do you have?" Because of the lectures, Chen Ke had lent her his watch. For this outing, he had simply put on another.

"We’ll talk about that later," Chen Ke said, not wanting to get bogged down. If they kept at it, he’d probably lose the second watch, too.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo was lean and handsome, with a vigorous spirit. He wore the flowing beard common among Republic-era literati, now nearly pure white. After brief pleasantries, the old man went straight to the point: Fudan Public School was about to open, and he hoped Chen Ke could deliver a lecture series there before classes began. The content would be the same as the one he was currently conducting.

Chen Ke quickly presented the two sets of manuscripts. Mr. Ma didn't care much for the chemistry portion, glancing over it briefly before setting it aside. However, on the cover of the second manuscript, He Zudao’s elegant script displayed five large characters: *An Overview of Evolution*.

The crushing defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War had pushed the Chinese nation to the brink of extinction. At that time, the famous Yan Fu translated *Evolution and Ethics* by the British biologist Thomas Huxley, which was published in Tianjin in 1897. The book’s appearance generated a massive social response that Yan Fu had never anticipated. When the reformist leader Kang Youwei saw the manuscript, he praised Yan Fu as a man "the likes of whom I have never seen," calling the translation the "foremost work of Western learning in China." From then on, the book became a sensation, recommended by all scholars of the day.

Ma Xiangbo was on excellent terms with Yan Fu, who had provided great support for the founding of Fudan. He knew the author of the original work called himself "Darwin's Bulldog," and that Darwin's masterpiece was *The Origin of Species*. Seeing the title, the old man was instantly intrigued. He flipped to the first page, but instead of Yan Fu’s famous "Natural selection, survival of the fittest," he found the words of Xunzi: *"Heaven's ways are constant; they do not exist for Yao, nor do they perish for Jie. Instead of magnifying Heaven and meditating upon it, why not regulate Heaven's mandate and make use of it?"*

Yan Fu’s *Evolution and Ethics* used classical Chinese, but Chen Ke’s *Overview of Evolution* was written in the vernacular. The lectures were divided into seven parts: the first on the universe and the solar system; the second on the oceans; and the third through seventh on the biological characteristics and evolutionary processes of Asia, Europe, Africa, the Americas, and Australia—the interactions and development of various organisms. Yan Fu’s work was essentially a political treatise; Chen Ke’s was a scientific textbook.

Chen Ke had read both *Evolution and Ethics* and *The Origin of Species*. Despite the popularity of Yan Fu’s version, Chen Ke had no desire to teach it. His lectures were intended as Party lessons to stir progressive youth, and he found the content of Yan Fu’s translation somewhat hollow and dry for that purpose. The real substance lay in the third part of his curriculum, titled *Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism*. However, that manuscript was not yet finished, and Chen Ke did not dare present it just yet.

After flipping through a few more pages and seeing it was indeed a scientific text, Mr. Ma set it down.

You Gou’s course only had one day left, so Mr. Ma suggested the Fudan lectures begin the day after next. Chen Ke immediately took the opportunity to ask if he could use the school’s auditorium. He requested to move the lectures he had planned for Zhou Yuanxiao’s workshop to the Fudan campus. He offered to pay a venue fee, noting that his lectures were public and free of charge. Mr. Ma, naturally, refused to take the money. With the matter settled, the group rose to take their leave.

They had been in a rush coming over and took rickshaws, but they didn't need such luxury for the return trip and decided to walk.

"Wenqing, you really know how to take a mile when given an inch," Qi Huishen laughed.

"A gentleman can be deceived by his own principles," Chen Ke joked, though his smile quickly turned wry. "It's a pity time is short. Otherwise, I’d like to linger at this school and play at being a professor."

"Why is time short?" Qi Huishen asked, curious.

"Young students have ideals and passion; it’s the perfect place to cultivate revolutionaries. But Anhui has seen many civil uprisings these past two years. If we dally in Shanghai for a year or two, the opportunity will be lost." Chen Ke sighed.

Qi Huishen didn't respond. Chen Ke had discussed the details of going to Anhui with him and listed several necessary conditions. None of those conditions had been met yet, and Chen Ke had to focus all his efforts on preparation. Qi Huishen had already resolved to follow Chen Ke to Anhui, so he could not volunteer to lead the student propaganda work at Fudan himself.

When they returned to the workshop, the day's classes had long since ended. However, in the courtyard, Hua Xiongmao was sitting and chatting with two men. When he saw Chen Ke return, Hua introduced them: "Wenqing, people have started coming because of the posters. These two gentlemen are here for us."

Hearing Hua’s words, the two men stood up. The one on the left, in his forties, looked like a typical destitute scholar, full of affected mannerisms. The one on the right was about twenty, wearing a deep blue cotton robe. The fabric looked incredibly familiar—it looked exactly like the cloth they had dyed themselves. Hua Xiongmao noticed Chen Ke’s gaze and gave him a wink. Hua had clearly already checked them out.

Chen Ke invited them to sit. The older man began to boast of his thorough knowledge of the *Twenty-Four Histories*, insisting he could be of great help. As he blustered, Chen Tianhua came over to listen. Chen Ke casually tested him: "Sir, what cases did Zhang Shizhi, the Minister of Justice under Emperor Wu of Han, preside over?"

Zhang Shizhi was not a figure from the reign of Emperor Wu. Chen Tianhua, realizing Chen Ke was up to no good, nearly laughed out loud. The scholar was clearly stumped. He hummed and hawed, wanting to answer but not daring to guess, his face turning red with the effort. Still, he could say nothing. Chen Ke politely sent him on his way.

After he left, before Chen Ke could speak, the young man said frankly, "The poster said you need someone to find corresponding content in books, right?"

"Correct."

"And someone will tell me where to look, right?"

"Correct."

"Sir, then please stop testing me. I haven't even read the *Twenty-Four Histories* in their entirety. If you ask me to do what the poster says, I can do it. But if you test me, I won't be able to answer anything."

Chen Ke and Hua Xiongmao’s eyes lit up. Chen Ke asked, "What have you read then?"

"The *Records of the Grand Historian*."

"Can you answer the question from just now?"

"One involved a startled horse, the other a stolen jade ring, wasn't it?"

"Then where was my mistake?"

"It was Emperor Wen of Han, not Emperor Wu."

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua both smiled. Chen Ke followed up, "Can you start today?"

"I saw on the poster that room and board are provided?"

"Yes."

"Can I eat first?"

At this, Hua Xiongmao could no longer contain himself and burst into laughter.

"May I ask your name?"

"My name is Xie, given name Mingxuan."

"Your age?"

"Twenty-four."

"Any academic degrees?"

"I am a *Xiucai*."

"Then let us eat."

Even one extra person, if useful, can drastically improve overall efficiency. Setting aside Xie Mingxuan’s foundation in history, his ability to communicate clearly made him an instant favorite. There were no barriers to interaction, and the pace of work was no longer a problem. With Xie’s help, nearly half of Chen Tianhua’s time was freed up, and the writing of the manuscripts accelerated significantly.

This work, *Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism*, was Chen Ke’s historical materialist worldview. Chairman Mao once said, "No investigation, no right to speak." Marx knew almost nothing about China, so his writings on the country were somewhat absurd and laughable. The progression of slavery, feudalism, and capitalism in Europe did not fit China. During the Xia, Shang, and Zhou periods, slavery existed on a large scale, and the feudal model of enfeoffment was the primary political structure. But after 221 BC, when the First Emperor of Qin unified the six kingdoms, he "established commanderies and abolished fiefs." The era of centralisation began. Feudalism appeared only sporadically thereafter and was no longer the mainstream of the Chinese political system.

If one used this change in political systems as a dividing line, China had emerged from the feudal era over two thousand years ago.

By 605 AD, with the implementation of the imperial examination system in the first year of the Sui Dynasty's Daye era, the existence of the hereditary aristocratic class was continuously weakened. The first true head of state from a commoner background in Europe didn't appear until a certain man with a small mustache took power in 1933. In Europe, if a commoner wanted to become a general or a minister, he might as well go back to sleep and dream. But in China, it was no fantasy. No matter how unfair the imperial examination system was, a public, unified examination was the most fair among all unfair things. It held the line on basic meritocracy.

Both the Song and Ming dynasties saw active elements of capitalism; the only difference from Europe was that the bourgeoisie never seized political power. Furthermore, European capitalism only achieved dominance after it combined with the Industrial Revolution.

Therefore, Chen Ke believed Marx’s comments on China were not based on facts. And the people in China back then who blindly followed those trends were simply trying to force a square peg into a round hole. Chen Ke considered himself a believer in communism, so from a historical materialist perspective, he felt those people were limited by their era and were simply talking nonsense.

If having an emperor defined feudalism, then many European countries with kings were no different. Even after two world wars, only three European crowns fell: Russia, Austria, and Germany. Chen Ke never understood one thing: how a country that still had a king—a country where a royal family's reproductive system was considered more noble than the people's votes—could have the gall to call itself a democracy. It was the height of absurdity.

*Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism* was a synthesis of the historical materialism Chen Ke had learned throughout his life, but it needed to be integrated with Chinese history. Chen Ke was also a lover of Chinese culture; from the age of three, he had studied Tang poetry, Song lyrics, the *Analects*, and *Stories of Idioms*. He was familiar with classical Chinese long before he mastered modern Mandarin. Before he ever learned to use the phrase "utterly stupid" to criticize others, he already knew how Confucius had used that very term to praise a particularly shrewd politician.

Combined with the countless debates he had engaged in online and the vast amount of articles and data he had consumed, Chen Ke was optimistic about this "magnum opus." This wasn't the 21st century; it was 1905. In a China that was a cultural desert, once this book was released, Chen Ke was confident in its influence.

You Gou didn't pay much attention to Chen Ke’s work. These days, all her focus was consumed by the public lectures. Speaking before hundreds of people was an immense challenge and a thrill. You Gou had never known that a bird's-eye view could feel so different. Physiologically, it was impossible for one person to track hundreds of individuals at once—Chen Ke had told her this, and she believed him. But standing on the podium, she felt she could see the reactions of the entire crowd clearly. The shifts in their emotions followed the rhythm of her words.

When she spoke of things they didn't understand, some became more attentive, others confused, and some simply gave up. But once the experiments began, everyone’s attention was riveted, whether they understood or not. These lectures gave You Gou a sense of control over others, providing her with immense satisfaction.

Furthermore, news about her had already appeared in the newspapers. She didn't dare let others see, so she secretly brought the papers home and read them behind closed doors. Every word about her brought a rush of excitement. She beamed at the praise and scoffed at the criticism, fighting the urge to write letters to the editors of those papers before tucking the critiques away in a corner of her study.

On the final day of the lectures, You Gou made sure her clothes were spotless. she applied a light touch of powder and sprayed herself with the Florida Water she had swiped from Chen Ke. Feeling refreshed, she headed out. Just outside her door, she ran into her second brother. The siblings hadn't spoken for days, and today was no different—they kept their noses in the air and walked past each other. In the main hall, however, she found her mother sitting there. You Gou hurried over to pay her respects. "Good morning, Mother."

"Going out again," her mother said with a hint of helplessness. Several newspapers lay by her side, and You Gou saw that two of them were copies of the *Whampoa Review*.

"Yes. Does Mother have any instructions?"

"When will that school of yours be finished?"

"Not until early next year, I'm afraid."

"Ai..." Her mother sighed. "Two days ago, a friend of your father's mentioned a girls' school in Shanghai looking for teachers. The pay is quite high. They heard you've become famous and wanted to know if you'd be interested."

"Mother, our school is in the middle of preparations. There's so much to do, I certainly can't go."

"The principal of that school has a son. From what I hear, the boy will inherit the school, but he’s not fit to run it. They were wondering if your father would be open to a marriage alliance. If you married him, the school would be yours to manage."

You Gou felt a headache coming on. "It's almost time for the lecture. We’ll talk about this when I get back."

Seeing her daughter about to slip away again, her mother waved a hand in resignation. "Your father attended a Western school for a few years and talks about 'new ideas' all the time. He's spoiled you rotten. Go on, then. You're twenty-three already; I truly can't control you anymore."

It was the seventh day, the final lecture, and the crowd was massive. Unlike previous days, those in the front had arrived early to secure their spots, many bringing their own stools. When You Gou stepped onto the stage, every eye was on her. This intense bombardment of gazes no longer rattled her. With a composed demeanor, she began the lesson. Halfway through, a sudden commotion broke out at the edge of the crowd. People there began to scramble away like a school of startled fish. Shouts of alarm and curses followed.

With the large number of attendees, the crowd quickly descended into chaos. From her vantage point on the stage, You Gou could see clearly. Not only were people pushing inward, but some were also pushing outward, trying to see what was happening. Then, those who saw the source of the disturbance let out cries of terror.

The figures at the center of the chaos were not tall. You Gou could only see the messy, dirty hair of some women. This center of disturbance was moving toward her. After a moment, You Gou could finally see their faces. Their features didn't matter; all she saw were the festering sores on their skin. Several women afflicted with syphilis were rushing toward her.

"Miss You Gou! Help us!" the lead woman suddenly shrieked.

"Miss You Gou, please save us!" the other women cried out.

Calling her by name made their purpose clear. Qi Huishen and He Zudao were both present. The foreigners they had originally hired for security had been let go, replaced by the men Wu Xingcen had brought. But faced with those ulcerous faces, even these tough men felt their hearts skip a beat. As revolutionary comrades, Qi Huishen and He Zudao were worried for You Gou. Each grabbed a woman by the arm and shouted, "Don't go up there!"

But as soon as they were caught, the two women simply lunged forward and clung to Qi Huishen and He Zudao. "Masters! Save us!" they cried, burying their sore-covered faces into the men's chests. Neither man had ever visited a brothel, but Qi Huishen had spent enough time posting flyers in the streets to recognize their practiced movements. They acted exactly like streetwalkers.

Instead of stopping them, Qi Huishen and He Zudao found themselves ensnared. The two Shandong bruisers helping with security were certainly skilled in combat, but they had no experience beating women in public, and the sight of those syphilitic sores truly terrified them. The lead woman even rolled up her sleeves to reveal large ulcers on her arms. The Shandong heroes couldn't figure out where they could grab her without touching the sores. In that moment of hesitation, the women broke through the final line of defense.

You Gou was paralyzed with fear. After the three women scrambled onto the stage, two of them clung to her legs while the leader grabbed her arm.

"Miss You! Help us!"

You Gou’s head spun. Through the haze, she heard the woman shout, "Miss You! Everyone on the Bund knows you've made a medicine to cure the Pox! You can't be so heartless as to keep it for yourself while we suffer!" The woman spoke with a clear, melodic voice, almost as if she were performing an opera. The audience, watching this drama unfold and hearing that You Gou had a cure for the Pox—and hearing her called "heartless"—was instantly enthralled. Though they didn't dare get too close, no one left. They watched the stage with rapt attention, as if the lecture podium had been transformed into a theater.
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Chapter 29 Chaos

After being grabbed, to be honest, You Gou didn't feel much at first. Or more accurately, panic, anger, disgust, helplessness—too many emotions erupted at once, leaving You Gou in a state of chaos.

Should she call for help? Should she push away the woman grabbing her? You Gou tried, but the three women were incredibly strong. Tightly embraced, she couldn't push them away at all. What to do? Listening to the women's wails, You Gou blurted out, "Let go of me!"

The women holding her certainly didn't let go, but after shouting, You Gou sobered up a bit. Strangely, while her vision remained chaotic, the most stimulated sense was smell. The faint scent of floral water she usually wore couldn't be smelled during the lecture, but now, held tightly by these three women, You Gou could smell it clearly. It was a warm fragrance with a hint of spice. Mixed with this scent were the odors of the women: straw, urine, and the nauseating smell of a living human body beginning to rot. There was also a very distinct smell, seemingly fresh, like the scent of tears.

Her vision began to normalize. The woman's face, covered in large sores, was very close to hers. Her breath carried a faint stench. On that hideous face, twisted by disease, were two lines of glistening tears. Although terrifying, at such close range, one could see the woman once had a lovely melon-seed face. Even the eyebrows, now crusted with yellow and white scabs, showed traces of once being willow-leaf brows full of charm.

You Gou's anger suddenly vanished. Perhaps it was because they were too close, so close she didn't even feel disgusted. When making the medicine, You Gou didn't actually know what syphilis looked like. She didn't have to worry about such things. The cute, furry rabbits used for experiments were either cured or died from treatment before the disease became unmanageable. This was truly the first time You Gou had seen the miserable state to which disease could torture a human being. A compassion unique to women arose spontaneously.

Next, the party meeting's resolution leaped into You Gou's train of thought. She said to the woman, "We have already decided to publish the prescription for the medicine. You can get the medicine."

The woman opposite her never expected such an answer. She asked in astonishment, "What did you say?"

You Gou had recovered her composure by now. She said loudly, "We will make our pharmaceutical secret public. And if you want to be treated, please come to our hospital."

After speaking, You Gou lowered her voice and said, "If you cause trouble here again, see if I'll let you get treated."

Hearing this, the woman immediately let go of You Gou's arm. You Gou pushed the woman aside, ignoring the two still hugging her legs, and shouted loudly, "I am a student from Germany. I studied at the best university in Germany, Humboldt University of Berlin. My classmates were all children of officials and nobility. I came back this time to make medicine with friends, and we have produced a drug that can cure syphilis. We are not heartless rich people. Originally, we intended to announce this medicine today. And our school's affiliated hospital has always been accepting syphilis patients! As long as the syphilis is still in a curable stage, we will treat everyone."

There was a sudden commotion below the stage. When the woman went up to cause a scene earlier, people didn't really know what was happening. Now that You Gou was shouting like this, everyone heard it clearly. Whether they understood the details or not, everyone was stunned by You Gou's speech.

You Gou pushed away the women hugging her legs, grabbed a spare white lab coat from the side that she hadn't worn, put it on, and simply introduced the principles of syphilis. The crowd didn't believe that syphilis was caused by invisible bacteria, but You Gou's firm attitude forced them to believe her words. Moreover, You Gou explained that the transmission route of syphilis was through contact, especially blood contact. Then she explained the differences between the first, second, and third stages of syphilis, and asked the three women standing blankly nearby, "Is this your first time contracting the disease?"

The two women who had hugged You Gou's legs shouted excitedly, "It's our first time."

The woman at the very front looked lost and didn't make a sound. You Gou didn't want to ask further. She inadvertently took a step away, sighed, and continued loudly, "I have already spoken about the medicine today. Tomorrow, our *Whampoa Review* will have a more detailed explanation. We will also pay to publish explanations in other newspapers. Everyone, please tell those who know. And our hospital can not only cure syphilis but many other diseases. We hope everyone will come to our hospital for treatment."

As she spoke, You Gou slowly walked towards the edge of the stage.

"Are you saying my disease can't be cured?" the woman shouted.

"I'm sorry, we are powerless. Our medicine is useless for third-stage syphilis."

The woman lowered her head, her shoulders shaking, then emitted a sound that was half-crying, half-laughing. Then she suddenly raised her head, her eyes filled with a dull yet obsessed look. Her long fingernails began to slowly scratch at her own pus-covered forearms, harder and harder, faster and faster. Pus and blood gurgled down from where she scratched. Seeing this, You Gou didn't try to stop her at all. She nimbly jumped off the stage, "Huishen, Zudao, and those two brothers, run quickly."

As You Gou expected, the woman had gone mad. She screamed shrilly, "If I die, we die together!" With fingers stained red and white spread wide, she pounced towards You Gou.

Although the two Shandong brothers didn't speak the language well, they were physically agile. They ran with You Gou, Qi Huishen, and the others. The woman chased for a couple of steps, saw she couldn't catch up, and simply jumped off the stage, clawing at the people in the front row. The audience was mostly men, especially those in the front row watching the excitement. Some quick-witted ones saw the situation was bad and left immediately. Those who didn't understand realized only after their faces or arms were scratched what You Gou had just said: syphilis is transmitted through blood, through wounds on the body. Now they understood why this woman was so crazy; she wanted to drag others down with her.

The timid ones ran in panic after being scratched. But with so many people, how could they escape in time? Some fierce ones, seeing themselves scratched, were provoked into malice and simply started beating the woman. The people in the front row had stools when they took their seats. Someone picked up a stool and smashed it at the woman. Mob action is infectious; after the first person led, naturally there was a second, and a third. You Gou looked back as she ran. She saw the woman struggling to scratch the surrounding men at first, then gradually succumbing to pain, using her arms to block the men's fists and feet. When the stools were raised, the woman was quickly beaten down. Then, she disappeared into the circle of men; only the stools rising and falling could be seen.

Some of the men weren't satisfied. They gave up beating the woman who was already on the ground and turned to attack the other few women who were frozen in place by the sudden change. You Gou suddenly stopped running and stood there, laughing subconsciously. Then she abruptly stopped laughing and stood frozen.

"Don't hit them!" You Gou suddenly screamed, then ran back. Qi Huishen was quick and grabbed You Gou. You Gou struggled hard to break free from Qi Huishen's hold, and it took Qi Huishen a great deal of effort to hold her back.

"Don't hit them! Don't hit them!!" You Gou screamed with all her might. But the group of men had also gone crazy. Perhaps they didn't hear, or perhaps they simply turned a deaf ear. While cursing angrily, they chased and beat the women fleeing in all directions.

Seeing she couldn't stop the men and couldn't break free from Qi Huishen's grip, You Gou kicked Qi Huishen several times. Qi Huishen endured the kicks from her leather boots without crying out in pain.

"Zudao, take your Sister You Gou back first. Tell Wenqing everything."

He Zudao had never seen such a scene. His face was pale as he stammered, "Un... understood."

Qi Huishen's eyebrows almost stood upright as he roared, "Don't just say you understand. Grab your Sister You!"

He Zudao hurriedly came up and timidly grabbed You Gou's wrist lightly.

Qi Huishen really wanted to kick He Zudao. At least Qi Huishen could speak Mandarin. He saw the two Shandong brave men nearby were shocked but still relatively calm. "Brother, take Miss You back first."

"Ah? Right." The two Shandong men were very competent as guards. Hearing Qi Huishen's order, their powerful large hands grabbed You Gou's wrists, dragging and pulling her to the rickshaw. They stuffed You Gou and He Zudao into the carriage like little chickens and urged the rickshaw puller to leave quickly.

You Gou resisted the whole way, trying to break free. "Don't let them beat them. Don't beat them." Her screams vibrated against Qi Huishen's eardrums one after another.

After being stuffed into the rickshaw, Qi Huishen heard You Gou stop shouting and start wailing. Amidst the crying, there seemed to be a sentence mixed in, "Huishen, don't let them beat them anymore. Huishen, save them." Then, the rickshaw puller started running, and the two guards ran along with the cart.

Qi Huishen watched everyone "escape danger" with an indescribable look on his face, then ran back. As soon as he started running, the place You Gou had kicked throbbed with pain. Qi Huishen couldn't care about that. "Stop hitting!" Qi Huishen shouted loudly. Seeing the men showed no sign of stopping, Qi Huishen stopped, looked left and right, grabbed a broom, and charged at them.

Under Qi Huishen's shouting, cursing, and hitting, the beating finally ended. Two of the five women were quick-witted and had already run away. The remaining two were not seriously injured. Qi Huishen was full of reluctance, but he still dragged his heavy steps toward the woman lying on the ground. The woman's face was pale, and blood gurgled from her forehead, corner of her mouth, and arms. Chen Ke had said that for third-stage syphilis patients, blood was hard to clot. Once bleeding, it was very easy to die. The woman's eyes were tightly closed, her breathing weak. Dyed in blood, the woman on the ground looked less terrifying than before, and more pitiful.

Qi Huishen stood up and tore two white lab coats from the toppled coat rack. The cloth was thin, only hemmed. Qi Huishen forcefully tore the lab coats into strips and applied temporary bandages to the wounds on the woman's head and arms.

"Wake up! Wake up!" Qi Huishen shouted. The woman heard the voice, her eyes opened a crack, and her damaged lips moved slightly.

Qi Huishen didn't care anymore either; he grabbed the woman's arm wrapped in white cloth and pulled her up with force.

The people who were originally in the venue had either run away without a trace or were standing far away. The windows on the second floor along the street, however, were packed with people. The adults didn't make a sound, but the screams of children could be heard. Everyone watched Qi Huishen saving these women.

Qi Huishen felt that the woman was like a piece of cloth fished out of a dye vat, soft and limp. It was impossible to walk with her like this. Just as he was anxious, the woman exerted some strength herself and actually stood up straight with Qi Huishen's help.

"I'll take you to the hospital," Qi Huishen shouted. At this moment, he couldn't think of much else; his only simple thought was to save this woman's life. Late-stage syphilis would definitely claim the woman's life, but the only thing Qi Huishen could recall was You Gou's sob, "Huishen, save them."

The woman must have heard Qi Huishen's shout. She tried hard to stand up, leaning her head against Qi Huishen's shoulder. "Maybe she will bite me?" Qi Huishen thought. Although he knew that being bitten would absolutely lead to no good result, Qi Huishen simply didn't want to dodge.

"Stand still, let's go to the hospital." Qi Huishen grabbed the woman's left arm with his left hand and wrapped his right arm under her armpit, hoping to let the woman use less strength so they could walk to the rickshaw in front as quickly as possible. With this exertion, the woman's head leaned even closer to Qi Huishen.

There was no biting as imagined; instead, the woman pushed Qi Huishen hard, trying to break free from him. But her strength was very weak, and Qi Huishen still firmly held onto the woman. The woman tried again, but it still didn't work. Qi Huishen had already started walking. The woman didn't move; her weak panting entered Qi Huishen's ears, and then the panting disappeared. When Qi Huishen turned his head to look, the woman spat a mouthful of saliva right onto his face. "Get out!" The woman wanted to shout loudly, but her voice was like a mosquito's.

The onlookers around certainly couldn't hear the woman's voice, but everyone saw that mouthful of saliva clearly. A burst of gasps immediately erupted from the crowd. The woman seemed to have used up her last bit of strength, and her body collapsed softly.

Qi Huishen didn't get angry. He even numbly put the woman down, then took another white lab coat from the fallen coat rack. He casually wiped the saliva off his face with the coat. The white coat was immediately smeared with a streak of dark red. Qi Huishen walked back with heavy steps, wrapped the woman's body in the white coat, and lifted her up with force. The woman was already very thin and weak; Qi Huishen couldn't imagine where that strength like a mad tiger had come from just moments ago.

"You two," Qi Huishen shouted to the other two women shrinking on the ground, "I'm taking you to the hospital." Hearing Qi Huishen's shout, the women didn't get up; instead, they huddled even tighter.

"Get up, come with me. I won't harm you. Hurry up and come with me; if you're too slow, IChapter 29: Confusion

After being embraced, truth be told, You Gou felt almost nothing. More accurately, panic, anger, disgust, helplessness—too many emotions erupted simultaneously, leaving You Gou in a state of confusion.

Should she call for help? Should she push away the woman clinging to her? You Gou tried, but the three women possessed immense strength. Held tightly, she couldn't push them away at all. What should she do? Listening to the women's wailing, You Gou blurted out, "Let go!"

The women holding You Gou naturally didn't let go, but after shouting, You Gou regained some clarity. Strangely, her vision remained chaotic; the sense most stimulated was her smell. She couldn't smell the faint floral water scent she usually wore while lecturing. Instead, held tight by these three women, she could clearly smell them. It was a warm aroma with a hint of spice. Mixed within this scent were the body odors of several women: the smell of straw, the stench of urine, and the nauseating odor of a living human body beginning to rot. There was also a very distinct scent—something fresh, like the smell of tears.

Her vision began to return to normal. The woman's face, covered in large sores, was very close to You Gou's. Her breath carried a faint foul odor. Yet, on that hideous face, twisted and terrified by the torture of disease, were two lines of crystal-clear tears. Although she looked frightening, at such close range, one could see the woman had once possessed a lovely oval face. Even with eyebrows crusted with yellow and white pus, there were traces of once-charming willow-leaf brows.

You Gou's anger suddenly vanished. Perhaps it was because they were too close, so close that she didn't even feel disgusted. When making the medicine, You Gou didn't actually know what syphilis looked like. She didn't need to worry about such things. The cute, furry rabbits used for experiments were either cured or died from the treatment before the disease could flare up uncontrollably. This was truly the first time You Gou had seen the miserable state to which the disease could reduce a human being. A compassion unique to women welled up spontaneously.

Next, the resolution from the Party meeting leaped into You Gou's neural circuits. She said to the woman, "We have already decided to publish the formula for the medicine. You can get the drug."

The woman opposite her never expected such an answer. She asked in astonishment, "What did you say?"

You Gou had recovered her composure by now. She said loudly, "We will make our pharmaceutical secret public. And if you want to be treated, please go to our hospital."

After speaking, You Gou lowered her voice and added, "If you cause trouble here again, see if I'll let you get treated."

Hearing this, the woman immediately let go of You Gou's arms. You Gou pushed the woman aside, ignoring the two still hugging her legs, and shouted loudly, "I am a student who studied in Germany! I studied at the best university in Germany, the Humboldt University of Berlin. My classmates were children of officials and nobility. I came back this time to make medicine with my friends, and we have created a drug that cures syphilis. We are not heartless rich people. We intended to publish this medicine today regardless. And our school's affiliated hospital has always been accepting syphilis patients! As long as the syphilis is in a curable stage, we will treat everyone."

There was a sudden commotion below the stage. When the woman had come up to cause a scene earlier, the crowd wasn't really sure what was happening. Now, with You Gou shouting like this, everyone heard it clearly. Whether they understood the details or not, everyone was stunned by You Gou's statement.

You Gou pushed away the women hugging her legs, grabbed a spare white lab coat from the side that she had never worn, put it on, and then simply explained the principles of syphilis. The crowd didn't believe that syphilis was caused by invisible bacteria, but You Gou's firm attitude forced them to believe her words. You Gou explained that the transmission route of syphilis was through contact, especially blood contact. Then she explained the differences between the first, second, and third stages of syphilis. Finally, she asked the three women standing blankly nearby, "Which time is this for you getting the disease?"

The two women who had been hugging You Gou's legs shouted excitedly, "It's our first time."

The woman at the very front stood dazed and silent. You Gou didn't want to ask further. She took a step away inadvertently and sighed. Then she continued loudly, "I have already spoken about the medicine today. Tomorrow, our *Whampoa Review* will have a more detailed explanation. We will also pay to publish explanations in other newspapers. Everyone, please tell those you know. And our hospital doesn't just treat syphilis; it can treat many diseases. We hope everyone comes to our hospital for diagnosis and treatment."

As she spoke, You Gou slowly walked toward the edge of the stage.

"Are you saying my disease can't be cured?" the woman shouted.

"I'm sorry, we are powerless. Our medicine is of no use against stage three syphilis."

The woman lowered her head. First her shoulders shook, then she let out a sound that was half-laugh, half-cry. Then she suddenly raised her head. Her eyes held a dull yet obsessed look. Her long fingernails began to slowly scratch at her own pus-covered forearms, harder and harder, faster and faster, until pus and blood gushed from the torn skin. Seeing this, You Gou didn't try to persuade her. She nimbly jumped off the lecture platform. "Huishen, Zudao, and you two brothers, run quickly!"

Just as You Gou expected, the woman had gone mad. She screamed shrilly, "If I die, we die together!" With fingernails stained red and white spread wide, she lunged toward You Gou.

The two Shandong brothers, though they didn't speak the language, were definitely agile. They ran with You Gou, Qi Huishen, and the others. The woman chased for a couple of steps, saw she couldn't catch up, and simply jumped off the stage, clawing at the people in the front row. The audience was mostly men, especially the front row watching the excitement. Some quick-witted ones saw the situation was bad and immediately pulled back to leave. Those who didn't understand realized only after their faces or arms were scratched what You Gou had just said: syphilis is transmitted through blood, meaning through wounds on the body. Now they understood why this woman was acting so crazy; she wanted to drag others down with her in death.

The timid ones, panic-stricken after being scratched, turned and fled. But with so many people, how could they make it in time? Some of a fiercer nature, seeing themselves scratched, were provoked into malice. They simply started beating the woman. The people in the front row had stools when they took their seats. Unknown who started it, someone picked up a stool and smashed it at the woman. Mob action is infectious; once the first person led, naturally there was a second, then a third. You Gou looked back as she ran. She saw the woman initially struggling to claw at the surrounding men, then gradually succumbing to pain, using her arms to block the punches and kicks. When the stools were raised, the woman was quickly beaten down. Shortly after, she disappeared into the encirclement of men; the only thing visible was the stools swinging up and down.

Some of the men weren't satisfied. They gave up beating the woman who was already on the ground and turned to attack the other few women who were frozen in place by the sudden, drastic change. You Gou suddenly stopped running and stood still, laughing subconsciously. Then she abruptly stopped laughing and stood there frozen.

"Don't hit them!" You Gou suddenly screamed, then ran back. Qi Huishen was quick and grabbed You Gou. You Gou struggled hard to break free from Qi Huishen's restraint. It took Qi Huishen a lot of effort to hold onto her.

"Don't hit them! Don't hit them!!" You Gou screamed with all her might. But that group of men had gone crazy too. Perhaps they didn't hear, or perhaps they simply turned a deaf ear. Cursing angrily, they chased and beat the women scattering in all directions.

Seeing she couldn't stop the men and couldn't break free from Qi Huishen's arms, You Gou kicked Qi Huishen several times in succession. Qi Huishen endured the fierce kicks from her leather boots, not crying out in pain despite the blows.

"Zudao, take your Sister You Gou back first. Tell Wenqing everything."

He Zudao had never seen such a scene. His face was pale as he stammered, "Un... understood."

Qi Huishen's eyebrows practically stood on end. He roared, "Don't just say understood! Grab your Sister You!"

He Zudao hurriedly came up and, trembling with fear, gently grabbed You Gou's wrist.

Qi Huishen really wanted to kick He Zudao. At least Qi Huishen could speak Mandarin. He looked at the two Shandong heroes nearby; although shocked, they were still relatively calm. "Brother, take Miss You back first."

"Ah? Okay." The two Shandong heroes nearby were very competent as guards. Hearing Qi Huishen's order, their powerful hands grabbed You Gou's wrists. Half-dragging and half-pulling, they hauled You Gou to the front of a rickshaw, stuffed her and He Zudao inside like chickens, and urged the puller to hurry.

You Gou resisted the whole way, trying to break free. "Don't let them beat them. Don't hit them." Her screams vibrated against Qi Huishen's eardrums one after another.

After being stuffed into the rickshaw, Qi Huishen heard You Gou stop shouting and start wailing. Amidst the crying, there seemed to be a sentence interjected, "Huishen, don't let them beat them anymore. Huishen, save them." Then, the puller started running, and the two guards ran along with the rickshaw.

Qi Huishen watched everyone "escape danger" with an indescribable look on his face. Only then did he run back. As soon as he started running, a sharp pain shot through the spot where You Gou had just kicked him. Qi Huishen couldn't care about that. "Stop hitting!" Qi Huishen shouted. Seeing the men showed no sign of stopping, Qi Huishen stopped, looked left and right, grabbed a broom, and charged at them.

Under Qi Huishen's shouting, cursing, and fighting, the beating finally ended. Of the five women, two were clever and had already run away. The remaining two were not too seriously injured. Though his heart was full of reluctance, Qi Huishen dragged his heavy steps toward the woman lying on the ground. The woman's face was pale, and blood gushed from her forehead, corners of her mouth, and arms. Chen Ke had said that for stage three syphilis patients, blood was hard to clot on its own. Once blood loss occurred, it was extremely easy to die. The woman's eyes were tight shut, her breathing weak. Dyed all over in blood, the woman on the ground looked less terrifying than before, and more pitiable.

Qi Huishen stood up and tore two white lab coats from the fallen coat rack. The fabric was thin, only hemmed at the edges. Qi Huishen forcefully tore the coats into strips and applied temporary bandages to the wounds on the woman's head and arms.

"Wake up! Wake up!" Qi Huishen shouted. The woman heard the voice; her eyes opened a crack, and her broken lips moved slightly.

Qi Huishen didn't care about anything else; he grabbed the woman's wrapped arm and forcefully pulled her up.

The people originally in the hall had either run away without a trace or were standing far away, but the windows on the second floor of the street were packed with people. The adults were silent, but screams of children could be heard. Everyone watched as Qi Huishen treated these women.

Qi Huishen felt the woman was like a piece of cloth fished out of a dyeing vat, completely limp. He couldn't walk with her like this. Just as he was getting anxious, the woman exerted some strength herself and, with Qi Huishen's help, actually stood straight.

"I'll take you to the hospital," Qi Huishen shouted. At this moment, he couldn't think of much else. He had only one simple thought: to save this woman's life. Late-stage syphilis would definitely claim her life, but the only thing Qi Huishen could recall was You Gou's whimper, "Huishen, save them."

The woman must have heard Qi Huishen's shout. She tried to stand up, her head leaning toward Qi Huishen's shoulder. "Maybe she'll bite me?" Qi Huishen thought. Although he knew that being bitten would definitely not lead to a good outcome, Qi Huishen simply didn't want to make any move to avoid it.

"Stand still, let's go to the hospital." Qi Huishen grabbed the woman's left arm with his left hand and wrapped his right arm under her armpit, hoping to let the woman use less effort so they could reach the rickshaw ahead as quickly as possible. With this exertion, the woman's head leaned even closer to Qi Huishen.

There was no biting as imagined. Instead, the woman pushed Qi Huishen hard, trying to break free from him. But her strength was very weak, and Qi Huishen still held onto her firmly. The woman tried again, but it still had no effect. Qi Huishen had already started walking. The woman stopped moving; her faint gasps entered Qi Huishen's ears. Then the gasping sound disappeared, and when Qi Huishen turned his head to look, the woman spat right in his face. "Get lost!" The woman wanted to shout loudly, but her voice was like a mosquito's.

The onlookers around definitely couldn't hear the woman's voice, but everyone saw that spit clearly. A burst of gasps immediately erupted from the crowd. The woman seemed to have used up her last bit of strength; her body went limp and fell.

Qi Huishen didn't get angry. He even somewhat numbly set the woman down, then took another white lab coat from the fallen rack. He casually wiped the spit off his face with the coat. A streak of crimson immediately smeared across the white fabric. Qi Huishen walked back with heavy steps, wrapped the woman's body in the lab coat, and picked her up with force. The woman was already very thin and weak; Qi Huishen couldn't imagine where that strength like a mad tiger had come from just moments ago.

"You two," Qi Huishen shouted to the other two women huddled on the ground, "I'm taking you to the hospital." Hearing Qi Huishen's shout, the women didn't get up; instead, they shrank back even tighter.

"Get up, follow me. I won't hurt you. Hurry up and follow me; if you're too slow, I won't take you to see a doctor," Qi Huishen shouted.

The two women continued to weep softly, still not moving.

Qi Huishen didn't bother with them anymore. Holding the woman in his arms, he walked to the rickshaw. The puller was in his thirties, looking like a local. He was hiding in the crowd watching the excitement when he saw Qi Huishen coming over with the woman. Someone laughed, "Yo, Old Zhao, business is coming!"

The puller saw Qi Huishen was clearly heading for his cart. The woman was wrapped in a white lab coat, lying quietly in Qi Huishen's arms, her head tilting back weakly, her long hair hanging down. The puller stepped forward fearfully, blocking Qi Huishen, and said with a trembling voice, "Sir, Sir, I won't pull. Find someone else."

"How much for this cart? I'll buy it," Qi Huishen said coldly.

"Sir, don't joke." The puller thought Qi Huishen was joking. Who would buy a rickshaw because of a woman infected with syphilis?

"Saving a life is important! How much, say it. I'll buy it." Qi Huishen roared.

"Ah, twenty taels..." The puller was frightened by the roar and said fearfully.

Qi Huishen grunted. He stepped around the puller and placed the woman on the seat. The cart was tilted because no one was holding up the shafts, so the woman couldn't stay seated no matter what. Qi Huishen turned and shouted to the two women behind him, "You two, come here and hold her."

"Sir, you, you really want to save her?" The puller asked tremblingly as he lifted the shafts.

After straightening the woman, Qi Huishen said, "That's right." Having said that, Qi Huishen took money from his pocket. He didn't have much on him, so he handed over a dozen silver dollars to the puller. "Follow me. Whatever isn't enough, I'll make up to you when we get to the hospital."

"You're going to pull the cart yourself?" the puller asked in surprise.

"Will you pull it?" A glimmer of hope rose in Qi Huishen's heart.

"I won't pull, I won't pull." The puller shook his head like a rattle drum.

While they were talking, the two women from behind had come over. "Sir, you really want to take us to the hospital?"

"Cut the crap, get in the cart quickly," Qi Huishen shouted.

The two women got into the cart, sandwiching the sick woman in the middle to support her. Qi Huishen took the shafts from the puller's hands and pulled the rickshaw with force.

It was really heavy! Qi Huishen never felt this when sitting in the cart. Especially when starting, Qi Huishen almost couldn't get it moving. After running a few steps, he finally adapted. He turned around and saw everyone on both sides of the street looking at him, as if looking at some monster. Curiosity, surprise, schadenfreude, disdain, and the uncomfortable feeling of sympathy for one's own kind—all sorts of expressions were there. Not only that, as Qi Huishen ran forward, some people simply started walking along. Yet not a single person came up to help. The puller, however, followed closely beside Qi Huishen.

"Sir, with me following like this, I won't get infected by that thing you talked about, right? My whole family depends on me pulling this cart to live," the puller asked urgently.

"Don't worry. Even if you get sick, I'll treat you. I won't take your money."

As they spoke, a clod of dirt flew from somewhere and landed in front of Qi Huishen. It came from behind the cart; Qi Huishen couldn't see who threw it at all. Instead, someone started laughing and cursing.

Pulling a cart was really tiring. Qi Huishen, who had never done this work, was already panting heavily after running only a short distance. The puller naturally followed Qi Huishen closely, and behind them, some idlers and children ran along too. This noisy commotion quickly attracted others' attention. Qi Huishen was wearing a dark blue suit, and for the lecture, his leather shoes were polished to a shine. Such a person pulling a rickshaw, with a fellow looking like a puller beside him and a group of loafers and urchins following behind—everyone couldn't help but notice this strange combination. More people pointed fingers at Qi Huishen.

Qi Huishen minded at first, but soon his attention had to focus on the act of pulling the cart itself. The balance of the shafts was hard to master, and the road wasn't flat. Whenever Qi Huishen sat in a cart, he hated bumps, so he tried his best to choose flat surfaces, which required more effort. The hospital wasn't far from there; it was only a half-hour walk, but pulling this cart, the road felt very, very long.

He ran for a long time, yet had only covered half the distance. But Qi Huishen was already gasping for air. The leather shoes that usually fit perfectly now rubbed his feet raw with pain. His shirt was soaked with sweat, sticking to his back uncomfortably. This was really not as comfortable as when he worked in the workshop, changing into a vest and wearing a smock. If not for that period of hard labor, Qi Huishen felt he probably wouldn't be able to hold on now.

He just gritted his teeth and persisted. Qi Huishen had become accustomed to the surprised gazes coming his way. It was just that a feeling of grievance in his heart was growing stronger. Why? A perfectly good lecture had turned into this. Panting, Qi Huishen thought. Who did he and You Gou provoke? Did it have to come to this? Even if those guys behind the scenes wanted to play tricks, there was no need to take it to the point of costing human lives, right?

But physical exhaustion limited Qi Huishen's train of thought. The only thing he could think of now was one thing: he must get to the hospital quickly, he must try his best to save that woman. Even if only for that whimper from You Gou, he had to save this woman. And, since the comrades of the People's Party were there, this matter would definitely be resolved. The person behind this must be punished; they would absolutely not let him off.

He didn't know how much time had passed, but finally, they arrived at the hospital. Quite a few people had followed behind the cart. Qi Huishen couldn't care about that anymore; he put down the heavy shafts, took a few long breaths, and with the help of the two women, picked up the sick woman again. For some reason, the woman's body felt lighter. Qi Huishen rushed into the hospital with quick steps. "Dr. Wang, Dr. Wang!" he shouted, out of breath.

Wang Qinian came out very quickly. Seeing Qi Huishen's appearance, his eyes instantly went round.

"She suffered external trauma, save her quickly," Qi Huishen shouted.

Wang Qinian hurriedly helped Qi Huishen take the person into the infirmary.

When Chen Ke arrived at the hospital, Wang Qinian was bandaging the patient's wounds. Qi Huishen sat numbly on a stool nearby. The rickshaw puller didn't dare make a sound, standing in the corner. In the other corner stood the other two injured women. Chen Ke noticed that the tear stains on Qi Huishen's face had not yet dried.
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Chapter 30: The Whampoa Review

The atmosphere at the party meeting was extremely oppressive. You Gou remained silent; Qi Huishen remained silent. The other comrades, upon hearing the news, also felt very uncomfortable. A perfectly good lecture had nearly resulted in a loss of life.

Chen Ke was questioning He Zudao, who had rushed back from the hospital.

"How is the situation at the hospital?"

"Those who were scratched have all been painted with gentian violet. They were also given a small injection," He Zudao replied.

Chen Ke nodded slightly. Syphilis wasn't something that had a vaccine; at least, Chen Ke had never heard of one. 914 was an arsenic-based drug; it couldn't be applied to wounds, so everyone was just given a low-dosage shot first.

People coming to demand injections were arriving in an endless stream. The previously failed chemical agents were still there, as were the rabbits. Chen Ke personally gathered those demanding shots together and administered a small injection to a rabbit in front of them, ending its life. Seeing this effect, those looking for a thrill scattered like birds and beasts. Even those who really needed the injection were terrified.

"Did you find out who instigated it?" Chen Ke asked next.

"We did. Big Brother Wu has already taken people to catch him."

As soon as this incident happened, Chen Ke had immediately sent someone to invite Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen was straightforward; he took his brothers and went to the hospital. To save their own lives, those two women would definitely give up the instigator. Wu Xingchen had asked with a grin at the time, "After we catch the person, what does Wenqing plan to do?"

"Does Brother Wu have any good suggestions?"

"For this kind of person, just tie them up and throw them into the Whampoa River."

"And then? We carry the blame for a murder?"

"If you report it to the officials, you'll have to pay another sum of money. Anyway, you can't let this kid come out alive. If you spare him today, more people will come at you tomorrow."

Chen Ke understood Wu Xingchen's meaning, and there was nothing wrong with what Wu Xingchen said. This era was just that cruel. If you couldn't severely punish your enemies, it meant the cost of being your enemy was too low. Then anyone would try to mess with you or blackmail you. But Chen Ke hadn't made up his mind yet. He decided to catch the person first, then vote on his fate at the party meeting.

"How is that crazy woman?"

"Doctor Wang said the injuries aren't serious."

Hearing that no one had died in public, Chen Ke let out a sigh of relief. For some reason, he suddenly remembered an event from 2008, the Beijing Olympics, 103 years after 1905. A foolish foreigner had made a banner about Tibet, planted it there, and sat down beneath it. He was spotted by some young people who knew English, who immediately pinned the foolish foreigner down and gave him a sound beating. But after this person was pulled out of the pile by "Uncle Police," aside from a bruised face, an examination revealed no internal injuries. According to "Uncle Police's" private remarks, "Those hitting him definitely didn't include our own people, otherwise the skin wouldn't be broken, but that kid would have suffered internally."

"But the people who were scratched are blocking the door, insisting on teaching that woman a lesson," He Zudao said, looking troubled.

"It's all my fault. If only I hadn't said she was beyond saving back then. If I had said she could also be cured, then none of this would have happened," You Gou suddenly said.

"We do chemistry, so we're just that literal," Chen Ke consoled her. "Don't say it's you; even I might not have been able to say it so smoothly."

"It's all my fault." You Gou seemed not to hear Chen Ke's words, her small fists clenched tight, still muttering.

Chen Ke shook his head helplessly. "Xingtai, is the press release written?"

Chen Tianhua raised his hand and passed a manuscript to Chen Ke. Chen Ke had provided the basic gist. Chen Tianhua's brilliant penmanship made the words truly earnest.

The original intention of holding the grand lecture, the effect of the lecture. The hardships Chen Ke and the others faced in developing new drugs to cure the sick and save lives. The intention to prepare to publish the formula for this drug to benefit the world. As a result, someone maliciously instigated a diseased prostitute to come and cause trouble. The prostitute attacked others after going mad and was immediately beaten down by the common people. Based on the conscience of a healer, Qi Huishen organized free treatment for the masses and even saved the prostitute's life.

At the end of the press release, the Whampoa Society formally announced that this was the whole truth of the matter. If anyone continued to spread rumors and smear the Whampoa Society, they would certainly be reported to the officials.

"Very good. Thank you for your hard work."

Putting down the manuscript, Chen Ke clapped his hands. "Comrades, let's hold a meeting."

"Everyone did very well in this incident. You Gou didn't forget the organization's decision and made the public announcement at the optimal time. Moreover, Comrade You Gou risked infection to stick to her work. Here, we express our respect to Comrade You Gou."

After speaking, Chen Ke led the applause. The comrades had all heard about You Gou's experience and applauded as well; the sincere emotion in the applause was by no means fake.

"Huishen also did very well. At least this heart of compassion and mercy is something one should have. That carriage looked nice to me; we also need to buy a dedicated carriage."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, someone couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"The only shortcoming is that Huishen, you should have called the injured people around you together and taken them to our hospital. Just this one shortcoming. But I understand you. Our medicine doesn't cure stage three syphilis. You often go with me to treat patients; sometimes when I treat people, I also feel some guilt. Everyone has compassion. This feeling is normal."

Seeing the comrades nodding one after another, Chen Ke said, "I've finished speaking. Who's next?"

No one wanted to speak. Chen Ke's words could represent everyone's attitude, and this matter was a sudden incident. Just thinking about the scene back then made many people feel uncomfortable all over. If one had to say You Gou and Qi Huishen did something wrong, it wouldn't be reasonable.

"I'll say a few words," He Zudao said somewhat timidly. Seeing that no one refused, He Zudao summoned his courage. "At that time, those people were smashing people with benches; it looked terrifying. That's why Sister You Gou let Huishen save those women. You Gou is a good person. Everyone shouldn't blame her."

"What are you talking about? Who is blaming You Gou?" Hua Xiongmao said. "Never mind You Gou, even I would have been at a loss."

"You're talking nonsense. How was You Gou at a loss? She just didn't want to watch those women get beaten to death," Chen Ke scolded laughingly.

"True. You Gou really has the heart of a Bodhisattva," Hua Xiongmao sighed.

"Our public class ended up causing a loss of life. What is this? We are a school, not a gang. Making it all flesh and blood flying everywhere... if word gets out, what will our reputation become? You Gou thought about it much more carefully than you."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao stopped talking.

"If no one else wants to speak, I want to say something. Brother Wu has gone to catch that person. If he's caught, how do we deal with him? Does anyone have any ideas?"

"Ask who instigated him first. See what background he has," Hua Xiongmao spoke up. This was definitely the rule of the underworld. Chen Ke felt it was very appropriate.

"We don't know when Brother Wu will return. Let's send You Gou back first. Everyone should disperse as well. After that person is brought back, we'll leave him aside first and wait until tomorrow to discuss it."

Seeing that You Gou had no intention of getting up, Chen Ke knew her knot of the heart hadn't been untied.

"Huishen, what was the fundamental purpose of us holding this lecture?"

Hearing Chen Ke call his name, Qi Huishen thought for a while before answering, "To popularize cultural knowledge."

"Incorrect. Keep going."

Qi Huishen thought carefully again and said, "To promote our school. To increase our school's prestige."

"Huishen is right. You Gou, what is your job?"

You Gou didn't make a sound. After waiting a while, Chen Ke continued to ask, "What is your job? Answer me."

"Lecturing."

"That's right. Then why are you so dejected?"

You Gou remained silent.

"No one died during the lecture. What needed to be promoted was promoted. You did the work assigned to you by the Party very well. Furthermore, You Gou, that woman was simply bringing about her own destruction. I can understand your sympathy. But aren't those scratched by that woman pitiable? As a Party member, you must be responsible for the Party's cause. Obey the Party's command. Therefore, Comrade You Gou, as the chairman of this party meeting, I now require you to go home immediately and rest well. Tomorrow morning at 8 o'clock, be prepared to report here to me. There is new work assigned to you."

After sternly chasing You Gou away, Zhou Yuanxiao also went back. Qi Huishen refused to leave, and the others were permanently stationed in the workshop. Everyone felt that today's events were too outrageous and speculated one after another about who was behind this ghostly scheme.

"What's the use of guessing blindly? Won't everything be clear when Brother Wu brings the person back?" Chen Ke said.

"Wenqing, you really can keep your cool," Hua Xiongmao praised.

"It's useless for me to be anxious. By the way, Zhenglan, take Zudao and Wuan to the hospital together. Don't let anything happen at the hospital."

After the three went out, Chen Ke let the others go to sleep first. If Wu Xingchen came back, Chen Ke would wake them up.

In the latter half of the night, Wu Xingchen and two other brothers dragged back a sack.

"Finally caught him," Wu Xingchen said as he kicked the sack.

Qi Huishen hadn't been asleep anyway, so he came out when he heard the commotion. The crowd dragged the person out of the sack. Qi Huishen shone a flashlight on the person's face. After identifying him carefully, Qi Huishen couldn't help but frown and ask, "Wenqing, this person..."

"That's right. We met him together at the hospital last time. It seems you even beat him."

This guy was the interpreter who had been soundly beaten by Qi Huishen at the hospital last time. At this moment, his face was full of terror, his mouth was bound with a strip of cloth, and his face was somewhat twisted. If not for this, Qi Huishen and Chen Ke would have recognized him sooner.

"Huishen, want to hit him?" Chen Ke laughed and pointed at the guy on the ground. Qi Huishen kicked the guy in the shoulder. But it was just one kick; he didn't continue the beating.

Everyone went back into the room. Wu Xingchen asked, "I brought the person to you. What do you plan to do?"

"I don't want to kill anyone," Chen Ke said straightforwardly.

Although Qi Huishen had a face full of anger, he also nodded. "Seeing people beaten like that today, I really don't want to kill anyone either."

Wu Xingchen sat down comfortably. "What are you thinking?"

"Brother Wu, this person didn't cause any earth-shattering trouble originally. It was that prostitute who went crazy herself. We can't kill someone over this. How about this, I already said today that we will discuss this matter publicly at the party meeting tomorrow. Brother Wu, you participate tomorrow too."

"Does Wenqing still remember the matter from a few days ago?" Wu Xingchen laughed mockingly.

"Of course. What does Brother Wu mean?"

"I can come and listen, but don't expect me to sell my life for you."

"That's no problem."

The next day, You Gou arrived very early. Her eyes were red; it was unclear whether from crying or lack of sleep. Zhou Yuanxiao also rushed over early.

Upon hearing that the person in the corner of the courtyard was the culprit, You Gou didn't say a word. She picked up a broom and went up to give him a whack. That guy had been tied up for most of the night, and one broom strike didn't cause much of a reaction. You Gou wanted to hit him again, but seeing the guy lying on the ground like a dead fish, You Gou couldn't bring herself to do it. Finally, she threw down the broom and ran back into the room.

After waiting a while longer, Hua Xiongmao, He Zudao, Qin Wuan, and Wu Xingchen all arrived. Seeing that everyone was present, Chen Ke shouted in that indifferent tone, "Meeting, meeting."

"Wenqing, aren't you angry?" You Gou had been holding it in for a long time, and she questioned him.

Chen Ke found You Gou's questioning very cute. He himself had once had exactly the same feelings of pity, so Chen Ke definitely wouldn't think You Gou was childish. But children eventually have to grow up. Chen Ke considered himself to have grown up quite a bit. "I said long ago, in these times, if something like this didn't happen, it would be like a white rabbit jumping out of a coal pile. If we establish a New China, with no prostitutes, enough hospitals, plenty of medicine, and everyone having enough to eat, where would there be so many crappy matters? Of course, such things will still happen, but they won't manifest so extremely."

"Revolution! Revolution! We must build that kind of country," You Gou roared.

The others were quite in agreement with You Gou's thoughts, so no one interrupted. Wu Xingchen, however, just grinned but didn't make a sound.

"Here's the thing. Yesterday I talked about how to deal with this person. I have three suggestions. First, kill him. Second, we beat him up violently and then release him. Third, we hand him over to the officials to clear our name. What does everyone think?"

"Why did that guy think of looking for trouble with us?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Qi Huishen sighed and recounted the conflict with this foreign interpreter.

"So that's how it is. Then hand him over to the officials," Hua Xiongmao said upon hearing that the matter wasn't major.

"Can we beat him up again before sending him to the officials?" You Gou's anger hadn't subsided.

"Let's vote."

"Forget it then. Waste of time," You Gou said disdainfully.

"I have something to say. The brothers who worked on this need a hardship fee," Wu Xingchen spoke up.

"We only cover a monthly salary of ten taels of silver, plus room and board. Anything else, you give, Brother Wu," Chen Ke said.

"That works too."

After the talk, the comrades were either listless or in a state of emotional agitation. If it were before, Chen Ke would certainly have discussed the matter on its own merits and explained it in detail. But today, contrary to his usual persuasive manner, Chen Ke adopted a tough attitude and assigned work in the name of the "Party Organization." Everyone sort of resigned themselves to the situation, and each took their tasks and left. Chen Ke waved to Qi Huishen, who could stay till the last. "Go work." Qi Huishen knew he couldn't twist Chen Ke's arm, so he simply dragged that bound bastard out the door with Hua Xiongmao.

After handing that guy over to the officials, Chen Ke published the news in major newspapers. Then he proposed to publicly display the medicine at the hospital on August 8th. The next day, Chen Ke wrote a special issue on the pathology, causes, and transmission routes of syphilis, even publishing the molecular formula of 606. Because he had to write manuscripts, Chen Ke simply didn't go. He Zudao told Chen Ke about the grand occasion of the announcement meeting.

When Qi Huishen appeared at the hospital entrance with over a thousand copies of *The Whampoa Review*, the cart couldn't get in at all. Outside, it was packed three layers deep with Chinese and foreigners. As soon as distribution of *The Whampoa Review* started, it was a mad grab. Many people, including foreigners, pulled Qi Huishen to ask this and that. Later, the British Consulate specially sent a car to pick up Qi Huishen and took him away.

Listening to the report, Chen Ke simply said three words, "Understood," and continued to bury his head in writing. Chen Ke had experienced the growth period of comrades, and what was most needed now was the manuscript in his hand. The materialist view of history would be the basic textbook of the People's Party. During the period of rapid ideological growth of young people, they must be led onto the path of revolution through this textbook. This textbook wasn't omnipotent, but without this textbook, it was absolutely impossible. For this reason, Chen Ke had assigned all the work to the comrades. His only task was to complete this textbook as early as possible.

Early on the morning of August 15th, Chen Ke finished reading the last word and put down the manuscript. He stood up and shook hands warmly with Chen Tianhua. "Many thanks, Xingtai."

The book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* was finally compiled.

"Actually, I should be the one thanking Wenqing. If not for Wenqing, I wouldn't have known the principle of 'productive forces' existed in the world. Guan Zhong said, 'When the granaries are full, people know etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, people know honor and disgrace.' Explaining this in terms of productive forces, I am truly enlightened," Chen Tianhua said very seriously.

"Just a foolish opinion," Chen Ke laughed.

After speaking, Chen Ke turned around. "Mingxian, thank you very much this time. If you hadn't come to help, Xingtai and I would have been worked to death."

Since Xie Mingxian came to help Chen Ke, he had never made a sound. When everyone held meetings, he would go back to the dormitory to continue looking for materials. Chen Ke felt that Xie Mingxian had always had some inexplicable hostility towards him. In recent days, Xie Mingxian didn't have much to do, and he could even spare time to read the compiled manuscript; only then did his attitude towards Chen Ke improve.

Hearing Chen Ke's words and seeing Chen Ke's smiling extended hand, Xie Mingxian extended his hand unaccustomedly. The two shook hands, but then he heard Xie Mingxian ask, "Mr. Wenqing, you don't need me here anymore, right?"

"Does Mingxian have a place to go?"

"Temporarily, no."

"How about working here with me for now? We started *The Whampoa Review* and need many editors. If Mingxian doesn't mind, we can formally hire you."

"I don't know how to write articles," Xie Mingxian said with his usual directness.

"Whether you can write articles isn't a big deal. Mingxian has excellent talent. If it were an ordinary person, they would always complain when doing things. Mingxian is always meticulous and never blames others. I won't easily let go of such talent," Chen Ke said, laughing loudly.

"How much is the salary?"

"8 taels a month."

"Too little."

"How much does Mingxian want?"

"20 taels."

"I can only pay 8 taels. However, I can let Mingxian teach at the new medical school while studying. The salary for that will be calculated separately. Is that okay?"

"Okay."

Having established a new labor relationship with Xie Mingxian, Chen Ke was in an excellent mood. As the saying goes, one doesn't fear a lack of good things, but a lack of good people. Since returning to this era, Chen Ke had been considering how to cooperate with people. After some consideration, Chen Ke felt it was best to demand of himself the standards of a Party member. Endure hardship and hard work, work first, enjoy later. Since Chen Ke demanded this of himself, the comrades gathered naturally sought out those who "bear the burden of office willingly and are firm and hardworking." Looking at it now, this was not wrong.

The current world was bad; those who bore burdens willingly never failed to suffer losses, and never failed to be full of resentment. Within the Party organization, it was easier for everyone to unite. The Party's combat effectiveness was guaranteed. Upright gentlemen also needed an environment to maintain themselves.

"Wenqing, I have a matter to discuss." Seeing that Chen Ke had finally brought Xie Mingxian under his banner, Chen Tianhua spoke.

"What matter?"

"Can Wenqing go to Japan with me?"

"I can't go recently."

Before inviting him, Chen Tianhua felt there wasn't much hope. But he still wanted to try. Seeing Chen Ke disagree, Chen Tianhua said, "Since Wenqing isn't willing to go, then forget it. Also, I want to bid farewell to Wenqing?"

This farewell was not unexpected to Chen Ke. The founding ceremony of the Tongmenghui was held in Japan, and Chen Ke had no thought of stopping Chen Tianhua from participating.

"When will you return?" Chen Ke asked.

This question stumped Chen Tianhua; he hadn't thought about returning.

"Mr. Tianhua, I hope you can stay here," Xie Mingxian interrupted unexpectedly.

"I have some friends in Japan waiting for me. I should have set off some days ago. But I really couldn't abandon Wenqing's masterpiece. That's why I persisted until today. Now that the manuscript is done, I can't delay anymore." Chen Tianhua didn't say whether he would return until the end.

Chen Ke saw that his determination to go was fixed. He immediately expressed his agreement.

The Qi family was indeed magically powerful; they acted in the morning and by noon had brought a boat ticket for that very night to Japan. The comrades also tried to persuade him to stay for a while, but Chen Tianhua was determined to leave. Seeing that even Chen Ke couldn't keep Chen Tianhua, everyone had to bid him a reluctant farewell.

In the evening, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen saw Chen Tianhua onto the ship. Chen Tianhua patted the satchel he was carrying; it was Chen Ke's shoulder bag, containing the silver and pounds Chen Ke gave him, as well as a copy of the manuscript. "Wenqing, I also pride myself on being well-read. But once this manuscript is released, Wenqing will inevitably become famous throughout the world. When I read *Evolution and Ethics* back then, I was already shocked. But reading Wenqing's manuscript, I know that there is a sky beyond the sky..."

Chen Ke smiled and interrupted Chen Tianhua, "Xingtai, let's not make it like Liu Bei seeing off Xu Shu. You're just going to Japan for a trip. You are still the Minister of Propaganda for our People's Party. Comrades are waiting for your early return. Don't make everyone wait too long."

Having said this much, there wasn't really anything else to say. Both sides shook hands and bid farewell.

Chen Ke watched the steamship get further and further away after leaving the port. He said to Qi Huishen, "Starting today, the revolution has entered the fast lane." Ignoring Qi Huishen's puzzled look, Chen Ke turned and left the port first.
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