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"The horizon before dawn shall be red as blood"


Lecture

Volume 2 - Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 1 Lecture

September 1, 1905. When Mr. Ma Xiangbo woke up on his sickbed, it was already afternoon. Aside from occasional sounds drifting in from the central hall, the residence was quiet. Mr. Ma had caught a cold a few days ago, but after a nap at noon, he felt his spirits had improved significantly.

Hearing movement inside the room, a middle-aged man walked in briskly. This man had a handsome appearance, with thick eyebrows and large eyes, a high and straight nose bridge, and wore a pair of round glasses. His lips were slightly pursed, giving him an air of fortitude. His back was straight; although he wore a long gown and mandarin jacket, his posture was upright, and he walked with a vigorous wind, looking rather like a soldier.

"Mr. Xiangbo, you're awake," the man asked with concern. Since Mr. Ma was still on the sickbed, the man deliberately lowered his voice, but his voice was full of vitality, and his deep baritone had a penetrating quality. As he spoke, he helped Ma Xiangbo lean against the pillows.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo looked at the thread-bound manuscript the man was holding and asked, "Jidao. You've already seen the book?"

"Mr. Xiangbo summoned me here specifically for this book, didn't he?" the middle-aged man asked.

"The younger generation is to be feared, truly to be feared," Mr. Ma Xiangbo said. "If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I would absolutely not believe this book was written by a youth in his twenties."

The middle-aged man nodded. "Mr. Xiangbo, let me pour you a cup of tea." After speaking, he placed the book by the pillow and rose to pour the tea himself.

On the cover was a line of beautiful running script: *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, Volume One.

"You, Yan Jidao, wrote *Tianyanlun* some years ago, and no one failed to praise it. Even this old man felt enlightened by it. But once this book is completed, the repercussions will surely surpass yours," Mr. Ma said with a faint smile.

The man who brought the tea was none other than the famous Yan Fu. He and Ma Xiangbo were close friends. Yan Fu had put forth great effort in Ma Xiangbo's founding of Fudan Public School. Currently, Yan Fu was serving as the principal of Wanjiang Middle School in Anhui. Ma Xiangbo had originally agreed with Yan Fu that next year, in 1906, Yan Fu would take over as the principal of Fudan Public School. But a few days ago, he suddenly received a letter from Ma Xiangbo asking him to come to Shanghai as soon as possible, saying that Ma Xiangbo had obtained a supreme treasure. Seeing the firm intention in the letter, Yan Fu rushed over without stopping.

Only after arriving at Mr. Ma's house did he learn that, aside from busy preparations for the school opening, Mr. Ma had spent almost all his time reading a book day and night. He caught a cold and fell ill. Even so, Mr. Ma had specifically instructed his family that if he couldn't receive Yan Fu, they should let Yan Fu read a book first. After conveying Mr. Ma's wishes, the family members handed the manuscript to Yan Fu with resentful expressions.

Mr. Ma was a doctorate holder, well-versed in both Chinese and Western studies, with profound scholarship. What kind of book could make him recommend it so highly? Yan Fu liked it as soon as he saw the title. As a recognized master of Western learning in China, Yan Fu was praised by Kang Youwei as "Such a man has never been seen before in my eyes!" But like other famous scholars of his time, Yan Fu's purpose in mastering Western learning was to revive China and Chinese culture. The words "Inheritance of Chinese Culture" in the title suited his taste very well. However, Yan Fu himself was also deeply versed in national studies, and he felt the author was being rather boastful.

The content of the opening chapter, however, was not national studies. The title was "The Material Unity of the World," a debate between materialism and idealism. The person wrote the book using vernacular Chinese, but one could see they had some foundation in national studies. Yan Fu's *Tianyanlun* used classical Chinese; Yan Fu had pondered bitterly on how to translate, eventually proposing the translation standards of "faithfulness, expressiveness, and elegance" (*xin, da, ya*) that would be publicly acclaimed by later generations. After this person used the vernacular, the reasoning was laid out in a way that could be narrated plainly; even people who hadn't read many books could understand it. Yan Fu felt uncomfortable with this approach, yet also felt it was very good.

The author made no secret of the book's materialist stance in the text. Yan Fu himself had some concepts of naive materialism, but when he saw the passage, "The world exists independently of human subjective consciousness, but without human subjective consciousness, the world would not be perceived," he couldn't help but secretly say "good."

Soon, Yan Fu saw two terms he had never seen before: "productive forces" and "relations of production." Centering on productive forces and relations of production, the author recounted that the production of material goods is the decisive force in the development of human society. He further proposed the concept that "Labor created man himself." Then, quoting extensively from Chinese documents, the article proposed that the ancient sage kings—"Youchao," "Suiren," "Shennong"—were all outstanding talents who made tremendous advancements in productive forces, which was why they were honored as masters of the world.

Yan Fu had never looked at the world from such an angle. At first contact, he felt very unaccustomed to it, but upon careful thought, he felt this argument could justify itself, and finding objections was actually quite difficult. Although people didn't like to talk about profit with their mouths, no one opposed the saying, "All the hustle and bustle in the world is for profit." This book discussed profit so bluntly that it made Yan Fu very uncomfortable. The writing style was not mercenary at all, yet reading it felt uncomfortable no matter what.

Although the text was in the vernacular, the reasoning was incredibly deep. The further he read, the more puzzled he became. Reading it again, he found himself suddenly enlightened. Yan Fu was not a person who read books rigidly; he put down the book and closed his eyes in silent contemplation, understanding the principles within after a moment. The reasoning of this book was interlocked layer by layer; if one didn't think according to his preceding concepts, the latter parts naturally wouldn't make sense. This was completely different from the traditional Chinese "subtle words with profound meaning," but rather the mode of European philosophy. Yan Fu had not only translated *Tianyanlun* but also read many European philosophical books.

This author definitely mastered Western learning, and his attainments in national studies wouldn't be too low either. Yan Fu developed a great curiosity, wondering who had written this text. While he was pondering, Mr. Ma Xiangbo had already woken up, and Yan Fu hurriedly went in to greet him.

After serving Mr. Ma tea, Yan Fu finally asked, "This author is only in his twenties?"

"Twenty-five years old."

"To be only this age. I just read the first section. I only felt this person's discussion of affairs is rather domineering. It seems to have the intention of one school of thought speaking all the truths of the world. The sharp edge is fully revealed."

"Not 'seems to,' it simply *is*."

Hearing this, Yan Fu said in astonishment, "Is this person a mad scholar?" But in the blink of an eye, he remembered that Mr. Ma's evaluation of this book just now was not low.

"If he were a mad scholar, I wouldn't have needed to specially invite you over, Jidao. This person's reasoning has substance. I read it carefully several times; in a book of several hundred thousand words, I actually couldn't find a flaw."

"Several hundred thousand words?" Yan Fu was truly surprised.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo pointed to the bookshelf in the room, where a thick stack of books was placed, numbering over a dozen. The binding was exactly the same as the one Yan Fu had read. Yan Fu was very clear about Mr. Ma's scholarship; if Mr. Ma said he couldn't find a flaw after careful reading, then there certainly were none. If a youth in his twenties could write an argumentative essay of a few thousand words with logic linking front to back without flaws, he would already be a rare talent. Several hundred thousand words with logic never becoming chaotic... could China actually have such a talent? Yan Fu immediately made up his mind that he must read this book carefully.

"Who wrote this book?" Yan Fu felt extremely curious.

"This person's name is Chen Ke."

"Chen Ke? Is it that Chen Ke who made medicine and published the molecular formula?"

"You knew about this news in Anhui too, Jidao?"

Yan Fu indeed knew this news; others told it as a joke. As a returned student, Chen Ke actually made medicine for syphilis. In the eyes of scholars, it was truly disgraceful. But Yan Fu came from the Nanyang Navy, had studied at the Royal Naval College in the UK, and served as the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy. Once sailors got off the ship, they would inevitably visit brothels. Those who contracted syphilis were definitely not just one or two. If they had this medicine back then, the combat power of the Beiyang Navy might have been even higher. For professional reasons, Yan Fu didn't feel the slightest bit of revulsion toward Chen Ke making this medicine. It was just that Chen Ke publishing the molecular formula clearly benefited the foreigners; Yan Fu was quite dissatisfied with this.

"Since Mr. Xiangbo has read this book, into which category do you classify it?"

"Not Confucianism, not Daoism, not Buddhism, not Legalism, and not the School of Diplomacy. Yet it happens to contain the words of all schools, but all return under the theory he advocates."

"It's not Western learning either?" Yan Fu grew more amazed as he listened.

"If you want my opinion, it has a bit of the flavor of Catholicism. The meaning of this book is: what I say is the supreme principle of the Heavenly Way. Yet this book happens to be atheist. It's really... sigh."

Reflecting on Mr. Ma Xiangbo's words, Yan Fu asked, "Mr. Ma summoned me here; do you have any instructions?"

"First, Fudan Public School is about to open. You have to come eventually. Second, I wanted you to look at this book. This book will inevitably prevail in the world. The principles stated by the author, even if not the supreme principles of the Heavenly Way, are absolutely not heretical fallacies. If the youth read it, the followers will surely be many. Jidao, the person who wrote the book is a heaven-sent genius. If you are willing, I actually want you to take him as a disciple. If no one disciplines him, this person will likely bring chaos to the world."

"It could be so?" Yan Fu frowned tightly.

"Let's not talk about this person's scholarship; his vision is terribly sharp. In other articles in the appendix, he says that China's current difficulties lie in not having undergone a foreign industrial revolution. And the purpose of this book is to point out the chasm between Chinese culture and industrialization. As long as we can cross this chasm, my China will inevitably return to being the Central Kingdom. Looking at his meaning, he actually faintly considers himself to be the orthodox of Chinese culture."

The weight of these words left Yan Fu speechless. Yan Fu stared at the book by Ma Xiangbo's pillow for a good while. Only then did he ask, "Mr. Xiangbo, listening to your words, I want to ask: compared to Confucianism, how is this person's theory?"

"If this book existed in the time of Han Fei, Confucianism would certainly not have been the sole revered school."

***

Chen Ke didn't know someone was currently "calculating" him. Facing a large group of young people whose scholarship was far less profound and broad than those two seniors, he was talking endlessly about materialist dialectics. This class had been going on for several days, and he was just speaking on the part about "historical laws and the replacement of social forms." After finishing the discussion on slavery and the feudal system, the students below were already whispering to each other, discussing it.

Chen Ke also felt tired, so he announced a break. He sat on the stool, picked up his tea cup, and drank a draft heroically. After drinking, Chen Ke wiped the water stains from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand in a completely undignified manner and sighed comfortably.

Ever since reaching an agreement with Mr. Ma Xiangbo to use the Fudan Public School grounds, Chen Ke used them unceremoniously every day. Because of the "smashing the venue" incident, Chen Ke had specifically held a medical lecture. At any rate, Chen Ke's current title was the Principal of Shanghai Renxin Medical College. If a medical college didn't hold medical lectures, it would be unjustifiable.

But the time for starting classes wasn't quite right; Jiangnan had already entered the plum rain season. Chen Ke had to move the lectures inside the classrooms. At this time, the opening of Fudan Public School was approaching, and students whose homes were out of town had already arrived at the school one after another. The students had nothing else to do; since someone was giving lectures, everyone naturally came to listen. As a result, more and more people gathered. By the time Chen Ke lectured on *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, the audience had increased from a hundred or so to over four hundred. They had to move the lecture venue to the largest auditorium in Fudan Public School.

At this moment outside the auditorium, dark clouds manufacturing autumn rain hung low; although it was afternoon, it looked as if it were about to get dark immediately. The rain was heavy at times and light at others, but it poured down without stopping. Most of these four hundred-plus people were students; with the rain falling, they couldn't go out freely, so the auditorium, which had already slowly filled up, was surging with heads. Since Chen Ke announced the end of class, the students began to act freely. The vast majority discussed the lecture content extensively, and the auditorium was truly a cauldron of voices.

No students asked Chen Ke questions, not because they didn't want to or had any dissatisfaction with Chen Ke, but because Chen Ke had set a rule. At the end of the lecture, he would specifically set aside time to answer students' questions one by one. Chen Ke lectured for nearly six hours every day, and the time for answering questions was also over an hour. Most importantly, the free Q&A time was coming up soon. The students saw that Chen Ke's voice had been a bit hoarse recently, so they were considerate of him. During the break, they tried their best not to disturb Chen Ke.

"Huangpu Study Society Science and Education Faction recruiting!" someone shouted.

"Huangpu Study Society Industrial Faction recruiting!" someone shouted.

"Huangpu Study Society Constitutional Faction recruiting!" someone shouted.

...

These people were small groups spontaneously formed by intellectual youth who had joined the Huangpu students during the recent lectures. The distinctions between their factions were actually far from being that clear-cut. It was just young people finding it fun and insisting on raising a big banner. Young people who participated in multiple, or even all so-called factions simultaneously, could be said to occupy the vast majority of "Huangpu Study Society" members.

You Gou came to listen to the lectures every single day these days. The hospital had already gotten on the right track, and the demand for toxic drugs from all sides was increasing. But You Gou used the excuse that one person couldn't make medicine and insisted on coming to listen to the class. After Chen Ke went back, they would make medicine together. In fact, not only You Gou, but all comrades except Qi Huishen and Wu Xingchen used various reasons to insist on coming to listen to the class every day. The only one who didn't actively request to listen was Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian's reason was simple: he came to work, not to listen to classes. To listen to classes and take money for nothing, he felt embarrassed. But Chen Ke insisted that Xie Mingxian come to listen.

Qi Huishen was truly busy, but as long as he had time, he would definitely run over. The one who exceeded Chen Ke's expectations the most was Wu Xingchen. Originally, Chen Ke didn't expect Wu Xingchen to really have an interest in these subjects, but as it turned out, Wu Xingchen would also come whenever he had time. His towering 195cm figure sitting in the crowd was truly hard to miss.

This book had already entered the printing stage. Qi Huishen found a printing plant and ordered five thousand sets in one go. The book was divided by volume, with each volume being a chapter. Twelve sections plus the appendix made thirteen books in total. Qi Huishen was very smart; he had them start printing from Volume Seven, and the books were delivered just yesterday. Chen Ke was helpless regarding the comrades' ostentatiousness. Today, amidst the envious gazes of the students, the People's Party members each held a copy of the book. Students were already asking how this book was sold.

Chen Ke had no intention of making any money, but he told everyone a story: if you give a horse to someone, they naturally won't cherish it. But if you sell it to others at a relatively low price, then the person who bought the horse will cherish it. Money isn't the problem; this subtle psychological change is the problem. So Chen Ke set the price of this book at 40% of the cost price; a thick book only sold for 150 *wen*. The youth who could come to study weren't poor; they could absolutely afford it. One must know that for *Tianyanlun*, which was much thinner than this book, Lu Xun had spent 500 to buy it back in the day. Moreover, the members of the Huangpu Study Society also told the students the total number of books. Everyone suggested the students buy different volumes separately and exchange them to read, which would save even more money.

"Student days are just good, huh," You Gou sighed, sitting beside Chen Ke. You Gou had long since walked out of her depression. Three days after that disturbance, You Gou began lecturing at Fudan Public School. Everyone respected this female teacher very much, so as the only female in the auditorium, she got the position in the very center of the first row. No one dared to grab it from her. Also as a teacher, during breaks, she sat on the podium beside Chen Ke. Since that open class experience, You Gou wore a white lab coat whether lecturing or listening. This alternative style actually made the students afraid to approach her.

"The Study Society is also set up. The things I really want to talk to everyone about have also started. Hehe! I'm very happy," Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing, to be honest, if you had talked to me about these principles as soon as I met you, I would have absolutely thought you were a big swindler." You Gou didn't know why, but she suddenly had such a sentiment. Sighing comfortably, You Gou knocked her left hand with the book held in her right hand. "But now, I feel what Wenqing says are supreme maxims."

"Revolution is not that easy," Chen Ke answered this question.

You Gou raised her left hand. The gaze of every student who saw this action focused entirely on the wristwatch on You Gou's wrist. "Wenqing, time's up, it's time to lecture." Deliberately delaying for a bit, You Gou finally retracted her wrist. Amidst the envious gazes of the students, You Gou jumped off the podium and sat back in her seat.

This was a signal. Students began to return to their seats one after another. Amidst a rumbling sound, order in the auditorium began to be restored. Many notes began to be passed around and then piled up on the table in front of Chen Ke. Chen Ke looked through them for a while, then suddenly laughed. "Everyone's questions today are very concentrated. Everyone asks about this change in European social systems. There are also quite a few classmates asking about European history. I recall that in the appendix, I wrote an article with a very vulgar name." After speaking, Chen Ke stood up and, under the illumination of the gas lamp, brushed a few characters onto the blackboard.

The students read along word by word, "European Ancient History Derived from Bullshitting." As soon as these words were read, the whole room roared with laughter.

Chen Ke smiled and turned around. "In Europe, history only started to be somewhat reliable by the end of the 18th century. When I say reliable, I mean compared to Chinese history. Chinese history is divided into faithful history (*xinshi*) and wild history (*yeshi*). Why they are called this, there are definitely classmates who know. Please stand up boldly and answer!"

The students looked at each other in blank dismay. At this moment, a person stood up and said loudly, "Faithful history is history recorded by specialized historians. Wild history is the records of literati themselves." Chen Ke recognized this person; his name was Cui Guoxi, the initiator of the Huangpu Study Society Industrial Faction.

Chen Ke nodded and motioned for Cui Guoxi to sit down. "To be honest, although I read some history books, my understanding of the distinction between faithful history and wild history is the same as what this classmate said. I am not a professional historian, nor have I asked others about this question. I feel this answer is a 90; it passes."

The classmates laughed again. Chen Ke never pretended to know what he didn't. His level of national studies definitely couldn't compare with the masters of this era. For Chen Ke to propagate his own thoughts, he had to play to his strengths and avoid his weaknesses.

"This history book that foreigners consider relatively early is called the *Homeric Epics*. This book, well, has a history of 2,500 years. It writes about the affairs of the Greeks 3,000 years ago, known as the birthplace of European history. In the eyes of Europeans, it is a history book. Placed in China, which book can be mentioned in the same breath as this one?" Chen Ke kept them in suspense.

The students saw Chen Ke's gaze patrolling back and forth, but he didn't reveal the riddle.

"*Records of the Grand Historian* (*Shiji*)?" someone shouted. Chen Ke shook his head.

"*Strategies of the Warring States*?" someone else shouted. Chen Ke continued to shake his head.

The students shouted several names in succession; in the end, even *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* was shouted out.

Chen Ke still shook his head. No one dared to make a sound anymore; everyone waited for Chen Ke's explosive statement.

"This *Homeric Epics*, which is recognized by Europeans as equivalent to a history book, is equivalent to China's *Classic of Mountains and Seas* (*Shan Hai Jing*)," Chen Ke said, enunciating every word.

The students were stunned for a moment, then immediately erupted into a long burst of explosive laughter.

According to that famous "face-slapping article" on the internet, Chen Ke explained European historical records once over. This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately wanting to belittle Europe. Today, when China's youth increasingly felt that Chinese culture was backward, Chen Ke had to point out where the true gap between China and Europe lay. He had to establish the self-confidence of the Chinese people. After introducing Europe's pitiful history, Chen Ke said in a very calm tone, "Classmates, China itself is civilization. China itself is culture. Among everyone, there are those who believe in gods and those who don't, but everyone believes in ancestors, right? Today's Chinese people inevitably all have their own ancestors existing. And the deeds of our ancestors are in those history books. The greatness of our ancestors is also all in those history books. Now China has fallen behind and is being beaten. This is the business of our generation; it relies on our generation to save China and restore China. But, this does not equate to our ancestors being more backward than those Europeans."

Speaking to this point, Chen Ke looked around the stage. Suddenly, he discovered that at some point, a middle-aged man he had never seen before was standing by the door. Although he was far away, and with the dim sky and the man standing against the light, his features couldn't be seen clearly. But just standing there, the middle-aged man's bearing and temperament were out of the ordinary. After pausing slightly, Chen Ke ignored the man and continued speaking.

"Our current decline cannot erase the glory of our ancestors. We are backward; we can only say that our generation are all base and inferior people. But it is not that our ancestors were base or inferior. Now there are already quite a few people wantonly criticizing how backward Chinese culture is, wishing they could immediately change into a foreign breed, only then feeling they have become noble. I have only one evaluation for this kind of person, borrowing Zhang Fei's words from *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*: slave of three surnames, I spit on you. I wrote this *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, and I lecture on this book here, precisely to point out exactly where the gap between us and Europe lies. Just to tell everyone what this world is actually like. How can we catch up to Europe, and how can we surpass Europe! Classmates, you are all in the prime of youth, and it is also a good time for studying. I have only one sentence I want to give to everyone."

Speaking to this point, Chen Ke turned and wrote a line of characters heavily on the blackboard, then turned back and shouted loudly, "Read for the rise of China."

A moment later, the students began to applaud. Everyone stood up one after another, cheering while applauding. The entire auditorium thundered with joy.

Looking at the enthusiastic faces of the students, faces flushed red from excitement, and some even having tears in their eyes, Chen Ke couldn't suppress his own emotions and shouted again, almost exhausting his voice, "Read for the rise of China."

Outside, the rain was falling harder and harder.



★


Tongmenghui

Volume 2 - Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 2 Tongmenghui

On the afternoon of September 1, 1905, during a lecture, Chen Ke shouted a slogan for the first time in a public speech. Before this, Chen Ke had always tried to explain revolution with a calm attitude. Chen Ke didn't like slogans; no matter how many slogans were shouted, it didn't equate to solving practical problems. In the era Chen Ke grew up in, China had entered a stage where engineers governed the country. It was more about doing than saying.

Moreover, even looking at the Party's history, Chen Ke always firmly believed that the Party absolutely did not achieve victory by relying on talk, but by relying on countless arduous tasks. Chen Ke was able to raise the banner of the People's Party, and the reason comrades were willing to gather around Chen Ke was precisely because Chen Ke could solve problems.

After Chen Ke shouted the slogan "Read for the rise of China," the students, who were already brimming with enthusiasm, suddenly boiled over. With so much groundwork laid by Chen Ke beforehand, this slogan was so logical and natural.

Looking at the spirited and high-spirited audience below, looking at the young students applauding and cheering for him, Chen Ke wore a resolute expression on his face and raised his left hand to everyone. This action subconsciously imitated a certain little mustache. But it triggered even greater enthusiasm from the students.

However, beneath Chen Ke's seemingly resolute exterior, his inner STEM nature had already overwhelmed the momentary excitement. Chen Ke calmly concluded in his heart: "As a public lecture, as a revolutionary propaganda activity, shouting slogans is necessary. Just like an experiment, certain reagents are necessary."

The students, whose enthusiasm had been ignited to the extreme, surrounded the stage, blocking Chen Ke so he couldn't leave. You Gou, who was below the stage, saw everyone demanding that Chen Ke must speak some more. Chen Ke had to shout, "That's all for today; the lecture continues tomorrow." But he still couldn't calm the students' demands.

You Gou naturally supported Chen Ke's lectures immensely, but she still had to make medicine at night; the Party's work couldn't be delayed. You Gou looked at her wristwatch again. It was already 5:30 PM.

Almost at the same moment, on a similar dial with an identical movement, Qiu Jin also looked at the wristwatch on her wrist. Japan entered the earth's largest shadow earlier than China, and the sky had already turned completely dark.

Unlike Shanghai, today was a sunny day in Japan. Before walking into the tavern, Qiu Jin could see the bright Venus in the sky. Qiu Jin came to the hotel this time to have dinner with Chen Tianhua, and then Qiu Jin prepared to return to China.

The founding assembly of the Tongmenghui had entered its final stage. The situation could be said to be very good, or it could be said to be very bad. On this matter, Qiu Jin felt rather confused.

At 2 PM on August 13, Chinese students in Japan held a meeting at the Fujimi-ro in Kōjimachi Ward, Tokyo, to welcome Sun Yat-sen. Although it was during the summer vacation, over 1,800 people attended. Latecomers couldn't get in, and there were as many as six or seven hundred people standing on the street looking up at the upper floor. Sun Yat-sen, wearing a pure white Western suit, walked calmly into the venue, and the whole house applauded. Since the Tokyo students began holding gatherings, there had never been such a grand occasion. After Song Jiaoren delivered a welcome speech, Sun Yat-sen gave a two-hour speech.

He said: "Now China must be revived by us four hundred million citizens. Today is the day we first rise up. From now on, we must use all our strength to lift up this matter of reform. If we set our minds to say that China must prosper, there is absolutely no reason for China not to prosper." He called for abandoning the monarchy and "choosing the most civilized political laws on earth to save our China," building China into a first-class republic of the 20th century. Applause lasted for a long time.

Qiu Jin didn't know that in history, Chen Tianhua, who was beside Sun Yat-sen, cheered that Sun Yat-sen "is the representative of our four hundred million people, the hero among Chinese heroes!" What Qiu Jin knew was that after Chen Tianhua went to Shanghai, there was no news. On August 5, Song Jiaoren in Japan received a letter from Chen Tianhua, saying that he would rush back to Japan in a few days and had important things to tell everyone. Then there was no news at all.

As the founding assembly of the Tongmenghui got closer and closer, Chen Tianhua never appeared, which greatly exceeded everyone's expectations. Everyone was very worried that Chen Tianhua had been caught by the Manchu government; after all, he was still wanted. Huang Xing had staged an uprising with Chen Tianhua, so he was especially anxious. It was Qiu Jin who persuaded Chen Tianhua to meet with Chen Ke. Although she didn't dare to tell everyone directly, Qiu Jin herself was even more worried. It wasn't until August 16, four days before the founding of the Tongmenghui, that Chen Tianhua arrived, travel-worn. Although everyone complained verbally, they all breathed a sigh of relief.

Chen Tianhua came back in high spirits. Qiu Jin treated Chen Tianhua to a meal the day after he returned. During the meal, they talked about Chen Tianhua's trip to Shanghai and his time with Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua greatly praised Chen Ke's talent and told Qiu Jin about Chen Ke's founding of the People's Party and Chen Ke's recent situation. Learning that Chen Ke was doing quite well in Shanghai, Qiu Jin was rather happy for Chen Ke. In the end, Chen Tianhua paid the bill for this meal. That Chen Tianhua, who had always been tight on money, could also treat a guest was enough for Qiu Jin to see that Chen Tianhua was treated as a guest of honor by Chen Ke.

But the happy reunion didn't last too long.

Chen Tianhua was an important figure in the formation of the Tongmenghui. As a main cadre of the Hunan Huaxinghui, Chen Tianhua was a capable subordinate of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Two days later, Qiu Jin heard that many quarrels had occurred between Chen Tianhua and Song Jiaoren. The Tongmenghui was mainly convened jointly by the Hunan Huaxinghui and the Guangdong Xingzhonghui.

But there was no subordinate relationship between the various political parties to begin with, so Qiu Jin learned about the conflict between Chen Tianhua and Song Jiaoren from the foreign students who lived with Chen Tianhua. Not long after, Qiu Jin knew why such a conflict had occurred.

On August 20, at the first meeting after the establishment of the Tongmenghui, Chen Tianhua put forward his own opinion. He hoped to establish a political party with a clear political platform. This political platform was not just a general outline, but a complete set of political theories and a political system program based on this set of theories. As a famous propagandist, Chen Tianhua was the main propagandist of the *Min Pao*. Since he said so, everyone hoped to hear what kind of political theory Chen Tianhua was prepared to present.

Chen Tianhua "lived up to expectations" and put forward the opinion of "reducing rent and interest, uniting workers and peasants." He discussed the defects of private land ownership and proposed the concept of building a new industrialized China.

When Chen Tianhua passionately expounded his concepts, none of the attendees spoke. When Chen Tianhua finished speaking, there was silence in the venue. Qiu Jin still remembered that in the face of this situation, Chen Tianhua's expression changed from high-spirited to confused.

The first to speak was Sun Yat-sen. He very politely expressed his opposition. Sun Yat-sen believed that the urgent task now was to overthrow the Qing dynasty. Only after seizing national power would there be conditions to discuss Chen Tianhua's policies.

Guangdong Xingzhonghui stalwart Hu Hanmin immediately spoke up, supporting Sun Yat-sen's opinion. Hu Hanmin spoke even more bluntly: building a new country, or at least building a new provincial regime as the Huaxinghui had hoped back then, was the urgent task. Moreover, Hu Hanmin stated bluntly that the people were unreliable. The Xingzhonghui had also done a lot of propaganda in Guangdong, but very few responded to the revolution. Instead of relying on the people, it was better to rely on fellow villagers and party members.

Facing such opposition, Chen Tianhua was not discouraged. He emphasized that establishing a political party with a clear platform and strict organization was what was most needed at present. Without such an organization, facing the current Manchu Qing, the revolutionary forces were too weak. And everyone's revolutionary attitudes diverged greatly. If they couldn't unify politically now and form a consensus, the unity problem of the Tongmenghui would be very serious in the future.

Chen Tianhua's speech still received support from some people; at least it could be seen that Huang Xing was relatively supportive. Sun Yat-sen's small round face wore a kind smile as he asked, "Xingtai, which nation-saving concept is this political concept based on?"

"At least I don't think equalization of land rights is necessary," said Jiang Yue, who came from the Guangfu Society. This remark was directed at the sixteen-character platform proposed by Sun Yat-sen: "Expel the Tartars, Restore China, Establish a Republic, Equalize Land Rights."

The Guangfu Society didn't have very good relations with other political parties. As a representative of the Guangfu Society, Qiu Jin was very clear about this. The contradictions were multifaceted.

In terms of political concepts, the Guangfu Society demanded the overthrow of the Qing dynasty, but they were not opposed to the imperial system. Not only that, many Guangfu Society members publicly stated that the imperial system was superior to constitutional monarchy. In the Guangfu Society's ideal, they hoped for the appearance of a new Han dynasty.

In terms of official business, Guangfu Society members were relatively wealthy, and it was easy for them to find financial backers. Therefore, they did not support the practice of the group headed by Sun Yat-sen making wild promises and grabbing money with both hands.

In terms of personal matters, Guangfu Society members also attached great importance to their own integrity. Tao Chengzhang had publicly criticized the decadent style of whoring and gambling among those in the Guangdong Xingzhonghui.

The reason the Guangfu Society joined the Tongmenghui was that the Guangfu Society had launched multiple uprisings, but all had failed. Under such circumstances, the Guangfu Society hoped to contact more connections by joining the Tongmenghui, hoping to support each other in uprisings. Even so, opinions within the Guangfu Society on this were seriously divided. Some Guangfu Society comrades had already declared that they would absolutely not join the Tongmenghui. If the Guangfu Society joined the Tongmenghui, they would launch the revolution on their own. "The Guangfu Society will absolutely not cooperate with those fake foreign devils from America."

This so-called "fake foreign devil from America" referred to Sun Yat-sen. Many people in the Guangfu Society had a very strong aversion to Sun Yat-sen. Qiu Jin wasn't even clear how it had come to this.

Hearing this, Hu Hanmin immediately retorted sarcastically, and the atmosphere of the meeting immediately became tense. Chen Tianhua was left hanging to the side, looking very awkwardly at the comrades' quarrel.

In the following days, everyone argued endlessly about the political platform of the Tongmenghui. And Chen Tianhua tried to expound his reasoning again. This time, the various factions finally gave Chen Tianhua time. Qiu Jin didn't expect that Chen Tianhua would actually have moments where he suddenly couldn't go on. Usually, Chen Tianhua talked about revolution with fervor and assurance, discussing various injustices in China with emotion and logic, provoking deep thought. But this time, Chen Tianhua's statement of political concepts was actually somewhat hesitant and self-contradictory. Speaking to the end, Chen Tianhua barely wrapped it up and sat down.

This kind of explanation could not convince the comrades. Not only other factions, but even Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, who were also from the Huaxinghui, did not support Chen Tianhua. The matter didn't end there. Chen Tianhua was usually always brave in speaking up, but now he began to listen more than speak. The Tongmenghui asked Chen Tianhua to preside over the secretarial work. Chen Tianhua actually showed some intention of declining.

These matters were just small things. By August 25, Qiu Jin heard that Chen Tianhua had actually parted on bad terms with Song Jiaoren again because of an argument. These two had always cooperated very happily. Now that this had happened, Qiu Jin, who was originally suspicious, now had to believe that the meeting with Chen Ke absolutely had a huge influence on Chen Tianhua.

Today Qiu Jin asked Chen Tianhua to dinner just to clarify this matter. Out of female sensitivity, Qiu Jin didn't come out directly with Chen Tianhua. They agreed on 7 o'clock, and Qiu Jin arrived very early. As an important cadre of the Tongmenghui, she was also very busy. It was impossible to always think about this matter. The reason she came earlier was that she also hoped to sort out her thoughts. She hadn't seen Chen Ke for a long time, and Qiu Jin wanted to think carefully about Chen Ke's affairs.

Even now, Qiu Jin could still recall the appearance of meeting Chen Ke for the first time. That youth in strange clothes, and that look slightly carrying a kind of unease and confusion. Qiu Jin could remember it all. But it was hard to say whether Chen Ke had changed, or if Qiu Jin had never been able to understand Chen Ke originally.

Chen Ke understood this era very well, or rather, he knew very well who to cooperate with. Chen Ke also always discarded those who had no utilization value like worn-out shoes. Befriending herself was like this, and befriending Xu Xilin was also like this. Of course, blaming Chen Ke for this would be a bit excessive. The wristwatch Chen Ke practically gave her was of extremely high value. Not only did You Gou say so, but friends in Japan who knew their goods also praised this watch endlessly. Xu Xilin only brought Chen Ke to Shanghai, but Chen Ke still gave Xu Xilin 300 taels of silver. Engaging in revolution these years meant spending money, and Chen Ke indeed didn't have much money on hand at the time.

However, Chen Ke dared to contact You Gou and others. By now, even Hua Xiongmao, who had had conflicts with Chen Ke back then, was so close to Chen Ke. On the contrary, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were like strangers to him. After seeing Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was also quite different from before. What exactly was this Chen Ke up to?

Qiu Jin decided to ask Chen Tianhua carefully, and she would return to Shanghai soon. This time Qiu Jin wouldn't let Chen Ke off easily; she must figure out what this guy was doing.

Chen Tianhua entered the tavern at 6:45. Seeing that Qiu Jin had already arrived, Chen Tianhua hurriedly came over to apologize. The proprietress of the hotel came over with that half-bowing posture unique to Japan. Qiu Jin ordered a few dishes casually and asked, "Xingtai, how come I heard you had some small spats with Mr. Song?"

"It's nothing, just some trivial matters," Chen Tianhua said. Qiu Jin didn't believe Chen Tianhua's words; from Chen Tianhua's face, it could be seen that this was by no means a trivial matter. The two probably argued quite fiercely.

"Xingtai, I introduced Wenqing to you. If there's anything wrong, Tianhua, you can speak frankly."

Chen Tianhua picked up the small wine cup and drained the sake inside in one gulp. Only then did he say with a slight bitter smile, "Mr. Qiu, I am very grateful to you for introducing such a talent as Wenqing to me. Among the revolutionary comrades I have seen, there are few who can surpass Wenqing."

"Who are the few who can surpass Wenqing? Can Xingtai tell me?" Qiu Jin smiled teasingly while pouring wine for Chen Tianhua.

It could be seen that Chen Tianhua took this joke seriously. He thought carefully. Unexpectedly, he didn't speak again. This really startled Qiu Jin a bit. Chen Tianhua didn't like to lie, nor did he like to gossip about others' shortcomings. Since he remained silent, it could only mean that Chen Tianhua really hadn't found a revolutionary who could be mentioned in the same breath as Chen Ke.

Who did Chen Tianhua come into contact with? They were all famous revolutionaries like Song Jiaoren, Huang Xing, and even Sun Yat-sen. Just as Qiu Jin was hesitating whether to continue asking Chen Tianhua, Chen Tianhua spoke first. "Mr. Qiu, the revolution Wenqing advocates seems similar to the revolution we advocate, yet it is completely different. What Wenqing advocates is a revolution of the common people, not a revolution of us property owners."

Qiu Jin still remembered Chen Ke's speech at Cai Yuanpei's home. She wasn't surprised by what Chen Tianhua stated. "Wenqing has always advocated this."

Chen Tianhua shook his head. "Different, it's different."

"How is it different?"

"In Wenqing's view, the Manchu Qing is just blocking his way, so he wants to destroy the Manchu Qing. Wenqing's revolution is to completely crush China and start over. This world has to be done over again."

"Wenqing has always said so," Qiu Jin laughed.

Chen Tianhua frowned slightly and looked at Qiu Jin with a gaze that held indescribable emotions. "Mr. Qiu, in Wenqing's revolution, even revolutionaries like you and me are to be crushed and started over again."

Whether it was the credit of this explanation or the credit of Chen Tianhua's gaze, that sentence just now seemed to open a window in front of Qiu Jin. Qiu Jin suddenly felt enlightened; things about Chen Ke she didn't understand before seemed much clearer at this moment.

"Does Xingtai mean that in Wenqing's revolution, eventually even the revolutionaries must be revolutionized once?"

"Exactly." Chen Tianhua drained the wine in his cup again. "I originally didn't approve of Wenqing's line of thought. But having spent so much time with Wenqing and written articles with Wenqing, I now feel that Wenqing's ideas actually make a lot of sense."

"Oh? What great work, can I have a look?" Qiu Jin asked in wonder.

"Mr. Qiu, the original manuscript is still with Wenqing. I only brought a copy. You can read it now, but you have to return the manuscript to me before I leave." As Chen Tianhua spoke, he took out a copy from his satchel.

"*The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, what a strange name."

"The content is even more extraordinary."

"Then I must study it carefully," Qiu Jin laughed.

Having said this much, there was no need to continue drinking. "Mr. Qiu, I'll be leaving first," Chen Tianhua said to Qiu Jin with a smile.

This smile carried some fatigue, but conversely, it had a feeling of being full of vitality. Qiu Jin could see that what was tired was only Chen Tianhua's body. The disputes over the past few days hadn't defeated Chen Tianhua; on the contrary, Chen Tianhua seemed to have broken free from that initial helplessness. It was as if he had found a new direction. Qiu Jin felt very curious about Chen Tianhua's change.

Young people can immerse themselves in their own ideals for a long time, burning their enthusiasm almost infinitely. For them, the future is something to look forward to. As a revolutionary propagandist, Qiu Jin understood that feeling very well. But Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin were both born in 1875; they were both 30 years old this year, no longer young.

After the outburst of revolutionary passion, Qiu Jin would always have a feeling of powerlessness. No matter how beautiful the world in ideals was, one eventually had to face the ruthless reality. With the increase in age, Qiu Jin felt this helplessness more and more. The more one knew, the more one would fear. Chen Tianhua had suffered continuous setbacks, but instead had a feeling of letting go, which made Qiu Jin somewhat worried.

"Where is Xingtai preparing to go?" Qiu Jin asked with concern.

"I have an appointment to give a lecture to some people," Chen Tianhua replied. Seeing the worry in Qiu Jin's expression, he couldn't help but laugh. "Mr. Qiu, I've been explaining Wenqing's book to a few students recently. The students like this book very much. Every time after I lecture, I discover that many places I originally thought I understood, I actually hadn't figured out brilliantly at all. And after every lecture, there's a feeling of sudden enlightenment."

"Oh, then can I also go and listen?" Qiu Jin became interested.

"If Mr. Qiu doesn't mind, I hope Mr. Qiu will give much advice."

The class was held in a fairly decent residence. Quite a few young people had already gathered in the tatami room. Before entering the door, their heated discussion could be heard. Sliding open the door, twenty or so young people were sitting in several piles, discussing enthusiastically. Qiu Jin glanced around and saw that there were people wearing kimonos and people wearing ordinary international student clothes.

Seeing Chen Tianhua enter, the young people rose one after another. But they stood in two rows. The row on the south side should all be Japanese, about seven or eight of them. They bowed almost simultaneously using the Japanese bowing etiquette and greeted Chen Tianhua in unfluent Japanese. "Hello, Teacher Chen."

The Chinese youth on the right saw the Japanese doing this and also said at the same time, "Hello, Mr. Chen."

When everyone straightened up, Chen Tianhua introduced, "This is Mr. Qiu Jin, a revolutionary and also my comrade. It was Mr. Qiu who introduced me to Mr. Chen Ke."

Hearing this, the Japanese students immediately paid their respects to Qiu Jin using Japanese etiquette again, and the Chinese students also greeted Qiu Jin one after another. Qiu Jin didn't quite understand why, when mentioning her, he had to specifically mention the relationship between Chen Ke and herself. And the eyes with which those students looked at her were so enthusiastic.

The leading Japanese student asked happily, "Teacher Chen, since this Mr. Qiu is acquainted with Mr. Chen Ke, will she be giving us the lecture today?"

"That's not it. Mr. Qiu is just coming over to sit today. I'll try to give this lesson."

Qiu Jin didn't understand what exactly Chen Tianhua meant by these words. While returning the greeting to everyone, she sized them up. Given Chen Tianhua's usual appearance, Qiu Jin found it hard to imagine that he could actually have so many supporters. More importantly, although these young people were high-spirited, they didn't have the impetuous air found on those international students. There were no looks of great joy or anger or dancing eyebrows on everyone's faces; instead, there was that serious attitude of truly pursuing knowledge.

Seeing everyone sit down cross-legged one after another, Chen Tianhua didn't stand on ceremony either. He stood in front of the blackboard and wrote down a topic—" The Connection and Development of the World."

"I have no way to explain today's lesson to everyone anymore. I can only try to read the text. I said before that when Mr. Chen Ke led me to write this book, for the places I didn't understand, Mr. Chen Ke was there to guide me personally. At the time, I thought I understood. But now asking me to explain it to everyone, I can't."

After speaking, Chen Tianhua also sat down cross-legged, took out a copy, and began to read. The atmosphere of the lecture was very good. After reading a part, Chen Tianhua would explain it according to his own thoughts and would also discuss it with the students. The Japanese students participating in this class could all speak Chinese. But presumably, there were many from Nagasaki; their Mandarin accents were baffling, mixing various flavors from Shandong to Fujian.

Compared to the course content, the accent problem appeared insignificant. This lesson discussed the fundamental opposition between dialectics and metaphysics, connections, and the meaning of the objectivity and universality of connections.

This kind of logical problem made Qiu Jin dizzy just by the names. Qiu Jin could still understand every concrete example, but once these examples were subjected to logical argumentation, it was no longer something Qiu Jin could understand now. Not only was Qiu Jin confused, but the students also heard it inexplicably. After Chen Tianhua lectured for half an hour, he gave up.

"I'm really sorry, everyone. I really can't teach this lesson. I now announce that our course ends here," Chen Tianhua said.

Qiu Jin saw Chen Tianhua mess up the lesson and was slightly worried for him. Next, the students indeed made things difficult.

"When does Teacher Chen plan to leave for Shanghai?" asked the leader among the Japanese students.

Qiu Jin looked at Chen Tianhua. For the Japanese to use such a direct way of speaking, it meant they were driving him away.

"Departing in three days."

"Then I'll go buy the boat ticket first," the Japanese student said with a slight look of joy, and then he turned and communicated with other students in Japanese.

"We'll also go back and prepare." A Chinese student who looked like a leader said. After speaking, he took out a money bag. "This is our money for buying boat tickets."

Chen Tianhua shook his head and pushed the money bag back in front of that student. "I will pay for the boat tickets for everyone. For you gentlemen to give up your studies like this and return to China with me, I really feel quite guilty."

"Student Tianhua is taking us to meet that Mr. Chen Ke together. To be able to listen to lectures under his tutelage, everyone is already overjoyed. We study and study for the sake of saving the country; as long as we can save China, this study will not have been in vain."

Other students nodded in agreement one after another.

Qiu Jin looked at Chen Tianhua in astonishment. She originally thought Chen Tianhua had messed up the lecture, but she didn't expect it wasn't that case at all. Listening to everyone's meaning, they were actually going to return to Shanghai together to find Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua had never mentioned this matter; he had kept his mouth shut about such an important decision.

"Mr. Qiu, I don't blame the gentlemen of the Tongmenghui for having opinions about me. What Wenqing has learned is indeed far superior to me. I originally thought I had learned and understood, but only now do I realize that I only understood a little fur. Therefore, I am determined to go back to Wenqing's place to finish learning these courses first. These friends are all extremely interested in Wenqing's book, and I also boasted that Wenqing is running schools and opening factories there. When you gentlemen arrive in Shanghai, you will absolutely not lack ways to support yourselves. Everyone is going over with me."

Qiu Jin really didn't expect that things would actually turn out this way in the end. She looked at the students, especially those Japanese students. What exactly did Chen Tianhua learn from Chen Ke that could make these people so interested? Listening to Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke's place could actually accept so many people, and could support so many people.

What exactly did Chen Ke do in Shanghai? Qiu Jin wanted to know very much.

When Chen Tianhua left, it was September 5, a day earlier than Qiu Jin's return journey.
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It was 9:00 AM on September 8 when Qiu Jin appeared at the entrance of Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop. The last time she was here was over three months ago. This street didn't seem to have changed much; there weren't many rickshaws passing by, and they looked quite old. Pedestrians still mostly wore short clothes. However, the few old ladies sitting idly by the street were somewhat different. Qiu Jin still remembered that when she came here with Chen Ke and the others last time, the old ladies had stared at her for a long time. Now, those few old ladies merely glanced at her and continued their leisurely chat.

Turning into the small alley, Qiu Jin saw the gate that she still had an impression of. A few months ago, Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop was still a place where visitors were few and far between. Although it was a bright summer day in early May, that cold and desolate feeling was like the countryside in autumn. After pushing open the gate, the desolation that rushed toward her from the quiet and empty courtyard made Qiu Jin feel a little sentimental.

Now, it was a cloudy day, and the dark clouds at the tail end of the continuous autumn rain had not completely dispersed. But the workshop Qiu Jin was facing now seemed like a lively, large beehive. Before she even reached the doorway, various noisy sounds drifted out from inside. An unpainted sign hung at the doorway; on the light yellow raw wood board were written four large characters: "Huangpu Book Society." This was definitely not Chen Ke's handwriting, but it was Chen Ke's style: simple and brisk. Qiu Jin almost laughed looking at it; if this wooden board weren't wide enough and the characters weren't beautiful, it would look like the kind of tombstone stuck on a hastily filled grave. The gate was wide open, and Qiu Jin stood at the doorway and looked in; the courtyard was full of people.

Just as she wanted to go in, she heard the rumble of wheels behind her. Turning her head, she saw a large cart coming in from the street corner and stopping at the courtyard entrance. Several young men in white lab coats jumped off the cart. They were full of vitality and began to move things down from it with brisk steps.

Qiu Jin sighed secretly to herself; it had only been three months, but this place was completely different.

"Mr. Qiu?!" someone shouted.

Qiu Jin looked intently and found the young man opposite her somewhat familiar. Looking more carefully, it turned out to be the leader among those Japanese youths who had come back with Chen Tianhua. He wasn't wearing the Japanese kimono from when they last met, but a white shirt, greenish-grey trousers, black cloth shoes, and a doctor's white lab coat over them.

"Ah! Hello," Qiu Jin said with a smile.

"Mr. Qiu, I didn't introduce myself last time. My name is Kuroshima Jinichirō. Please give me much advice." Although he spoke strange Chinese and wore Sinicized Western clothes, Kuroshima still bowed to Qiu Jin according to Japanese etiquette in a well-behaved manner.

"Mr. Kuroshima, hello." Qiu Jin bowed slightly in return.

"Is Mr. Qiu here to look for Mr. Tianhua?" Kuroshima asked.

"Uh..." Qiu Jin pondered slightly. She was actually here to look for Chen Ke.

"Then you're here to find Mr. Wenqing, right?" Kuroshima was very clever. "When I went out to transport things this morning, Mr. Wenqing was still here."

"Kuroshima, come give a hand," shouted the young men who were struggling to lift a large box down.

"Okay," Kuroshima Jinichirō responded. He said to Qiu Jin with a slight apology, "Mr. Qiu, I'll go get busy first. Please go in yourself."

Since she had been recognized, Qiu Jin didn't stand foolishly at the doorway anymore. Stepping through the gate, she saw that several new straw sheds had been built in the originally empty courtyard. That is to say, thatched roofs were built on strange-looking wooden frames; they were very simple but looked quite nice.

Quite a few people sat in every straw shed. The outermost straw shed seemed to serve as a classroom. Quite a few people sat neatly in front of the blackboard inside. You Gou, whom she hadn't seen for a long time, stood in front of everyone, using a pointer to tap on strange symbols above a row of Chinese characters. "*ba*, *ba* (handle)!"

You Gou's gentle and soft Jiangnan accent speaking Northern Mandarin had a unique flavor. However, the accents of the students in front of You Gou were even more interesting; from Shaanxi to Huguang, everything was there. The same pronunciation sounded truly myriad and bizarre in Qiu Jin's ears. You Gou was teaching very seriously and didn't notice anyone else coming in at all. Qiu Jin didn't want to disturb her either. The few tiled houses on the north side of the courtyard still retained their old appearance; presumably, Chen Ke was still working inside. Qiu Jin walked toward there.

There were more people going in and out of the tiled houses. Everyone looked at Qiu Jin with slightly curious eyes, but no one asked. Before she reached the door, Chen Ke's peculiar Beijing accent drifted out. "No additional printing. Haven't you heard that things are precious when they are rare? The sales volume of the *Huangpu Review* isn't stable yet; just print 1,500 copies a day for now. Also, hmm, Huishen, you've decided on the location for that outward bound training I mentioned last time, right?"

"It's already decided," a voice Qiu Jin was unfamiliar with replied.

"Notify everyone first; the day after tomorrow, everyone must go participate in the training for me. Unless knives are raining from the sky, I'll lead everyone there personally."

Compared to a few months ago, Chen Ke's voice hadn't changed. Although he was issuing orders, there wasn't much change in his tone either.

Qiu Jin stepped into the room and saw that half of the room was filled with tables and strange glass instruments, while the other half had a few tables. Chen Ke and a young man were sitting at a table talking.

"Sister Qiu?" seeing Qiu Jin, Chen Ke immediately stood up and shouted in surprise. Chen Ke hadn't changed much; even his smile was exactly the same as a few months ago.

"I trust you have been well since we parted, Wenqing," Qiu Jin also laughed.

Chen Ke moved a stool for Qiu Jin. "Sister Qiu, wait a moment; I'll talk to you after I finish this matter."

After Chen Ke and that young man finished handling a few matters that needed attention, the young man buried his head and began writing some documents. Only then did Chen Ke turn around. "Xingtai said Sister Qiu was also returning to China after he came back. You really made me wait." After speaking, Chen Ke looked Qiu Jin up and down. "Sister has become thinner from the running around during this period."

"Wenqing is in high spirits, on the contrary."

"Eating my fill then sleeping, eating after sleeping; I estimate I've gained quite a bit of weight."

After saying this, the two laughed heartily.

"Why didn't I see Zhenglan and Xingtai?" Qiu Jin had just looked around; some young men were busy around those experimental instruments, but she didn't recognize any of them.

"Zhenglan has been out selling medicine recently. Xingtai is lecturing next door."

"It seems everyone is very busy."

"Does Sister Qiu have any plans recently?"

"Does Wenqing have any instructions?"

"That depends on whether Sister Qiu is willing to condescend."

"How so?"

"If Sister Qiu wants to return to Shaoxing, I happen to have a sum of money to send to Brother Bosun. If Sister Qiu plans to stay in Shanghai, my nursing school here lacks a principal."

Qiu Jin had originally wanted to run a school in Shanghai. Hearing Chen Ke say this, she became interested.

"It seems Wenqing has earned quite a bit of money."

"This money is earned in large amounts, but it's spent even faster," Chen Ke laughed.

While the two were talking, He Zudao walked in quickly. "Wenqing, two gentlemen from Fudan Public School want to see you."

"Sister Qiu, wait a moment; I'll go welcome them in." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he stood up.

A moment later, Chen Ke led two people in. Qiu Jin didn't know the leader, but the one behind was an acquaintance of Qiu Jin. The two noticed each other almost simultaneously. "Xuanqing is also here?" that person shouted happily.

"Youren. Why did you come?"

The one speaking to Qiu Jin was Yu Youren. Both were members of the Guangfu Society and had met last year. Everyone hadn't seen each other for a long time, but meeting at Chen Ke's place brought both unexpected joy and considerable surprise. Seeing Chen Ke smiling foolishly, somewhat unable to make heads or tails of it, Qiu Jin hurriedly introduced Yu Youren to Chen Ke.

"I've long looked forward to meeting you." Chen Ke had heard this name but didn't remember this person's deeds. But someone who could make it into history books was definitely no ordinary person.

Yu Youren didn't stand on ceremony, however. He hurriedly introduced the other person to Chen Ke. "This is Mr. Yan Fu."

Chen Ke and Qiu Jin were instantly stunned. Qi Huishen was burying his head in writing a report. Hearing this name, he put down his pen and stood up abruptly. Before Chen Ke could speak, Qi Huishen asked somewhat stammeringly, "Is this the Mr. Yan Fu who wrote *Tianyanlun*?" Chen Ke felt that Qi Huishen's voice was trembling a bit.

"Exactly," Yu Youren replied.

Ever since seeing *Tianyanlun*, Qi Huishen had been a super fan of Yan Fu. He once had the thought of applying to the Beiyang Naval Academy. Today, learning that this "handsome uncle" standing before him was the Mr. Yan Fu he had always admired incomparably, he couldn't care about anything else. While excitedly saying, "Yan... Mr. Yan, hello. I've read your book; it's the utmost honor to meet you today," he walked up and extended his right hand. Having spent a long time with Chen Ke and the others, Qi Huishen was already very accustomed to shaking hands. Plus, having dealt with British people a lot recently, he was also accustomed to shaking hands when facing wealthy and powerful people. In his excitement, he had forgotten that meeting people like Yan Fu required bowing and saluting.

Although Qiu Jin was also excited, she wouldn't be like Qi Huishen after all. She watched with interest as Qi Huishen stole Chen Ke's limelight. According to Chen Tianhua, Chen Ke was the leader of this small group. Qiu Jin looked at Chen Ke, wondering what reaction Chen Ke would have to this. Chen Ke also looked overjoyed; he didn't care at all that Qi Huishen rushed ahead to shake hands. Seeing Yan Fu extend his hand slightly awkwardly, only to be held tightly by Qi Huishen, and then Qi Huishen dragging Yan Fu and stammering words of admiration, Chen Ke just grinned foolishly. He didn't have the slightest look of displeasure.

Qiu Jin had originally been somewhat suspicious of Chen Ke, wondering if Chen Ke might be a guy who appeared loyal but was actually treacherous. But looking at Chen Ke's performance, he really didn't seem like that kind of deeply hidden, crafty old fox. Instead, it was quite consistent with the behavior appropriate for his age of twenty-five. This actually made Qiu Jin somewhat confused.

Yan Fu had seen many fans like Qi Huishen. Seeing Qi Huishen dragging him and chattering, he was also a bit impatient. He withdrew his arm slightly. Qi Huishen wasn't completely muddled; he hurriedly let go and apologized. Then he turned and went out the door.

"Mr. Yan, my name is Chen Ke. I've long looked forward to meeting you. Mr. Yan honoring us with your presence is truly my utmost honor." After speaking, Chen Ke also extended his right hand. With Qi Huishen preceding him, Yan Fu was somewhat more accustomed to it. After shaking hands with Chen Ke, Yan Fu looked left and right. Chen Ke guessed that Yan Fu wanted to speak in a relatively quiet place. Over there, the testers doing experiments looked over with burning eyes one by one. Chen Ke shouted, "Comrades, this is Mr. Yan Fu. Everyone hurry up and say hello."

Hearing this, the experimenters said hello to Mr. Yan Fu together.

"You continue doing experiments. If it's convenient for Mr. Yan Fu later, everyone can come up and talk again." After speaking, Chen Ke pulled the cloth curtain in the middle of the room shut, then laughed, "We only have this kind of environment here. If Mr. Yan feels it's inconvenient, shall we go out and find a place to talk?"

"Here is fine too," Yan Fu replied.

Chen Ke hurriedly pulled over stools, wiped them one by one with the sleeve of his white lab coat, and let everyone sit.

"Mr. Yan came here; do you have any advice?"

Qiu Jin looked at the two with interest. Yan Fu was fifty-one this year, extremely handsome, came from a naval officer background, and had served as the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy. That calm bearing honed over time was naturally extraordinary. Even in this ordinary, or rather somewhat crude environment, he commanded respect.

Chen Ke was only half Yan Fu's age and wore a very casual white lab coat. Of the stools in this room, Chen Ke chose the lowest one for himself to sit on. But that natural and considerate action just now, along with the sincere smile on his face, in Qiu Jin's view, meant his imposing manner was not at all inferior to Yan Fu's.

Both sides were silent for a moment. It was Yu Youren who spoke first. "Mr. Chen, our school is about to start, and this venue is about to be put into use. I wonder how much longer your remaining lectures will take."

"May I ask what position Mr. Yu holds at the school?"

"I am temporarily in charge of academic affairs; I am responsible for these venue matters."

"Ah, Mr. Yu, this was my oversight. The day before yesterday, at the end of the lecture, I told the students that the lecture series had ended. Yesterday I wrote a letter informing Mr. Ma of this matter. But I forgot to notify the school. I formally inform you now that the class has finished, and the school's venue will no longer be used. Please forgive the inconvenience caused to you and the school due to my oversight."

"Mr. Chen has misunderstood; I didn't come to condemn you for this matter. The school already knows about you stopping the lectures. The students are roused with indignation and insist that you finish this course. For this, the students sent representatives specifically to find Mr. Ma. Mr. Ma sent me here to ask how many class hours remain. If you don't mind, could you go to our school and finish this course?"

Hearing Yu Youren's words, Chen Ke didn't answer directly. Instead, he glanced at Yan Fu, seeing that Yan Fu was just looking at him with a serious expression. Chen Ke really couldn't understand; if it were just for this matter, it would absolutely be impossible to have Yan Fu personally take the field. But since Yan Fu had already come, how should he handle it?

Qiu Jin watched Chen Ke's actions and found it quite interesting. She also couldn't guess why Yan Fu had come. But Yan Fu definitely came prepared. Chen Ke drawing Yan Fu in as his own support was the best strategy. Seeing Chen Ke glance at Yan Fu, Qiu Jin knew Chen Ke was scheming about Yan Fu. While she was pondering, she heard Chen Ke speak. "Mr. Ma and the others care so much for the students; I admire it very much. I don't know what the students said, but this course has indeed been finished. I also said the same to Mr. Ma in the letter."

"Already finished?" Yu Youren actually had a look of surprise.

"Indeed, it has already finished." Chen Ke nodded with a smile.

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Yan Fu spoke up. "Mr. Chen. I read your great work. I also listened to your last few classes. Obviously, it wasn't finished."

"Mr. Yan, if you don't mind, just call me Wenqing." As Chen Ke spoke, he wrote these two characters on paper and handed it to Yan Fu.

Yan Fu glanced at it and put it down.

"Mr. Yan, I originally only prepared to finish lecturing on objective dialectics and subjective dialectics at Fudan Public School. I already completed my original plan the day before yesterday. The class is over." Chen Ke said with that candid face Qiu Jin was familiar with.

"Wenqing didn't plan to lecture on all the content?"

"Indeed, I didn't have this plan."

Listening to this dialogue, Qiu Jin really didn't know if Chen Ke was too serious or too arrogant. Hearing this, Qiu Jin somewhat understood what was going on. Chen Ke held a lecture series at Mr. Ma Xiangbo's school and also gave all the manuscripts to Mr. Ma Xiangbo. But he withdrew without lecturing on all the manuscripts. The students were reluctant to let him go. Ma Xiangbo was famous for cherishing students. Naturally, he wanted to ask Chen Ke to finish this course.

Who was Mr. Ma Xiangbo? He was Cai Yuanpei's teacher. It was definitely inappropriate for Mr. Ma to come forward personally. He sent Yu Youren to lobby, but feared Chen Ke wouldn't give face. As a result, he let Yan Fu come along.

If it were anyone else, they would probably have gone to lecture happily. In the literati circle of Jiangnan, Mr. Ma Xiangbo was a grandmaster. Gaining Mr. Ma's approval was equivalent to the entire Jiangnan literati world opening its doors to Chen Ke. But Chen Ke, not knowing what medicine he had taken wrongly, rejected it so seriously.

If playing hard to get with a boorish fellow, perhaps it would work. But playing this trick in front of Ma Xiangbo's disciple Yu Youren, and especially in front of a figure like Yan Fu... Chen Ke was probably still too green.

"Could it be that Wenqing has some difficulties?" Yan Fu asked.

"Difficulties are absolutely out of the question. In the plan I arranged, I really only prepared to lecture that much. Further on, my affairs have already been arranged. I cannot comply with Mr. Ma's kindness; I am very uneasy. But since I set a plan, I must abide by it. Mr. Yan, and Mr. Yu, I will specifically write a letter to explain this matter to Mr. Ma."

Chen Ke's meaning of rejection was so clear that he didn't even leave room for turning back. Not only Yan Fu and Yu Youren, but even Qiu Jin's expression changed. According to this meaning, Chen Ke would absolutely not go to lecture before completing his own plan. If Chen Ke changed his mind halfway, it could only prove that Chen Ke was a capricious villain.

But if Chen Ke didn't go to lecture, this air of importance was a bit frighteningly big. An ordinary scholar encountering such a situation would definitely climb up the pole. Hitching a ride on the big ship of Mr. Ma Xiangbo and Fudan Public School would be of unimaginable help to the future. If Qiu Jin had this opportunity, she would absolutely not let it go. But Chen Ke didn't take this to heart at all. From what he said now, he fundamentally only put his own affairs at the very front. Other things were not considered at all.

"Wenqing, are you really a scholar?" Qiu Jin thought to herself. Suddenly, Qiu Jin understood. Chen Ke might be a returned student; looking at Chen Tianhua's recommendation and Ma Xiangbo's attention, he should also be a literati. But Chen Ke had always claimed to be a revolutionary. Between his own career and prestige in the Jiangnan literati world, Chen Ke chose his own career.

"Wenqing, can't you choose a method that satisfies both sides?" Qiu Jin was really anxious for Chen Ke.
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Chapter 4 Yan Fu (2)

Qiu Jin was worried that Chen Ke's blunt rejection of Mr. Ma Xiangbo's invitation would trigger Yan Fu's displeasure. She placed her right arm on the table beside her, seemingly relaxed, but her body sat perfectly straight, and a hint of anxiety involuntarily surfaced on her face. Yu Youren also looked somewhat irritable. Mr. Ma Xiangbo had asked him to invite Chen Ke to lecture, and even Yan Fu had come forward. He had thought it should be a very easy matter, but it was rejected clearly and plainly by Chen Ke. The reason for refusal was actually that Chen Ke couldn't get away because of his own affairs. So he couldn't go to lecture.

It wasn't that Yu Youren couldn't accept this reason; what he couldn't accept was Chen Ke's attitude. Generally speaking, one should always decline tactfully, not reject bluntly.

In comparison, Yan Fu remained calm and composed, and Chen Ke still wore that sincere smile on his face. The two looked at each other for a moment. Only then did Yan Fu ask, "Wenqing, do you really not have any time at all?"

"Indeed, I don't right now. I won't be free until four months later."

"For something like lecturing, it would be fine if Wenqing just went and spoke. It would also let Mr. Ma have an explanation for the students."

"Mr. Yan, for someone of your great learning, as long as you speak, your words become the law, and you won't overstep the rules. I haven't finished my studies yet; it's merely the opinion of one school. Zengzi said, 'In planning for others, have I been unfaithful? In intercourse with friends, have I been untrustworthy?' Last time it was me lecturing myself; even if there were problems, it was my own lack of scholarship. Now I have my own plan; doing my best is already walking on thin ice. If I force myself to go lecture again, it would be nothing but unfaithful and untrustworthy."

Hearing Chen Ke actually use words from the *Analects*, Yan Fu smiled slightly. But he heard Chen Ke continue, "I respect Mr. Ma very much, so I will absolutely not be perfunctory about matters Mr. Ma instructs. It is truly beyond my ability."

Hearing this, Yan Fu couldn't help but laugh. "Since Wenqing says so, I cannot force someone to do what is difficult for them. I will reply to Mr. Ma about this matter."

Since Yan Fu said this, although Qiu Jin and Yu Youren felt it was a pity, they finally breathed a sigh of relief.

But they heard Yan Fu ask, "Looking at the equipment on Wenqing's side, presumably that specific medicine is produced here?"

"Exactly."

"There is one thing I don't understand; could Wenqing enlighten me?"

"Please speak frankly, Mr. Yan."

"Wenqing published the molecular formula of the specific medicine. As far as the domestic situation is concerned, I'm afraid only Wenqing's family can produce it. But abroad, there are probably thousands or tens of thousands who can produce it. Why did Wenqing let the foreigners gain an advantage for nothing? Could it be that the Great Qing shouldn't even produce a single medicine itself?"

Yan Fu's tone was still amiable, but the content of his words was already very dissatisfied. Chen Ke truly didn't expect Yan Fu to care so much about this matter. Qiu Jin and Yu Youren finally somewhat understood Yan Fu's purpose in coming here. Yan Fu himself naturally had no good feelings toward foreigners, and Chen Ke's actions had triggered Yan Fu's dissatisfaction.

"Mr. Yan, when I made this medicine, I didn't know you yet. As a commoner holding this medicine, I would naturally be spied on by those with intentions both inside and outside China. With just me earning money here, I don't know how many people would want my life. I couldn't handle it. If I had had someone with your distinguished reputation and noble character to back me up at that time, I naturally wouldn't have been afraid. Even if I gave this medicine to the country, it would be fine if I just had a little income. But I didn't know people of your kind, and although this medicine can save lives, its reputation is very bad. Ordinary people are jealous of my profit on one hand, and disdainful of me on the other. As everyone inclines, I also have to survive."

Yan Fu stared at Chen Ke, as if wanting to see Chen Ke's true thoughts from his straightforward gaze.

"I published this prescription, so those with intentions can naturally go make the medicine themselves. Moreover, those buying the medicine feel that I at least have the hardship of practicing medicine, so they won't go so far as to take my life. I saved my little life and have a slight income. I don't feel I had any other choice. As for the opinion of an upright gentleman like you about me, even if dissatisfied, you wouldn't go so far as to take my life. So I couldn't care about so much."

This was said cutely; Qiu Jin couldn't help covering her mouth and chuckling softly. Even Yan Fu sighed gently in resignation to suppress his smile. "Wenqing makes it sound pitiful."

Chen Ke replied with a smile, "The Sage teaches that one cannot cherish one's body when doing things. When I made this medicine, I didn't sleep for days and never took off my clothes except for bathing; these were all easy. But Mr. Yan, I can't want money over my life."

Yan Fu had already accepted Chen Ke's explanation. After hearing Chen Ke's last words, he couldn't help laughing out loud. Not only Yan Fu, but Qiu Jin and Yu Youren also nodded in agreement.

"Wenqing is well-versed in the ways of the world and answers fluently. I wonder which family you come from?" Yan Fu asked.

"This... when I left home, my parents said I was not allowed to report my family background. I cannot answer this matter."

"So that's how it is; there are difficulties." Hearing this, Yan Fu just nodded and didn't continue to ask about this matter. "Wenqing flattered me quite highly just now. I actually have a suggestion; would Wenqing care to listen?"

"Please speak frankly, Mr. Yan."

"I have old ties with the Shanghai Daotai Yan Shuxun. I could actually go lobby him to open a joint government-merchant pharmaceutical factory. Wenqing can make medicine boldly; presumably, no one will dare to make things difficult for Wenqing again."

Hearing this, everyone was quite surprised. Yan Fu's suggestion made it clear he wanted to help Chen Ke. Given Yan Fu's status, showing such care for a stranger probably implied some hidden meaning.

"Mr. Yan, I actually have a request."

"Please speak."

"There is no problem with opening a pharmaceutical factory, but for the civil side, Mr. Yan must be asked to come forward. All shares belong to Mr. Yan, and the matter of making medicine will be done by me. If dividends are distributed, I will take however much Mr. Yan gives me. If Mr. Yan cannot agree to do it this way, I cannot agree to the matter of jointly running a pharmaceutical factory."

Chen Ke's answer greatly exceeded Qiu Jin and Yu Youren's expectations again. Yan Fu, however, had long experience in officialdom and knew Chen Ke's meaning. He pondered for a moment before sighing, "Wenqing is truly clever."

"I'm just trying to save my little life. If not for the presence of someone like you, Mr. Yan, even if you gave me several guts, I wouldn't dare to participate in such a thing."

"Then I will notify Wenqing when I have news. I'll take my leave for today." After Yan Fu finished speaking, he stood up.

"Please wait a moment, Mr. Yan." Chen Ke took a book out of the drawer and wrote a few words on a piece of paper. "This is *Tianyanlun* written by you. Please sign your great name on it." After speaking, Chen Ke handed both the book and the paper to Yan Fu.

Yan Fu glanced at the book and immediately felt good will. This book had obviously been flipped through many times; the cover and the edges of the pages were a bit blackened from touching. The corners of the book were also somewhat worn round. But it happened to be very neat, without any creases or damage, showing that the reader cherished it extremely. He saw three characters written on the paper: "Qi Huishen."

"Who is Qi Huishen?" Yan Fu asked.

"It's that friend of mine just now. You also saw him; he admires you very much. He has read this book countless times."

Yan Fu smiled, walked to the table, picked up the writing brush Qi Huishen had just used, and waved the brush to write "Kept by Mr. Qi Huishen, presented by Yan Fu" on the title page. Then he got up and left. When passing through the courtyard, the young people already knew the famous Yan Fu had come. Seeing him come out, everyone lined up left and right, sandwiching the group in the middle, and greeted Yan Fu one after another. Yan Fu nodded to everyone with a composed expression; this demeanor was indeed not something Chen Ke could compare with.

Chen Ke and Qiu Jin saw the two to the street corner. Before parting, Yu Youren said, "Xuanqing, I'm currently living at Fudan Public School. Please come for a chat when you have time, Xuanqing."

Qiu Jin nodded in agreement, and the two sides parted. The students watched Yan Fu's figure disappear around the street corner, and seeing Chen Ke walk back, they ran back into the courtyard one after another.

Returning to the room, they saw Qi Huishen holding the book and blowing gently on the undried ink. He looked overjoyed. Seeing Chen Ke come in, he carefully put the book down and said repeatedly, "Many thanks, many thanks!"

Chen Ke laughed, "Get to work!"

Qiu Jin and Chen Ke sat down again. Only then did she ask, "Wenqing, why didn't you agree to Mr. Ma's invitation?"

"Sister Qiu, Tianhua said you knew he brought twenty-some people back."

"Mm."

"Look, there are dozens more people in the courtyard. Just lecturing these comrades, I'm already busy to death. Moreover, our Huangpu Book Society is about to organize a social investigation. I simply don't have time to go to Fudan's side."

"Social investigation? Investigating what?"

"The first social investigation is about the population situation in Shanghai. Where do they all come from, what do they rely on to live, and what plans do they have?"

"Uh?" Qiu Jin didn't understand this very well.

"Revolution requires knowing why we revolt. Without knowing what China really looks like now, how can we know how to revolt? We must understand the situation of the people. Oh, let me introduce you; this Comrade Qi Huishen is the leader of the research group for this social investigation."

Qi Huishen and Qiu Jin exchanged greetings. After a few casual polite remarks, he continued writing things.

Seeing Chen Ke looking slightly tired, Qiu Jin laughed, "Just now Wenqing answered Mr. Yan Fu fluently and was in high spirits. Why are you wilted now?"

"People like Mr. Yan Fu aren't easy to talk to. Talking to him, you have to gather your spirits." Chen Ke wiped his face and sighed. "The Master said: 'The superior man is easy to serve and difficult to please. If you try to please him in any way which is not accordant with right, he will not be pleased. But in his employment of men, he uses them according to their capacity.'"

Qiu Jin knew Chen Ke's national studies weren't too rotten, but hearing such bookishness dropped, she was rather unaccustomed to it. Fortunately, Chen Ke provided an explanation immediately.

"Mr. Yan came this time to see my capability. Whether to go lecture or not, and that matter of making medicine, were not the main purpose of his trip at all. I'm actually not a person who pays much attention to etiquette. having to cooperate with Mr. Yan's pace just now tired me to death."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin just smiled. Qi Huishen looked up slightly and glanced at Chen Ke. Chen Ke grinned at Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen buried his head and continued writing the draft. Although he suspected why Chen Ke wanted to say these relatively confidential words to Qiu Jin, Qi Huishen believed in Chen Ke. He knew Chen Ke wouldn't do things recklessly. Whatever doubts he had could be raised at today's Party meeting. He wasn't in a hurry for the moment.

After Chen Ke finished analyzing Yan Fu's purpose, Chen Tianhua happened to finish lecturing. The reunion of the three was naturally a joyous occasion. While everyone went out to eat together, Yan Fu had already arrived at Ma Xiangbo's home. On the way, Yu Youren had tried to talk to Yan Fu about today's matters, but Yan Fu replied with a few faint sentences and didn't have the attitude to continue talking. Yu Youren didn't dare to say much either. The two arrived at Mr. Ma's place in silence. After reporting the result of this trip, Yu Youren left tactfully.

"Jidao, having seen Chen Ke, how do you feel?"

"He was currying favor with me." Yan Fu put aside the demeanor that made Yu Youren dare not speak just now and replied relaxedly.

"Oh, for a big shot like you, he naturally has to curry favor." Mr. Ma made tea himself and poured it for both of them.

"When I saw this person, I remembered *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* on the way. Cao Cao evaluated Yuan Shao: 'He cherishes his life while doing great things, and forgets his life when seeing small profits.' This Chen Ke is only twenty-five, but he has the look of a hero." After the evaluation, Yan Fu told Mr. Ma Xiangbo about today's events in detail. Mr. Ma had never had any interest in such intriguing matters, so he didn't care much listening to it.

When Yan Fu finished speaking, he asked faintly, "Then how does Jidao plan to treat this Chen Wenqing?"

"Mr. Xiangbo, when you saw me last time, you said you felt this Chen Ke would inevitably bring chaos to the world. Why is this?"

Mr. Ma Xiangbo thought for a moment before saying, "There is a volume in his book that talks about the change of social systems, pointing directly to current malpractices, and speaking obscurely, absolutely never mentioning the word 'revolution.' But as long as one believes his book, one is bound to want to overthrow the imperial court. I have heard the arguments of many revolutionaries; although they are also patriotic, if you think further according to what they say, you can always see their extreme selfishness. Although Chen Ke's book is the opinion of one school, when used to interpret ancient and modern Chinese affairs, it holds water and has no flaws. Most importantly, it is unexpectedly without selfishness. Let alone the future, just now, the students are already discussing it heatedly. Many people have already begun to discuss how to overthrow the court. What kind of industrial country should be built after overthrowing the court? Sigh..."

Yan Fu nodded. "That Chen Ke knows when to advance and retreat, doesn't covet small profits, has excellent scholarship, and his bearing is also quite unusual. However, if it were a peaceful era, even if he wrote this book, he might not be able to do much. But now that the chaos of the world is already established, Chen Ke's heart in writing this book is clear for all to see; even his parents didn't dare to let Chen Ke report his family background. Moreover, I see that quite a few young people have gathered at his place now. Once these people learn Chen Ke's book, they will absolutely not let the matter rest with the court. Heh heh, there's no need to say more about what that Chen Ke wants to do."

Hearing Yan Fu's unkind tone, Mr. Ma Xiangbo asked somewhat worriedly, "Jidao, you wouldn't be thinking of going to..."

"The Boxer Calamity, and the court executing those six people, was already acting against the tide. I will absolutely not go to inform on him. This person Chen Ke writes books and establishes theories, gathering a crowd; as long as he is allowed to occupy land, it will be great chaos immediately. However, Mr. Xiangbo, I have already decided to take Chen Ke as a disciple. I take him as a disciple not for myself. First, I actually want to lend him a hand and see what exactly he can achieve. Moreover, Chen Ke needs something from me now, so he has to listen to some of my restraint. Second, if he really becomes a force, there will bound to be some critical moments in the world in the future. When that time comes, I will have to say something no matter what. With the status of his teacher, presumably, Chen Ke will listen to a thing or two."

The idea of taking Chen Ke as a disciple was first proposed by Mr. Ma Xiangbo. But he didn't expect Yan Fu to make up his mind so quickly. Mr. Ma Xiangbo was somewhat puzzled. "The matter of taking him as a disciple can be planned slowly; Jidao doesn't need to be anxious."

Yan Fu shook his head slightly. "This person Chen Ke is rather like Liu Bei; looking benevolent and righteous, he is actually a formidable ambitionist of the world and will absolutely not be willing to stay under others. If it were someone else, with Mr. Xiangbo's invitation, they would come up themselves no matter what. But that Chen Ke disdains this. Although his words were polite, he refused to borrow Mr. Xiangbo's name in the slightest. If I plan slowly, Chen Ke will definitely not be willing to cast himself under my gate. If I use other methods, that Chen Ke is very shrewd and may not fall into someone else's trap. Moreover, I actually don't know how to play these little tricks either. I might as well ask him to be a disciple openly and aboveboard. Chen Ke needs something from me now and will certainly not refuse."

Seeing Yan Fu speak decisively, Mr. Ma knew he had already made up his mind and began to worry about Yan Fu instead. He sighed deeply, "This is me implicating Jidao."

"Mr. Xiangbo speaks too heavily. Based on Chen Ke's words and deeds today, he is not yet enough to be my disciple. In the days to come, I will go to his place often to have a look. Only if he is truly 'straightforward and loves righteousness, examines people's words and observes their countenances, and is humble to others' will I take him as a disciple. If he is merely a person who 'assumes the appearance of virtue but acts in opposition to it,' then the matter of taking him as a disciple need not be mentioned again."

Mr. Ma Xiangbo was well-versed in national studies. He knew that the conditions Yan Fu put forward were actually Confucius's standards for a distinguished gentleman. Yan Fu started as the chief instructor, or dean, at the Beiyang Naval Academy and worked his way up to the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy. He was very strict with students. Since he decided this today, he would absolutely not be lax in examining Chen Ke. The Sage's requirements for a distinguished gentleman were no more than this. Ma Xiangbo actually felt that Chen Ke might not be able to pass Yan Fu's inspection, and he felt somewhat relieved.

The two chatted about Fudan Public School for a while longer before Yan Fu rose to take his leave.

Walking on the road, Yan Fu felt somewhat guilty. There were some words he didn't dare say too much for fear of worrying Mr. Ma Xiangbo. Starting from the Nanyang Navy, Yan Fu had experienced hardships on the road of serving the country and had many failures and painfully etched memories.

Especially with the destruction of the Beiyang Navy in the First Sino-Japanese War, Yan Fu almost had thoughts of suicide. Only later did he write the book *Tianyanlun*. In the Gengzi year (1900), the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded Tianjin. In the early morning of June 17, the invading army captured the Dagu Forts, and then large numbers of troops marched into Tianjin. On the morning of the 27th, a force mainly composed of Russian troops poured countless shells. The Tianjin Machinery Bureau, founded in 1868, subsequently became a battlefield. The Naval Academy within the walls of the Machinery Bureau, along with the Machinery Bureau it was located in, was destroyed by the flames of war. Thus, a Machinery Bureau with huge investment and painstaking management for over 30 years and a Naval Academy managed for 20 years were all destroyed by the hands of foreign powers.

When the Beiyang Naval Academy was destroyed, Yan Fu was the principal. When forced to leave the school amidst the rumble of cannon fire, Yan Fu's face was covered in tears. At this time, the Old Buddha (Empress Dowager Cixi) had already taken the Guangxu Emperor and court ministers on a "Westward Hunt" (flight). Yan Fu had to flee to Shanghai and live in Changkangli, Zhabei. From then on, he began a life of running north and south, eating wherever he could.

However, Yan Fu later heard that the expectant Chiliarch Zong Yongde "knew he could not defend it, and fearing the gunpowder would aid the enemy, he dismissed the guards, ignited the gunpowder himself to burn the storehouse, and died with the enemy." He still had some vague impression of that officer; it seemed he had a big beard and a burly figure. He was introduced once by someone unknown at some time but hadn't spoken. This low-ranking officer could sacrifice his life for righteousness, yet he himself and the "Empress Dowager" and "Emperor" residing at the top of the Qing dynasty ran fast, escaping with their lives.

Afterward, Yan Fu's official career never recovered. Not only did the Westernization faction lose power, but he himself also had some intention of self-exile. In these few years, Yan Fu repeatedly pondered the path to save the country but always felt he couldn't grasp the main point. Even if schools were run, so what? Even if the Self-Strengthening Movement was launched, so what? The court was defeated again and again. China could never find the road to the future.

But reading Chen Ke's *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*, Yan Fu finally saw a clear road being pointed out. Yan Fu was a master of national studies; he saw very clearly that there was much sophistry in Chen Ke's book, and even places where he clearly knew it was wrong but glossed over it. Regarding these places, he actually felt that for a twenty-five-year-old youth like Chen Ke, having such attainments was already very extraordinary. Lack of scholarship would inevitably lead to sophistry. But after listening to Chen Ke's lectures a few times, he thoroughly understood that Chen Ke's discussion of China was merely raising a banner for his own theory; Chen Ke focused on the future, not the past. In Chen Ke's class, this young man depicted the blueprint of a future industrial China clearly.

Mr. Ma Xiangbo hadn't gone to listen to Chen Ke's lectures, so he didn't know. Moreover, Mr. Ma Xiangbo had never been an official after all; he was merely a scholar running schools. Presumably, he wouldn't understand even if he listened. The students below the stage were the same.

Yan Fu had been an official all the way, from south to north, from factories to schools, and had also stayed in the court. He understood. Chen Ke had spoken so clearly and plainly about the blueprint of a new country, a new government, and even many specific operations. Among the people in the full house, Yan Fu believed that probably only he could truly understand.

That Chen Ke must be a descendant of some high official or noble family in the court. Yan Fu understood very well why Chen Ke mentioned today that "parents didn't allow me to report my family background." When Chen Ke rebelled, it would definitely not be a small skirmish. It would definitely shock the world. If his background were known, his family would inevitably face execution of the entire clan.

But Yan Fu didn't care about these anymore. In his youth, he went to the Royal Naval College in the UK with Liu Buchan, Lin Taizeng, Jiang Chaoying, Fang Boqian, He Xinchuan, Ye Zujue, Sa Zhenbing, Huang Jianxun, Jiang Yezhi, Lin Yingqi, and others. His classmates had already died in battle in the Yellow Sea. As the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, how many of his students had died for the country? He didn't even know the names of these people or where they died in battle. "Jiawu (1894)! Gengzi (1900)!" He, Yan Fu, perhaps should have died long ago; the reason he dragged out his ignoble existence until now was only because Yan Fu still hoped to see China's revival.

Whether Chen Ke rebelled wasn't important to Yan Fu. What Yan Fu worried about was whether this young man Chen Ke could build a new industrial China as he said. As long as this goal could be achieved, Yan Fu felt he would die without regrets.

Recalling today's meeting, Yan Fu saw very clearly that facing Mr. Ma Xiangbo's invitation, Chen Ke wavered for just an instant. Although it was only an instant, Chen Ke recovered himself and withstood the temptation.

"Chen Wenqing, can you really persist on that road you wrote yourself? Can you turn what you wrote into reality? I'd like to see if you are worthy of being my disciple," Yan Fu thought to himself. But he knew that the sentence he really wanted to say to himself was another simple one: "Don't let me be disappointed again."
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The day after Yan Fu visited Chen Ke's place, Qin Wu'an, the accountant of the People's Party, and Chen Ke distributed the day's wages to the workers of the school construction engineering team together. After Chen Ke and Yuwen Badu agreed on the price, he "took it upon himself" to pay the workers daily. This was a loophole in the contract because it didn't specify who the salary should be given to. Qin Wu'an and Du Zhenghui, as supervisors, were responsible for the daily salary distribution.

Yuwen Badu looked as if he had eaten a sour persimmon; his face was almost twisted together. He had never seen such a "master."

As a labor contractor in 1905, Yuwen Badu was considered quite capable. Of course, Yuwen Badu was very familiar with various little tricks for squeezing money. Among them, the most important was none other than firmly grasping the power to distribute money.

In Yuwen Badu's impression, Chen Ke was a very shrewd rich man, and judging by his attire, he was also educated. Yuwen Badu had seen such people before; most were mean, harsh, and nitpicking types. They rarely went to the construction site, and even if they did, they looked at the workers with a gaze mixed with disdain and a sense of superiority. Then they would make a show of patrolling around and pick some faults out of nothing. Of course, some more lenient ones might pretend to be generous and claim to add a meal for the workers. Those who were good for nothing would clamor to deduct money.

No matter how they fussed, Yuwen Badu could handle it. Moreover, their fussing was actually not bad; those fellow villagers below sometimes needed a beating. They would slack off whenever they had nothing to do. Since the power to distribute money was in Yuwen Badu's hands anyway, he just used these opportunities to deduct some wages for himself.

So when Yuwen Badu lost control over the distribution of money, his pain and panic even exceeded his own imagination. This was the first time Yuwen Badu had encountered such a situation in so many years. If it were before, Yuwen Badu still had the last resort of "the fish dies and the net breaks"—that is, simply pulling the engineering team away and then spreading many bad words about this master. If the project stopped halfway, the master over there definitely wouldn't be able to bear it and would eventually have to ask Yuwen Badu back.

Now, it wasn't just Yuwen Badu's engineering team that was busy on the construction site; there was also an engineering team organized by Chen Ke himself, and the number of people was even greater than Yuwen Badu's. Quitting work simply wouldn't have the effect of strangling them. Watching his fellow villagers line up neatly and collect their wages with beaming smiles, Yuwen Badu felt waves of panic.

At the Party meeting in the evening, after Qin Wu'an reported the project progress to the comrades, Chen Ke said to the Party cell personnel: "To win over the masses, we must first know where the interests of the masses lie. We must not only consider long-term interests but especially consider short-term interests. Let's first try to see how to win over Yuwen Badu's team of Anhui people."

This was a formal Party meeting. As the chairman of this Party meeting, Chen Ke was assigning tasks to the comrades.

"To what extent do we need to win them over?" Qi Huishen asked. Within the People's Party, Qi Huishen clearly occupied the second seat. No one tried to challenge Qi Huishen's position, but Chen Ke knew that quite a few comrades were already dissatisfied with Qi Huishen handling almost all the work. For example, Hua Xiongmao.

"Who will specifically do this work?" Hua Xiongmao asked in a frivolous tone. It was Hua Xiongmao who introduced Yuwen Badu to Chen Ke, and when Chen Ke first proposed winning over Yuwen Badu, he also said it to Hua Xiongmao. He naturally hoped to preside over this work himself.

Qi Huishen already had a lot of work on hand. If he took this on as well, he really couldn't handle it. However, Hua Xiongmao's words made Qi Huishen feel very uncomfortable. With Chen Ke as an example, Qi Huishen also worked tirelessly, going to bed late and getting up early every day. To Qi Huishen's ears, the meaning behind Hua Xiongmao's words was clearly mockery, not volunteering to undertake the work.

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke had already taken over the conversation. "It won't work to try to grasp everything at once. I have a proposal now."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao looked at Chen Ke with a face full of expectation. Other comrades estimated that this work wouldn't fall on their heads anyway, so they didn't care much.

"Comrades, the first part of the Party lessons has been finished. I think everyone already knows the platform and purpose of the People's Party, right?" Chen Ke's words somewhat surprised the comrades. But everyone gathered their spirits.

"I already know," Hua Xiongmao said, beating Qi Huishen to it. Since Hua Xiongmao had already spoken, everyone didn't want to say anything more.

"The platform of the People's Party is to launch a people's revolution and build a socialist New China. I wonder if comrades have any opinions on this?" Chen Ke asked.

You Gou frowned slightly. Out of a woman's keen intuition, You Gou felt there were quite a few other meanings in these words. "I have no opinion on this. What exactly does Wenqing want to do? Hmm, I should say, what does Wenqing plan to do with the People's Party?"

"I plan to reorganize the People's Party." Chen Ke answered this question straightforwardly.

Most comrades showed surprised expressions. Zhou Yuanxiao still looked cold. Chen Tianhua and He Zudao seemed slightly nervous. Wu Xingchen looked carefree, as if whatever Chen Ke did was fine. Qin Wu'an looked as usual, just listening seriously to Chen Ke's speech.

"I must explain today that future work will enter the first stage. The goal is to build base areas and launch armed uprisings. This is already planning to rebel. No, this is already rebelling. So I ask everyone to think seriously about whether you really want to participate in the revolution."

After speaking, Chen Ke scanned the circle of comrades. After Chen Ke finished lecturing on the materialist view of history, the comrades all knew that Chen Ke intended to rebel, but after these words were spoken clearly by Chen Ke, everyone still felt somewhat shocked.

"Can I withdraw?" Zhou Yuanxiao broke the silence.

Chen Ke nodded. "Yes, I won't force anyone to stay. Brother Zhou, I will talk to you about the workshop later. As a friend, I hope Brother Zhou keeps some things secret for us."

Everyone's gaze focused on Zhou Yuanxiao. Amidst such doubtful and dissatisfied gazes, Zhou Yuanxiao stood up. He looked somewhat relieved. Regarding Chen Ke's reminder, Zhou Yuanxiao replied, "Wenqing, don't worry; I will absolutely not betray everyone."

You Gou wanted to say something, probably to persuade Zhou Yuanxiao to stay. But she tried to speak several times but couldn't get the words out. In the end, she simply turned her head, probably not wanting to watch Zhou Yuanxiao leave the venue. Chen Ke noticed this and gave You Gou a gentle smile. You Gou saw Chen Ke's smile but lowered her head.

Zhou Yuanxiao walked out of the crowd quickly as if relieved of a heavy burden. Near the door, his steps slowed down. Zhou Yuanxiao didn't want to participate in rebellion; rebelling meant opposing the imperial court. If caught by the court, one would be beheaded. He wasn't stupid; halfway through the lectures, Zhou Yuanxiao was very clear that Chen Ke definitely intended to rebel. Although Chen Ke had guaranteed Zhou Yuanxiao that he wouldn't let him participate in armed struggle, once the rebellion really started, could Chen Ke's words be realized?

Zhou Yuanxiao had joined Chen Ke's political party only when he was desperate back then. If Chen Ke had really risen up in rebellion at that time, perhaps Zhou Yuanxiao would have followed Chen Ke. Zhou Yuanxiao still remembered Chen Ke saying confidently at that time: "Brother Zhou, once you become a Party member, you will become a new person."

Yes, after becoming a Party member and listening to Party lessons, Zhou Yuanxiao had indeed changed. The lessons Chen Ke gave the students were just the surface. After the open classes ended, Chen Ke lectured deeper. Not only the materialist view of history but also *Das Kapital*. Zhou Yuanxiao really didn't know before that there were such principles in the world. Uncovering the complex surface of this world, there were actually such invisible laws governing the operation of the world. Zhou Yuanxiao didn't have much work and had plenty of time to reflect. Comparing his past experiences, Zhou Yuanxiao could finally see where he had gone wrong back then. Why he had lost everything in such a mess.

"If I could start over, I would absolutely not fail," Zhou Yuanxiao couldn't help saying to himself. Precisely because of this confidence, Zhou Yuanxiao didn't want to revolt anymore. For him, rather than expecting revolutionary results that might be realized at some unknown time in the future, it was better to grasp the present to restore his family business.

Zhou Yuanxiao could see that this group of people really intended to rebel. Since he made this determination, he actually dared not say it out loud. Chen Ke looked gentle, but based on that life-risking ruthlessness when he worked, Zhou Yuanxiao knew Chen Ke was definitely not such an easy-going person. Neither Qi Huishen nor Hua Xiongmao were pushovers. And that Wu Xingchen who always liked to smile sinisterly—having seen the translator who offended You Gou and Chen Ke beaten to a pulp, Zhou Yuanxiao knew he absolutely couldn't afford to provoke Wu Xingchen. If these few people felt he was unreliable, he probably wouldn't escape the clutches of the People's Party.

Originally, Zhou Yuanxiao was still worried about when he could propose to Chen Ke that he wanted to leave the People's Party. He didn't expect the opportunity to come so quickly. Even less did he expect Chen Ke to be so reasonable. Warning him not to leak this group's secrets—Zhou Yuanxiao would absolutely not leak them. These people had no action at all right now; even if he reported to the officials, so what? Moreover, that Qi Huishen was so keen on revolution, yet happened to be the young master of the Qi family. Presumably, even if the People's Party were caught, nothing would really happen.

Even if the government really killed Qi Huishen, once Master Qi knew the person who betrayed his only beloved son was him, his own end wouldn't bear thinking about.

With a feeling of "hurriedly fleeing Jinshan Temple," Zhou Yuanxiao walked quickly to the main gate but couldn't help stopping. A strong sense of discomfort suddenly surged up. Among those people behind him was You Gou; she had helped him when he was in the most difficulty, which was kindness like sending charcoal in snowy weather. Not to mention Chen Ke; his ability to pull himself together again relied entirely on Chen Ke. More importantly, getting along day and night for these few months made Zhou Yuanxiao feel so accustomed to it. Leaving here now actually gave him a feeling of being exiled from a warm family. Zhou Yuanxiao stood at the doorway; just one more step forward would allow him to escape the dangerous future, but he felt his legs were filled with lead, unable to take this step no matter what.

Zhou Yuanxiao turned his head back. Everyone was still sitting there as before. The distance was relatively far, and those blaming looks he could distinguish clearly before were no longer very clear. Zhou Yuanxiao did see You Gou look up; the expression on her face should be one of expectation, right? And Chen Ke looked at him with a smile on his face. That was a smile of understanding. Zhou Yuanxiao made up his mind again. He said loudly, "I will absolutely not betray everyone. Everyone rest assured." Then he turned and walked out the door without looking back.

Seeing Zhou Yuanxiao really leave, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Based on observations so far, Zhou Yuanxiao was not a true revolutionary. Even if Zhou Yuanxiao didn't leave, Chen Ke wouldn't entrust him with heavy responsibilities. It was actually a good thing that Zhou Yuanxiao had the courage to leave voluntarily. With him taking the lead, presumably, if other comrades wanted to leave, they would also have more courage. An organization must retain voluntary Party members; otherwise, those disloyal ones would inevitably become hidden dangers.

"Are there any other comrades who want to leave? If you feel you are unwilling to rebel, then leave now."

No one spoke. After waiting for a while, no one left.

"Then, comrades. The People's Party not only wants to overthrow the Manchu Qing government; first of all, as a political party, the People's Party is an organization, and this organization has its own discipline. I have already drafted this organizational discipline. Comrades, please take a look." After speaking, Chen Ke took out a stack of documents and distributed them to everyone.

Chen Tianhua received this document and saw that on it was Chen Ke's fountain pen writing, which was already somewhat presentable, not some printed document. Chen Tianhua wondered secretly, could it be that when this platform was drafted, Chen Ke didn't even discuss it with Qi Huishen? He glanced at Qi Huishen and saw him reading the document with rapt attention. Chen Tianhua buried his doubts in his heart and began reading the document.

1. This Party is named the "Chinese People's Party." 2. The Party's platform is as follows:     (1) The revolutionary army must overthrow the Manchu Qing regime composed of the landlord and noble classes together with the proletariat, and must support the working and peasant classes until social class distinctions are eliminated;     (2) Acknowledge the dictatorship of the proletariat until the end of class struggle, that is, until the elimination of social class distinctions;     (3) Eliminate private land ownership and establish a modern industrial state led by public ownership;     (4) Unite with the Second International. 3. This Party acknowledges the system of management by representative conferences, organizes workers, peasants, laborers, and soldiers, and acknowledges that the Party's fundamental political purpose is to implement social revolution; members of the Chinese People's Party must completely sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform. Party members must strictly observe the principles of: the individual obeys the organization, the minority obeys the majority, the lower level obeys the higher level, and the whole Party obeys the Central Committee. This applies to both ordinary Party members and cadre Party members. 4. Anyone who acknowledges this Party's platform and policies and is willing to become a loyal Party member, upon introduction by one Party member, regardless of gender or nationality, may be accepted as a Party member and become our comrade. But before joining our ranks, they must sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform. 5. The procedures for accepting new Party members are as follows: probationary Party members must undergo observation by the committee in their locality, with an observation period of at least two months. After the observation period expires, upon the agreement of the majority of Party members, they may be accepted into the Party. If an executive committee is established in that region, it should be approved by the executive committee. 6. When the Party is in a secret state, the Party's important propositions and Party member identities should be kept secret. 7. Wherever there are more than five Party members, a committee should be established. 8. Members of a committee may transfer to a committee in another place upon introduction by the local committee secretary. 9. Any local committee with no more than ten Party members should have one secretary; those with more than ten should have one finance commissioner, one organization commissioner, and one propaganda commissioner each; those with more than thirty should elect an executive committee from the members of the committee. The constitution of the executive committee shall be formulated separately. 10. When the number of Party members in local organizations of workers, peasants, soldiers, and students is large, they may be sent to work in other areas, but they must be under the strict supervision of the local executive committee. 12. The finances, activities, and policies of local committees should be under the supervision of the Central Executive Committee. 13. When the number of Party members in a committee exceeds five hundred, or five committees are established in the same place, an executive committee composed of ten people should be appointed by the National Representative Conference. If the above requirements cannot be realized, a provisional Central Executive Committee should be established. Detailed rules regarding the work and organization of the executive committee shall be formulated separately. 14. Unless compelled by law, Party members may not serve as government officials or members of parliament without the Party's special permission. Soldiers, police, and staff are not subject to this limitation. 15. This platform may only be amended with the agreement of two-thirds of the representatives at the National Congress.

The document wasn't long, and Chen Ke's handwriting wasn't large; it was finished in less than a page. While writing the book on the materialist view of history with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua had discussed a lot with him. After returning to the People's Party, he had also discussed deeply with Chen Ke many times. Other comrades had undergone comprehensive Party lesson education, or at least comprehensive theoretical education. Everyone could understand this Party organization platform.

Chen Tianhua's gaze fell on the third article: "Members of the Chinese People's Party must sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform." Chen Ke had explained the difference between people's revolution and property owners' revolution very clearly. For Chen Tianhua, if he joined the People's Party, he would have to sever all relations with the Tongmenghui and the Huaxinghui. Picking at the words one by one, Chen Tianhua's heart was very unsettled. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were Chen Tianhua's close comrades-in-arms. Severing relations, and *all* relations at that—this was very severe.

At this moment, he heard Hua Xiongmao laugh: "Wenqing, you prepared this platform before meeting me, didn't you?" Hearing this, Chen Tianhua looked up at Hua Xiongmao. Not only Chen Tianhua, but everyone's eyes fell on Hua Xiongmao's face. Having gotten along for these few months, everyone knew Hua Xiongmao was the earliest in the Party to follow Chen Ke. Although Qi Huishen's status rose quickly, the time he knew Chen Ke wasn't considered very early. You Gou, Wu Xingchen, and even Zhou Yuanxiao who just left knew Chen Ke earlier than Qi Huishen. Was Hua Xiongmao saying this to faintly show off his seniority? To demonstrate to Qi Huishen?

He only heard Hua Xiongmao continue reading: "'When the Party is in a secret state, the Party's important propositions and Party member identities should be kept secret.' Wenqing, you have been observing this discipline all along. Everyone has known you for so long, yet you hemmed and hawed for a long time without telling the Party's important propositions. Haha. Sure enough, a good Party member."

Qi Huishen rolled his eyes at Hua Xiongmao but didn't comment on Hua Xiongmao's words. He asked with slight hesitation, "Wenqing, what does the Party plan to do about compradors in the future?" Hearing this, You Gou's eyes lit up, and she stared intently at Chen Ke. Others also waited for Chen Ke's answer with their own different worries.

"This manuscript is our organizational platform. What I want to discuss today is also the organizational model of the People's Party. Huishen's question was actually discussed in the Party lessons before." Chen Ke answered this question calmly.

Chen Tianhua attended the big lecture held by the People's Party, but he went to Japan afterward. He didn't attend the People's Party's Party lessons. He scanned the others and saw everyone frowning in thought; even Wu Xingchen looked like this.

Seeing everyone silent, Chen Ke assumed the crowd wouldn't say anything more, so he simply spoke up. "I came out to revolt, and my parents wouldn't let me report my family background. Huishen and You Gou's families are compradors, landlords. Zhenglan's family, gentry, landlords. Brother Wu is a hall master of the Tiandihui. Zudao and Wu'an's families, workshop owners, petty bourgeoisie. Tianhua has close relations with the Huaxinghui and the Tongmenghui. We eight people all came out of the old system. If you insist on talking about family background, none of us are poor common people. However, on what basis is organizational discipline established? It is established on our stance. Are we standing on the stance of the people's revolution, or on the stance of other classes? Just this one point determines everyone's choice."

Chen Ke finished speaking and looked at everyone. The comrades still had no intention of speaking; each was listening and pondering.

"Let's vote now. Who exactly stands on the stance of the people's revolution?" After speaking, Chen Ke raised his own hand. One by one, everyone raised their arms high. The first to raise his arm was actually Wu Xingchen; Chen Ke didn't quite understand why he was so active.

"Put your hands down," Chen Ke said, lowering his own arm first.

"I said before, revolution is not for killing people, and I won't ask everyone to kill their fathers and mothers to prove their revolutionary consciousness. If people like us, including future new Party members, have parents, relatives, and friends at home who stand on a different political stance from us, or even become reactionaries... As long as they don't raise a butcher's knife against the people, we won't touch a hair on their heads. Even if they committed crimes against the people, as long as they can repent thoroughly, we will also give them a way out and give policies."

Hearing this, You Gou breathed a sigh of relief lightly. Just then, Chen Ke said heavily: "But!" Hearing this heavy and loud "but," You Gou shivered slightly.

"But, our Party's organization requires that everyone's stance must absolutely not be wrong. You cannot stand on the stance of those parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform just because of parents, relatives, and friends. Party members are not allowed to betray the Party and defect to those parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform. If everyone cannot do this, then you can leave now. If everyone feels they will be 'in Cao's camp but with their heart in Han,' or have a foot in two boats, then please leave now. Because, after this constitution is passed, I will lead everyone to swear an oath to join the Party. Leaving now, we just have different political stances, and everyone is still friends. Once you swear, if you leave again because you cannot observe the Party's discipline, that is a traitor. I guarantee to everyone, in the process of overthrowing the Manchu Qing regime that is about to begin, we will absolutely not let off any traitor."

"I was a Party member to begin with; I join," Hua Xiongmao said carelessly. "Let's vote right now."

"Please wait a moment." Chen Tianhua interrupted the voting process. "Wenqing, then what views does Wenqing have regarding other political parties?"

"That is a technical matter. What we need to vote on is everyone's stance." Chen Ke finished speaking and smiled. Unlike his previous smiles, Chen Ke's face was indeed smiling, but his eyes were not. Those elite pupils were so bright they seemed able to see through people's minds.

Chen Tianhua understood instantly. If according to organizational discipline, his behavior was actually standard behavior of being unable to sever relations with "parties and groups attempting to oppose this Party's platform."

Chen Tianhua participated in the establishment of the Tongmenghui and also participated in the fierce internal debates and factional struggles. He was very clear about the purposes of the various factions of the Tongmenghui. The political stances between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui, and between the People's Party and Song Jiaoren, were destined to erupt in fierce conflict. More accurately, the two sides would inevitably be in a hostile state in the future.

Unknowingly, Chen Tianhua had closed his eyes, and his jaw was clenched tightly, so much so that the muscles on both cheeks bulged. The voices and smiles of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren floated in his mind. The friendship of comrades-in-arms was definitely not that easy to cut off. But Chen Tianhua knew that after so much thinking and exploring, so many failures and setbacks, only after meeting Chen Ke did he find a road where the future could truly be seen. Thinking of these, the fear and hesitation he once had back then floated into his heart again. That deep despair was like falling into a bottomless abyss, and he simply didn't know where the end was.

Just then, Chen Ke's gentle voice entered Chen Tianhua's ears. "Xingtai, if you can't decide, talk about it later."

Chen Tianhua opened his eyes and saw that Chen Ke had recovered that usual gentle expression. Chen Ke was even looking at him with a smile, his eyes full of understanding and tolerance. Although some of the surrounding comrades had disdain on their faces, the expectant looks of Qi Huishen and You Gou warmed Chen Tianhua's heart. That was not the look of coercion and pressure most common among Chen Tianhua's other revolutionary comrades. Instead, it was the encouraging gaze of comrades walking ahead expecting him, who had fallen behind, to catch up quickly.

In this time at the People's Party, there was no intrigue, no perverse and tyrannical atmosphere born of disappointment. This was an organization that moved forward constantly through learning knowledge, through hard work and serious effort. Although there were also quarrels, they never slandered anyone. Everyone always had laughter, like a warm fire in a cold night, not only pointing out the direction for people marching in the cruel cold darkness but also making the hearts of people marching in the cruel dark night feel warm.

"No need. I join the Party. I will strictly observe all organizational disciplines of the People's Party," Chen Tianhua said firmly.
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Chapter 6 The Chinese People's Party (2)

A very simple red cloth hung on the wall; even the edges hadn't been hemmed, and it looked rather rough and hasty. "We Chinese like the color red, and seeing red also brings revolution to mind. Let's tentatively set the Party flag as a red flag. As for the emblem on it, it's too late to decide today. When we have time later, we'll hold a meeting to discuss it," Chen Ke said in a serious tone.

No one raised any objections. There was so much work now; there was indeed no need to spend too much time on this.

Chen Tianhua was rather emotional after hearing this. Whether it was the Huaxinghui or the Tongmenghui, the time spent on the emblem, flag, and various details was very significant. Especially the Tongmenghui; Chen Tianhua was still in Shanghai at the time. Later, hearing people talk about the situation then, it was truly a farce.

When discussing the Tongmenghui flag and the future national flag of the Republic of China, fierce arguments occurred among all parties. Sun Yat-sen strongly advocated using the Blue Sky with a White Sun flag but faced many objections. Some proposed the 18-Star flag, some the Golden Melon and Battle-Axe flag, Liao Zhongkai advocated the Well-Field character flag, and others advocated the Five-Colored flag. Huang Xing thought the Blue Sky with a White Sun flag was not beautiful in form, so Sun Yat-sen added a red ground to it, forming the Blue Sky with a White Sun and a Wholly Red Earth flag, which still wasn't passed. After Liu Kuiyi's mediation, various proposals were kept as pending cases. Although the national flag had no set form, later the revolutionary army all used the Blue Sky with a White Sun and a Wholly Red Earth flag as a standard, and Huang Xing repeatedly served as commander-in-chief, expressing no objection for the sake of the overall situation.

Just to discuss a Tongmenghui flag, the draft was changed several times, actually spending more than three days. And the so-called "future Republic of China" was far away on the horizon. The comrades of the Tongmenghui were overseas, and many were even wanted criminals, unable even to show their faces legally and publicly. But for the national flag of this illusory future country, they actually spent so much energy discussing and arguing, and the result? The national flag plan was still "kept as a pending case."

Chen Tianhua knew very well that it wasn't that this flag was really so hard to draw. Rather, all parties wanted to use the flag and emblem to strive for the exposition of their own political concepts and strive to establish their own political concepts as the mainstream.

Compared with the People's Party, the Tongmenghui was a fragmented alliance of disparate groups, with absolutely no completely consistent political platform. Even on the most basic concept of the political system, the Tongmenghui couldn't reach a consensus. Sun Yat-sen advocated completely copying the American model. In this regard, the Huaxinghui only reached an alliance relationship with Sun Yat-sen after accepting his concept of nation-building. Before this, the Huaxinghui didn't even have a political system concept for a New China; they merely hoped to establish their own armed force and eliminate the Manchu Qing forces in Hunan. As for the Guangfu Society, they hoped to establish a new dynasty. The Guangfu Society had no interest in the republican system.

The People's Party was completely different; it had already established its own political concepts before the party was founded. Chen Tianhua himself admitted that this political concept was several streets ahead of those concepts of the Tongmenghui.

Looking again at the surrounding People's Party comrades, counting himself, there were only eight people. Compared with the people attending the founding assembly of the Tongmenghui, this number simply couldn't compare. But in terms of the complexity of their origins, it was not inferior at all. This political party, which should have generated fierce quarrels, actually didn't have such a situation appear at all. Chen Tianhua still remembered how, at the Tongmenghui meetings, the crowd argued endlessly around some small matters that now seemed simply trivial. If Chen Tianhua hadn't met Chen Ke and hadn't discussed and written the book on materialist dialectics with Chen Ke, he estimated he would also have fallen into such a chaotic vortex.

When Chen Tianhua tried to explain his own political concepts at the Tongmenghui meeting, he suddenly discovered a very laughable thing. Why did Tongmenghui comrades from all sides engage in that seemingly boring quarreling? Chen Tianhua suddenly figured it out. Overseas figures like Sun Yat-sen didn't treat China as their own country at all. So their propositions were merely to seize the leadership of China. Standing on a so-called moral high ground was a necessity for Sun Yat-sen. Since China was not currently under Sun Yat-sen's leadership, making any compromise or saying any "advanced concept" wouldn't cause any loss to the overseas faction represented by Sun Yat-sen. As long as someone responded to him, it was pure gain.

The Guangfu Society was a political party rooted in the local area of Jiangnan. What they wanted to do was to ensure the interests of the Jiangnan gentry class, who were threatened by foreigners. For the basic economic foundation of the existing regime—landlords were the true core force of China—they absolutely wanted to protect it. The new dynasty they hoped to build was a dynasty that could protect the economic interests of landlords and resist foreign invasion.

Regarding the attitudes of these political parties, Chen Ke had told Chen Tianhua very clearly long ago. But Chen Tianhua felt at the time that Chen Ke was "gauging the heart of a gentleman with the measure of a small man." Only after he personally met these "gentlemen" did he understand that Chen Ke hadn't used any deception or slander.

Standing in the venue, Chen Tianhua had already understood that the concept of people's revolution he proposed would undoubtedly meet with opposition from the Jiangnan Guangfu Society. And Sun Yat-sen might not necessarily be able to accept this more advanced concept either. Because Chen Tianhua was undoubtedly "stealing his business." So Chen Tianhua, who was usually eloquent and talked endlessly, behaved timidly and spoke vaguely. Because he was also observing what effect his words were actually having. Whenever the concept of people's revolution was touched upon, the representatives of landlord origin frowned unconsciously, and disapprobation also appeared on the faces of Sun Yat-sen and other overseas faction members. Once Chen Tianhua changed his tack and his statement conformed to a certain party's concept, a satisfied look would appear on the faces of people from that faction. While the opposing faction began to show expressions of dissatisfaction.

When Chen Tianhua finished speaking himself, he found that his entire speech was just a completely self-contradictory, very twisted set of stuff. Compared with the systematic political concepts proposed by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was so ashamed at the time that he wished he could burrow into the ground. This was the reason why Chen Tianhua gave up his cadre position within the Tongmenghui. This was also the reason why Chen Tianhua brought a group of young people who could accept the materialist view of history back to the People's Party together.

He was completely disappointed with the Tongmenghui.

Before deciding to leave, Chen Tianhua had a deep talk with Song Jiaoren. Song Jiaoren had absolutely no concept of people's revolution, and instinctively had no interest. Song Jiaoren had turned into a constitutional republican. No matter how Chen Tianhua tried to persuade Song Jiaoren, Song Jiaoren "refused to come to his senses." Instead, he expressed strong dissatisfaction with Chen Tianhua proposing such an "unrealistic" idea as "people's revolution."

So Chen Tianhua made the final determination to leave Japan and leave the Tongmenghui.

What is the people, what is society, what is the country, what is class? The political concepts of the People's Party absolutely did not avoid these fundamental questions. The political concepts of the People's Party strove to expound views on these fundamental questions and strove to let everyone see through the true face of the world. Comrades all had an appearance of very much wishing to learn and thoroughly understand this kind of political concept that didn't fool people at all. At least Chen Tianhua himself was like this. This Party's political platform was like a magnet, forcing Chen Tianhua to gaze at it and approach it.

In the theoretical parts that the Tongmenghui simply dared not or was unwilling to touch and deepen, the People's Party poured almost all its strength. So when this red cloth hung on the wall and Chen Ke asked everyone to face this red cloth and swear an oath to join the Party, no one raised any objections. This was unimaginable in the Tongmenghui, but in the People's Party, this was logical and natural.

Chen Ke faced everyone, back to the Party flag, standing at attention, raising his right hand and making a fist at shoulder height. The other seven comrades stood in a row facing the red flag, raising their right hands in the same posture.

"I swear," Chen Ke said.

"I swear," the comrades said together.

"I volunteer to join the Chinese People's Party."

"I volunteer to join the Chinese People's Party."

"Uphold the Party's platform."

"Uphold the Party's platform."

"Observe the Party's constitution."

"Observe the Party's constitution."

...

At first, everyone's voices were a bit uneven, and some comrades, like He Zudao, even had some timidity and unease in their voices. Following Chen Ke sentence by sentence in reciting the oath, the comrades' voices became more and more uniform, and even their emotions gradually stabilized and soared. Being with like-minded comrades, everyone felt a greater strength.

"Keep Party secrets."

"Keep Party secrets."

"Be loyal to the Party."

"Be loyal to the Party."

"Work actively."

"Work actively."

...

When Chen Ke swore oaths before, he felt these oaths were merely some ordinary requirements, just going through the motions. Accompanying his painstaking founding of the People's Party, he increasingly understood the importance of these oaths. The Party members back then were also just ordinary people; they didn't have three heads and six arms, nor could they ride clouds and drive mist. But the Party's course was solidly engraved in Chinese history. All Party members fulfilled their promises, and then completed unprecedented feats. When leading the comrades to read the oath, Chen Ke didn't observe the comrades as he had thought; on the contrary, he himself was somewhat worried. As the founder of this political party, could he practice this oath by setting an example? Could his every word and deed reach the standard of a Party member? Chen Ke wasn't very confident.

"Be ready at all times to sacrifice everything for the Party and the people."

"Be ready at all times to sacrifice everything for the Party and the people."

"Never betray the Party!"

"Never betray the Party!"

The oath wasn't long and ended quickly. Before swearing, Chen Ke had already shown the oath to everyone. After reading the last sentence, all comrades were somewhat excited, and quite a few looked at Chen Ke somewhat at a loss. An oath is merely an oath, not some magic spell. Naturally, nothing earth-shattering would happen after finishing it. High spirits would make people excited, and that was all.

"Put your hands down," Chen Ke ordered.

All comrades followed Chen Ke in putting down their arms. Under Chen Ke's command, they sat back in their seats.

"Our urgent work now is, on the one hand, to develop comrades, and on the other hand, to complete existing work. Everyone take out the document on the discipline platform."

The documents hadn't been put away yet; everyone picked up their own copy in front of them.

Chen Ke continued, "For the Party to accept new comrades, they must be comrades who agree with our political platform. At this stage, the Party's important propositions must be kept secret. Regarding this issue, I think the Party organization needs to be divided into two departments. One department is responsible for propagating the Party's platform. The other department is responsible for organizing production."

"The current propaganda is just targeted at these young people of the Huangpu Book Society, right?" Qi Huishen asked.

Before Chen Ke could answer, Hua Xiongmao followed up immediately asking, "The production department should be in charge of selling medicine and making money, right?"

Chen Tianhua didn't make a sound. These two "old comrades," especially Hua Xiongmao, already showed signs of competing with each other. In terms of lecturing alone, Chen Tianhua thought he should be able to become the person in charge, or at least one of the persons in charge. As far as he knew, Wu Xingchen was also engaging in medicine sales. As a Party member with deeper seniority, if Hua Xiongmao was responsible for the production department, he would at least be considered to have a certain status. Moreover, Wu Xingchen's history of formally attending Party meetings was even later than Chen Tianhua's; Hua Xiongmao leading the production department was almost a certainty.

Chen Tianhua looked up at Wu Xingchen and saw that Wu Xingchen still had that usual slightly cold expression. Regarding this secret contest, he had a look of it being none of his business and hanging high above it. Looking again at Chen Ke sitting at the head of the meeting, he saw that Chen Ke's face didn't look very good; he didn't seem very satisfied with the comrades volunteering themselves.

In the Huaxinghui and the Tongmenghui, this kind of personnel arrangement was most damaging to harmony. Comrades who were originally equal in status suddenly were divided into high and low; without exception, this would trigger dissatisfaction. So every department of the Huaxinghui was simply directly led by Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, while Chen Tianhua and others completed tasks independently after receiving them. In the Tongmenghui, factions were numerous, and those so-called executive ministers were mostly appointed temporarily; execution power had absolutely no guarantee. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to deal with this problem? Chen Tianhua waited and saw.

Chen Ke was very clear about the comrades' enthusiasm and "ambition." It was funny to say; previously Chen Ke never cared about this kind of "ambition" and had no interest. Accompanying his own party formation and party building, even if he never thought about these things, when he really encountered these matters, he could see them clearly.

These disputes must be resolved. Chen Ke was quite dissatisfied with Hua Xiongmao's mentality; revolution shouldn't be like this. Doing this was wrong. Chen Ke prepared to talk to Hua Xiongmao privately after the meeting ended. The primary task now was to resolve the current work arrangements.

"Comrades, no matter how revolutionary the talk is, revolution must be completed by solid work. So for the comrades responsible for propagating our concepts and developing new Party members, on the one hand, it is lecturing; on the other hand, you must observe which people are very interested in our courses and very active, who can be listed as targets for development. The department responsible for production isn't just about selling medicine and making money. Our school construction site has already started work. We let the young people of the Huangpu Book Society go to work on the construction site just to observe which people bear burdens and complaints without complaint, work hard and diligently, and can complete work actively and proactively. Rather than muddling through their days like a monk tolling the bell for a day."

After saying this, Chen Ke's gaze swept over everyone. Seeing that everyone was listening to him seriously, Chen Ke continued, "We hold Party meetings to communicate, to summarize work. Comrades from various departments must report on work and also listen to the progress of other work. regarding this work of developing new Party members, the department responsible for propaganda and the department responsible for production must both propose lists of activists they have discovered, and then pick out young people who are active politically and equally active in work from these two lists as our key targets for development."

Hearing Chen Ke's requirements, Chen Tianhua nodded in agreement. Not only Chen Tianhua, but other comrades also nodded one after another. Even Wu Xingchen nodded slightly.

"Wenqing, how is this standard of being active determined?" You Gou asked.

"We dyed cloth and made medicine together; what is called diligent and hard-working, what is called active and proactive—can you still not know?" Chen Ke asked in return.

"But Wenqing led us to work personally at that time. To be honest, compared with you, I always have a feeling of being ashamed of my inferiority. I didn't feel how active and proactive I was."

"If anyone were like Wenqing, then everyone could form a party," Hua Xiongmao said. "Wenqing, you mean to let Party members lead the work personally, just like with us before. You are a Party member; we followed you, saw you doing things so seriously, and naturally were willing to do things with you. Is that right?"

"Correct," Chen Ke replied.

"I can do the work of this production department. The construction site over there started work, and Wenqing, you let the young people who came to listen to the lecture go to work; it seems you planned this long ago." Apart from praise, Hua Xiongmao's voice also had a flavor of triumph.

"Are you sure you can work like Wenqing?" You Gou asked.

"Uh?"

"Wenqing's work is not only hard, but he can also arrange the content we are each responsible for well. Can you do that?" Speaking to this point, You Gou's tone had a somewhat unkind flavor. "Wenqing's work is not only bearing burdens without complaint, active and proactive. More importantly, his attitude is modest and prudent. I have never seen Wenqing look triumphant."

Chen Ke originally didn't want to bring this up so early. Although he had to admit You Gou wasn't wrong, Hua Xiongmao was indeed triumphant. This was indeed incorrect. But it was best to discuss this matter privately. Bringing it up in public like this would very easily intensify conflicts and turn it into a struggle of personal loyalty. The people present probably all saw Hua Xiongmao's mistake, but everyone didn't say it. Chen Ke could criticize Hua Xiongmao privately first, then persuade Hua Xiongmao to make a self-criticism publicly. Everyone has self-esteem, especially in China; Chinese people care most about face. Persuading Hua Xiongmao to make a self-criticism would already be a very remarkable project. This could be said to be truly setting a precedent for "criticism and self-criticism" within the Party. Chen Ke had originally considered this.

Chen Ke had spent the longest time with Hua Xiongmao and understood that Hua Xiongmao had a straightforward character and was definitely not a bad person. But no matter how good a person Hua Xiongmao was, and how advanced a youth he was in this era, he was still a person of the late Qing era. In this era that universally pursued hierarchy and privilege, in this era that considered hierarchy and privilege to exist as a matter of course, no matter how advanced Hua Xiongmao was, it was impossible for him to achieve the ideological realm that many Party members 40 years later also failed to truly achieve. What's more, the one firing the cannon was You Gou, and You Gou was a woman. The idea that men are superior to women was a deep-rooted tradition in this era. No matter how much people said they wanted to promote equality between men and women, everyone still disapproved of it in their hearts.

As Chen Ke expected, as soon as You Gou finished speaking, Hua Xiongmao's face changed. Hua Xiongmao had a rather straight temper and couldn't hide his emotions; only a small part of the expression on his face was shame, and more was anger.

Seeing this, Chen Ke's brain began to spin rapidly. How to solve this problem by both talking politics and considering methods? The People's Party was newly created and simply had no political commissar; now Chen Ke was the political commissar in the Party. Chen Ke knew that facing the conflict that erupted today, he must solve this contradiction and problem; this was a responsibility he couldn't evade. If Chen Ke couldn't do it, it could only show that Chen Ke was an unqualified leader. With just these few Party members now, Chen Ke couldn't do political work well. Let alone the complex situation after the revolution developed in the future.

Looking at the emotional Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke suppressed his anxious emotions and said to himself three times repeatedly: "I must be calm. I must be calm, I must be calm." As he spoke, Chen Ke closed his eyes.
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Chapter 7 The Chinese People's Party (3)

Hua Xiongmao was angry, or more accurately, he flew into a rage out of humiliation. You Gou's words weren't wrong; Hua Xiongmao knew some of his actions were inappropriate. Being pointed out his mistakes directly by a girl like this was indeed a loss of face. If it were usual, Hua Xiongmao might not have been so annoyed. He had known You Gou for a few months, and their relationship wasn't bad. In Shaoxing, there were no opportunities for young men and women to work together. Only in Shanghai, at Chen Ke's place, could everyone really work together without causing any special problems. Hua Xiongmao still cared very much about this collegial friendship.

If You Gou hadn't called him out publicly, Hua Xiongmao would absolutely not have been so angry; he might even have listened to You Gou's advice. But You Gou saying this at the Party meeting was absolutely unacceptable to Hua Xiongmao.

Among these few comrades, Hua Xiongmao was the earliest to follow Chen Ke. The two almost fought when they first met. Chen Ke's fierce style indeed overwhelmed Hua Xiongmao in momentum. Hua Xiongmao initiating a provocative conversation with Chen Ke in the tavern was, in a sense, just Hua Xiongmao trying to find a face-saving exit for himself. Although Hua Xiongmao was a military examination graduate, his family very much wanted him to study, pass the *xiucai* and *juren* exams, and step onto the official career path step by step. But Hua Xiongmao's character really wasn't the material for studying; he loved reading various legendary novels and also loved reading *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. Hua Xiongmao also had some self-knowledge; Cao Cao, Liu Bei, Sun Quan—he dared not compare himself to them. Every time he read *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but think he should be that Zhao Zilong in chaotic times, following a wise lord to pacify the world.

Chen Ke reporting his identity as a revolutionary shook Hua Xiongmao's already restless heart. Since he was going out to venture anyway, perhaps following Chen Ke, this guy who seemed adept with both pen and sword, was also a good choice. In the later course, Hua Xiongmao felt Chen Ke was really a benevolent and virtuous Liu Bei. Regarding work, comrades, and friends, Chen Ke's approach could be called wholehearted. Chen Ke had knowledge himself, which already made Hua Xiongmao admire him. Chen Ke never kept secrets to himself and taught all his knowledge to everyone. Unknowingly, Hua Xiongmao had been deeply attracted by Chen Ke's demeanor and followed Chen Ke with dead-set devotion.

In these few months of working with Chen Ke, some of Chen Ke's weaknesses were also exposed. But Hua Xiongmao didn't think there was any problem. If Liu Bei could conquer the world alone, what use would the Five Tiger Generals and Zhuge Liang be? One hero needs three helpers, one fence needs three stakes; Hua Xiongmao understood this bit of logic. Moreover, it was precisely because of these weaknesses that Hua Xiongmao had a place to display his abilities. Although Hua Xiongmao didn't say it, he still hoped he could become Chen Ke's main pillar. At least a very important pillar.

Regarding Qi Huishen's rise within the team, if one insisted that Hua Xiongmao was jealous, it wouldn't be accurate. What Hua Xiongmao found unacceptable was the relationship between Qi Huishen and Chen Ke. These two might not be that intimate in personal friendship, but in the revolutionary cause Chen Ke poured his all into, their pace was very consistent. Hua Xiongmao felt he was gradually excluded from Chen Ke's circle by Qi Huishen.

These days, Chen Ke poured all his energy into the revolutionary cause. Hua Xiongmao naturally hoped he could bear more responsibilities, but Qi Huishen happened to step into the position of the "second person" step by step. This filled Hua Xiongmao with confrontational consciousness unknowingly. Precisely because he wanted to regain the position of Chen Ke's "most capable comrade" too much, unknowingly, Hua Xiongmao's performance became more and more out of line.

Now, You Gou spoke the truth and implicitly pointed out something Hua Xiongmao cared about very much in his heart—he also realized that doing this might be wrong. After Chen Ke's Party lesson education, Hua Xiongmao also understood the significance of the people's revolution. But Hua Xiongmao participated in the people's revolution solely out of personal loyalty to Chen Ke. From the political perspective of the People's Party, Hua Xiongmao faintly felt he had gone a bit too far, but out of personal loyalty to Chen Ke, out of that "friendship between ruler and subject, affection between flesh and blood" in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, Hua Xiongmao felt he wasn't wrong again.

Under the intersection of such opposing thoughts of the self, You Gou's words were particularly unacceptable. But Hua Xiongmao didn't know what to say either. Amidst such embarrassment and anger, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but glance at Chen Ke.

Looking at Chen Ke's helpless expression and slightly frowned eyebrows, it seemed he wanted to say something. This actually gave Hua Xiongmao a step down; he forcibly suppressed his anger and looked at Chen Ke. His heart felt somewhat relaxed instead.

You Gou didn't really want to do anything to Hua Xiongmao originally, nor did she know Hua Xiongmao's true inner thoughts. The reason she said that sentence just now was merely some very simple dissatisfaction with Hua Xiongmao's loss of composure at the Party meeting. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's anger just now, You Gou also felt somewhat regretful. Since Hua Xiongmao didn't make a sound, she simply turned her head to look at Chen Ke too.

As a result, Chen Ke closed his eyes, like a charlatan about to perform magic. This actually made everyone somewhat confused. Everyone looked at Chen Ke, waiting for him to continue performing.

Political work requires listening first. This isn't just political work; dealing with people is also like this. If only one person speaks, that is absolutely not communication. So Chen Ke decided to wait for the conflict to erupt first. In all honesty, Chen Ke absolutely didn't hope for a conflict to erupt, but the eruption of conflict was an inevitability, absolutely not accidental.

The reason Chen Ke closed his eyes was escape in a sense; anyway, if everyone quarreled, it was enough for him to have ears. Opening or closing eyes didn't affect hearing. As a result, Chen Ke waited for a while, but there was no sound. He hurriedly opened his eyes and saw everyone staring at each other in silence, looking at him. Hua Xiongmao was concerned, and You Gou was curious. The quarrel actually ended so miraculously. It surprised Chen Ke somewhat.

Although it wasn't very clear what exactly happened, work came first. Chen Ke naturally wouldn't intensify the conflict again. "Today we established the organizational principles of the People's Party. Previously we also determined the Three Great Styles of People's Party members. Zhenglan, tell us about those Three Great Styles."

"Ah?" Hua Xiongmao found this question rather unexpected. But Chen Ke emphasized it repeatedly in Party lessons, forcing everyone to recite it every class. Hua Xiongmao really hadn't forgotten the specific content. "The Three Great Styles of People's Party members: First, integrating theory with practice. Second, forging close links with the masses. Third, practicing criticism and self-criticism."

After finishing the Three Great Styles, Hua Xiongmao was already clear about Chen Ke's meaning of blame. Among these Three Great Styles, what Chen Ke wanted to emphasize now was the third one, "criticism and self-criticism." Although he was still unconvinced in his heart, Hua Xiongmao's anger had calmed down.

"Regarding the matter of developing new Party members, we have Party members, we have theory, and we have the masses. In this work, I hope, I demand that comrades carry forward the Three Great Styles of the People's Party," Chen Ke said.

Everyone either lowered their heads in thought or was baffled. After a good while, You Gou suddenly laughed, causing everyone to look over.

"Three Great Styles, huh. It sounds a bit like an old pedant talking about cultivating oneself, regulating the family, governing the state, and bringing peace to the world."

"People's Party members are supposed to be sages. This is absolutely correct."

"Sages? Now everyone in the world is desperately trying to make money, to get promoted and get rich. On the contrary, our People's Party actually wants to be sages and engage in this benevolence, righteousness, and morality! We, we are genuine revolutionaries; we are going to rebel. Haha, haha, hahahaha." The more You Gou spoke, the more ridiculous she found it; finally, she simply lay on the table and laughed loudly. Other comrades showed bitter smiles, but Wu Xingchen couldn't help laughing a few times along with You Gou.

You Gou had mocked Hua Xiongmao just now. Hua Xiongmao actually wanted to criticize a few sentences about such a speech from You Gou. But for some reason, he felt You Gou was very right. He couldn't say words criticizing You Gou against his conscience no matter what. In this strange atmosphere, Chen Ke first gave a helpless bitter smile, then suddenly, even he couldn't help laughing loudly. Since Chen Ke laughed, other comrades naturally didn't suppress their laughter anymore. They all laughed loudly in their own individual ways.

Wu Xingchen switched between a sneer and a loud laugh. You Gou and Hua Xiongmao laughed like children. Chen Tianhua laughed until tears flowed. Chen Ke and Qi Huishen's laughter was full of helplessness and an uncontrollable mirth. He Zudao and Qin Wu'an were purely infected by the mass action; after laughing for a while, they looked somewhat at a loss at the comrades a few years older than them laughing loudly.

Chen Ke wasn't angry. He had also posed this question to himself. In the chaotic era of the 21st century, as a communist, the first thing to establish was a firm moral outlook, and a true moral outlook at that. When he truly understood rationally that this was a necessity, Chen Ke's sensibility erupted immediately. He fell on the bed in his room alone and laughed loudly. In the following days, no matter the occasion—on the bus, riding a bicycle, or at work—whenever he thought of this question, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly. Countless curious, surprised, disgusted, and even contemptuous eyes couldn't dampen Chen Ke's mirth in the slightest.

1905 and 2005, two years standing at two ends of 100 years, were a wonderful cycle in some rigid contrast. In 1905, old cultural traditions were already crumbling under the impact of foreign industrialization. Things like benevolence, righteousness, and morality that had been dogmatized completely collapsed, and justice became merely something on paper. This was wonderfully similar to 2005. Chen Ke remembered that he only determined communist and socialist concepts in 2005. In that era, China's own industrial development was extremely rapid, and old dogmas were no longer respected at all. And "morality," as the high ground of dogma, was even questioned.

Chen Ke had to be convinced of one thing afterward: materialism and communism themselves are a system of thought, a moral system. Adherence to this system of thought itself will inevitably lead to the reconstruction of morality. Several years later, a guy suddenly criticized Chen Ke: "For you true *wumaos* (50-cent army), you have faith."

This sentence was truly like an enlightenment; only then did Chen Ke suddenly realize his own change.

Faith is a kind of firm belief. How long it took Chen Ke from being forced to view problems with materialist dialectics to actively viewing problems with materialist dialectics, he himself didn't remember clearly. But Chen Ke had a fresh memory of the indescribable sense of absurdity triggered by determining the significance of morality back then, as well as the loud laughter triggered.

Chen Ke was not surprised at all that the comrades had such a reaction. Chen Ke desperately instilled the materialist view of history into them, and these comrades indeed accepted it truly. So they, like Chen Ke back then, felt the importance and inevitability of morality, and then they could only laugh loudly. Chen Ke's work was still very fruitful.

Chen Ke's mirth disappeared, and his gaze inadvertently became resolute. The comrades gradually stopped laughing. Their gazes didn't scatter; they were equally full of vitality.

"Does everyone think we can't be the moral benchmark of this era? Should we not be the moral benchmark of this era? Or is it that benevolence, righteousness, and morality are wrong to begin with?" Chen Ke's voice was full of power.

"No, it's not wrong. But as soon as I think, as soon as I think that I, a person who is said to be good for nothing behind my back, am actually a model of benevolence, righteousness, and morality, and also a sage... I just can't help wanting to laugh." You Gou's face showed a look of wanting to laugh. Or rather, the lower half of her face wanted to laugh, but You Gou's eyebrows were frowned tightly, her eyes were red, and tears couldn't help rolling down. Wiping her tears forcefully, You Gou sat up straight with high spirits. "Wenqing, tell us what to do in the future."

Except for Wu Xingchen, other comrades also sat up straight, looking at Chen Ke with firm eyes. Waiting for Chen Ke's orders.

"We represent China's new benevolence, righteousness, and morality. We are also destined to establish the benevolence, righteousness, and morality of China for the next hundred years." Chen Ke's voice was powerful but not arrogant. "What we need to do now is to promote our concepts to the people. Now, we face a Huangpu Book Society. In the future, we will promote our concepts to all of China. Therefore, I want to emphasize again here that all People's Party members must unswervingly implement the Three Great Styles of the People's Party: integrating theory with practice, forging close links with the masses, and practicing criticism and self-criticism. Everyone still has a lot to learn in the future."

The comrades had returned to calm, and everyone's attention was more focused than at the beginning. The unhappiness between You Gou and Hua Xiongmao just now had long flown to the nine heavens.

"Now let's proceed with the specific division of labor. Arrange the work of developing new Party members well. Let's start the discussion," Chen Ke said.

This Party meeting lasted from 6 PM until 12 AM. After analysis, discussion, and adjustment by the comrades, the new personnel arrangement finally reached was vastly different from everyone's initial intuitive imagination.

The work of the department responsible for production was actually handed over to Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen was fully responsible for school construction and hospital operation. After all, this line was brought in by Qi Huishen. You Gou was responsible for drug production and chemistry lectures, and also concurrently held the job of academic affairs arrangement at the headquarters. Wu Xingchen was responsible for drug sales. Those customers originally brought in by Hua Xiongmao were handed over to He Zudao. Hua Xiongmao and Qin Wu'an were responsible for labor on the construction site and personnel observation work. Qin Wu'an himself also had to undertake accounting work. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua fully controlled propaganda work.

After the work was subdivided, everyone immediately felt huge pressure. Everyone urgently developed the idea of recruiting new Party members. Even if Hua Xiongmao still didn't want to be under Qi Huishen, he didn't have the energy to care about this problem now. It was Hua Xiongmao himself who originally urgently hoped to undertake the assessment work on the construction site. Now that the work was entirely handed over to him, he began to worry about whether he could do it well.

You Gou was right; asking Hua Xiongmao to command everyone's work calmly, methodically, modestly, and prudently like Chen Ke—he didn't think he could achieve Chen Ke's level. But he requested this work himself; rejecting it capriciously was obviously inappropriate.

Chen Ke looked at his wristwatch. "It's twelve o'clock; let's adjourn. Zhenglan, you and Zudao send You Gou home."

Hua Xiongmao felt happy inside. You Gou had considerable organizational ability anyway; while sending You Gou back, he could just ask for advice. Moreover, He Zudao was a good kid and wouldn't speak ill of people behind their backs. Even apologizing to You Gou in front of He Zudao wouldn't be considered shameful. He Zudao was equally happy. Since Hua Xiongmao's customers were to be handed over to him in the future, being with Hua Xiongmao gave him an opportunity to ask Hua Xiongmao for advice.

The three got up and went out. Everyone also went to rest one after another. Only Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua were left in the venue.

"Wenqing, how should this propaganda be conducted? Wenqing should have a constitution, right?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"I need to write something. Xingtai, tell me your ideas first. Can I listen while writing?"

Watching Chen Ke prepare paper and pen, Chen Tianhua couldn't help laughing. "Another sleepless night, huh."

"It's not the first day or two we've stayed up late together. Comrade, let's start work."

"Is the article long?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"It will take over an hour."

"Then you write and I'll watch. We'll talk after you finish writing."

"Also good."

Chen Ke started writing after speaking. This wasn't some creation, just the Chairman's famous *Oppose Book Worship (Dogmatism)*. Chen Ke scribbled down the outline.

1. No investigation, no right to speak. 2. To investigate a problem is, indeed, to solve it. 3. Oppose book worship. 4. Departing from actual investigation will produce an idealist class estimation and idealist guidance in work, resulting in either opportunism or putschism. 5. The aim of social and economic investigation is to arrive at a correct appraisal of class forces and then to formulate correct tactics for the struggle. 6. Victory in China's revolutionary struggle depends on the Chinese comrades understanding the Chinese situation. 7. The technique of investigation.

After writing the outline, Chen Ke handed this page to Chen Tianhua. "What does Xingtai think?"

Chen Tianhua looked at it for a while. "Wenqing wants to conduct a social investigation? What exactly is this about?"

"Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat. To revolt, one must know what China really looks like. It's very easy for people like us to eat and drink and sit here blowing about revolution."

"China has reached such a state now; what else is there not to know?" Chen Tianhua was very puzzled.

"Then Xingtai tell me, what state is China in now? You speak, I'll listen."

Chen Tianhua naturally spoke about the general things: forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the country, the people having no means of livelihood, ceding territory and paying indemnities. Generally speaking, it was still that set of stuff Chen Ke had heard many times. Chen Ke wrote swiftly. When Chen Tianhua spoke excitedly, Chen Ke also nodded and hummed twice to express agreement.

There wasn't much content, plus having said it many times, Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke was very clear about this. He couldn't go on after less than ten minutes. Chen Ke raised his head and asked, "Then let me ask a question. Ceding territory and paying indemnities, the people having no means of livelihood. What is the specific connection between these two problems? How does ceding territory and paying indemnities lead to the people having no means of livelihood step by step? Can Xingtai explain?"

"Uh?" Chen Tianhua was stunned. He originally thought Chen Ke was focusing on writing and only let him speak out of consideration for his emotions. He didn't expect Chen Ke to question his words directly. He was somewhat unaccustomed to it instead.

"Our propaganda is to promote revolution, to let more people join our organization, join our ranks. Now, treat me as an object to be persuaded. I am a youth; I am a peasant. I want to ask, I know there are problems with ceding territory and paying indemnities, but how exactly did it make my life destitute? How exactly does this bad thing operate, making my life worse and worse? In this bad thing, who are the bad guys, and where exactly are they bad? Xingtai, you tell me."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he continued to bury his head in writing the draft. Chen Tianhua opened his mouth several times wanting to speak, but found he couldn't say anything. He really knew nothing about this himself.

After a long silence, Chen Ke placed the part he had already written in front of Chen Tianhua and continued to bury his head in writing. Chen Tianhua hurriedly picked up the paper and began to read.
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Chapter 8 Outward Bound Training (1)

On the morning of September 12, when Yan Fu sent someone to the workshop, Chen Ke was just about to go out. The purpose of Yan Fu sending someone was to ask when Chen Ke would be available; he was prepared to talk to Chen Ke about the joint government-merchant pharmaceutical factory. Chen Ke politely told the messenger that he wasn't free today. He was going to the hospital construction site and would be there all day. If they were to discuss matters, Chen Ke would visit Mr. Yan Fu in three days. The messenger looked somewhat surprised by this reply but didn't say much and took his leave directly.

Honestly, Chen Ke didn't really think Yan Fu could negotiate the pharmaceutical factory matter in the short term. Given the efficiency of the Manchu Qing bureaucratic system, Chen Ke thought it would be remarkable if this matter had any prospects within two months.

On September 11, while making the drug production plan, You Gou had asked Chen Ke: what should be done if this pharmaceutical factory really got set up? Chen Ke's answer was concise and to the point: "We must be prepared for this pharmaceutical factory not to have started production by 1917." You Gou failed to understand Chen Ke's joke, so Chen Ke had to explain, "In 1917, I'm afraid the headquarters will have already moved to Anhui. By then, you don't even know if you'll be moving to Anhui with the headquarters. Don't worry about such things for now."

In the plan, all members of the Huangpu Book Society would undergo outward bound training on September 12. So on the 11th, Chen Ke conducted a simple physical fitness test. At least, it appeared so on the surface. The fitness test consisted of three items: a 30-meter shuttle run, standing long jump, and medicine ball throw.

Young people all like liveliness, especially this kind of sports activity. Whether wearing long gowns or Western suits, they all participated. Shouts of "Bravo!", encouragement, and noisy discussions truly made the place boil with voices. Everyone participated in the sports test; those with poor results even surrounded the referees demanding to start over. It was truly a scene of laughter and joy.

Chen Ke was very satisfied with such a scene but very pessimistic about the results. The members of the Huangpu Book Society didn't particularly like sports. According to 21st-century standards, only half met the standard. Chen Ke believed these people were completely unsuitable for the originally planned outward bound program. So the location of the outward bound training was changed to the construction site.

The roster was already done. An important purpose of conducting the physical fitness test lay in improving the collection of personal data. This also counted as part of the social investigation. Conducting a social investigation without even completing the data of one's own people would be not just a joke, but a disgrace.

After sending off Yan Fu's messenger, Chen Ke led a group of young people to move out. Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop was at the end of Nanjing Road. It belonged to "old architecture." Zhou Yuanxiao had never spoken about the history of this rather large workshop. Shanghai Renxin Hospital, where Chen Ke held the nominal title of principal, was at the end of Sichuan Road.

The city where Chen Ke was born had no wooden buildings. As a child, he lived in the factory family quarters. Those were single-story house areas with red or blue brick walls, cement floors, and red tile roofs. When he grew up a bit, he lived in red brick buildings. Later, it was reinforced concrete, walls coated with blue gravel on the outside, and new buildings with floor tiles laid inside the home. By the time he set up his own household, it was an apartment in a residential compound. It was even less possible to have any wooden components. Even the stair handrails were electroplated metal.

From childhood to adulthood, apart from wooden beams, he hadn't even seen many wooden pillars. 1905 Shanghai gave Chen Ke the feeling that, apart from having more people, it wasn't much different from a county town in the 80s. The wooden buildings on both sides, however, still had some flavor.

The streets were mostly gravel roads, with many people. There were no green belts. The roadside of the commercial district was lined with identical two-story buildings: brick walls, wooden door planks, wooden windows. What Chen Ke found most special was that these buildings all had a narrow balcony enclosed by wooden fences on the side facing the street. Most wooden parts of these buildings were painted red, looking quite lively.

Parked on both sides of the street were mostly carts and rickshaws. There were many vehicles; apart from those that had already picked up work, rickshaw pullers rarely ran around. They just parked casually where they felt they could pick up customers, resulting in blocking quite a part of the street surface. Shanghai was the largest commercial city in the Far East, so the transportation industry was naturally quite developed.

The rickshaw pullers wore coarse cloth short jackets and coarse cloth trousers, with a thick belt bound around their waists. This belt also doubled as a money bag. Their skin was tanned dark yellow; although the arms exposed outside had solid muscles and thick joints, compared with modern people, the fat layer was obviously thinner, and the skin color was dull and lacked luster. Due to excessive extraction of physical strength and insufficient meat food, veins popped out on their arms, and the skin felt very dry.

Chen Ke had specifically instructed on clothing requirements. The group of young people he led was obviously much whiter, and their skin color was more lustrous. Especially Chen Ke, who took the lead; in modern cities, fewer and fewer people went shirtless wearing big shorts. Chen Ke had even become accustomed to wearing long sleeves and long trousers all year round. It was the same after returning to this era. Plus, after he returned, he dyed cloth, made medicine, and lectured all day, always in a long-sleeved top and long trousers. Today he wore short sleeves, finally revealing his muscular arms. But compared with these working people, his skin appeared white and tender. This gave birth to a sense of inferiority in Chen Ke's heart. He also claimed to want to launch a socialist revolution, but could the people believe in revolution carried out by such a fair-skinned person?

Moving together as such a group, everyone talking and laughing on the road, the rickshaw pullers naturally wouldn't misunderstand, and no one came up to solicit business. Although Chen Ke wanted to look more at the surrounding environment, Mao Ping, the Chinese student who returned with Chen Tianhua, kept chatting with Chen Ke. Chen Ke thought highly of this young man and was willing to answer more of his questions, so his attention to observing social customs had to be distracted a lot.

Mao Ping's ancestral home was Fujian, but he himself was a Fujianese immigrant to Taiwan. After Japan occupied Taiwan, Mao Ping returned to the mainland with his family. Mao Ping's family was reasonably wealthy and not considered conservative. Since Japan could defeat the Manchu Qing, there were naturally things to learn; Mao Ping simply went to Japan to study, majoring in medicine.

In Japan, seeing Japan's more enlightened technological and cultural atmosphere, Mao Ping, who was originally full of hatred for Japan, gradually turned his hatred toward the corrupt and backward Manchu Qing. Mao Ping's family education was very good; after reading *Tianyanlun*, Mao Ping established the concept of "natural selection, survival of the fittest." In the Sino-Japanese War, Japan was also fighting for its own country's interests. If the Manchu Qing could defeat Japan, Taiwan naturally wouldn't have been lost. Nor would the *Treaty of Shimonoseki* have been signed. What decided everything was strength. Instead of hating Japan's invasion, it was better to hate the cowardly and incompetent Manchu Qing. Mao Ping couldn't change Japan, but he felt he should be able to change the Manchu Qing.

Unknowingly, Mao Ping changed from a youth who simply hated Japan because of hatred for Japan into a quite radical anti-Qing element. Whenever there was a revolutionary activity among international students, Mao Ping would attend as long as he had time. And his relatively idealistic attitude also received the support of many international students. He even made quite a few Japanese friends.

Mao Ping had read Chen Tianhua's book and agreed very much with the fierce anti-Qing attitude in it. Later, when Chen Tianhua arrived in Japan, Mao Ping went to pay a visit immediately upon learning of it. The two had a very happy meeting. Mao Ping and his small group became a "small revolutionary party" that firmly supported Chen Tianhua personally.

When Chen Tianhua returned to Japan from Shanghai again, bringing back the book written together with Chen Ke, Mao Ping read it and truly regarded it as a masterpiece. The book *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism* thoroughly pointed out the relationship between the development of productive forces and social development, and clearly explained the connection between the industrial revolution and national development. Mao Ping felt that the doubts plaguing him for years had all been resolved. "If a man hears the Way in the morning, he may die in the evening without regret!" Mao Ping uttered such a sigh. Mao Ping, who had always been serious in his studies, began to skip classes for the first time; he poured all his energy into organizing the "Reading Society."

Under Mao Ping's efforts, the Reading Society expanded again and again, reaching a scale of over a hundred people. Learning that Chen Tianhua was going back to Shanghai to join that "Mr. Chen Ke," Mao Ping firmly requested to go along. In the end, more than twenty Chinese and Japanese youths from the Reading Society followed Chen Tianhua back to Shanghai.

Chen Ke didn't disappoint Mao Ping; his level of explaining the courses was much higher than Chen Tianhua's. Mao Ping felt Chen Ke was simply some kind of incredible existence; no matter the question, he could give a reasonable answer based on the theories in the book. When revolutionaries encountered problems, they would only shout, "The Manchu Qing is the source of all evil." But what exactly the evils of the Manchu Qing were, they couldn't explain clearly. Chen Ke never said who was evil; he only analyzed how participants acted in social phenomena, and out of what class characteristics they did so. Or even were forced to do so.

This gentle and rational attitude was even more effective than the fiercest opposition. Mao Ping was already very dissatisfied with the Manchu Qing, but before meeting Chen Ke, Mao Ping was also a constitutionalist in a sense. After listening to Chen Ke's explanation, Mao Ping thoroughly changed from a constitutionalist to a revolutionary.

Chen Ke thought highly of Mao Ping, not only because his thinking was quite progressive. Moreover, Mao Ping's performance on the construction site was also very outstanding. When the number of people in the Huangpu Book Society expanded rapidly, Chen Ke set a rule requiring members of the Huangpu Book Society to help on the construction site. Half the time used for listening to lectures, half the time for work. Chen Ke also paid wages based on everyone's workload.

According to Chen Ke's statement, this rule was "strongly recommended, but not forced." These words were very polite, but everyone was somewhat educated and could naturally hear the overtones. At first, everyone participated in labor with a mentality of "helping out." Less than a week later, one-third of the students refused to go to the construction site no matter what. The other two-thirds were still persisting. Mao Ping and the students who returned with him were in the ranks of that two-thirds. And they worked well.

Passing through the commercial district, they entered the residential area. Shanghai was currently in a stage of emerging expansion; residential areas were all inside *lilong* (lanes) and couldn't be seen very clearly from the outside. Except for a few carts transporting firewood seen occasionally, basically no one could be seen; presumably, everyone had gone to work.

Chen Ke didn't have the idea of going in to look either; when conducting social investigations later, it would be soon enough to visit these places then.

The location of the school was relatively far. For Englishmen running schools, the local Shanghai government neither supported nor opposed it. The core area of Shanghai was over by the Bund. The British Consulate in Shanghai was earliest located in a large mansion belonging to a family named Gu within the Shanghai county seat. After Shanghai opened as a treaty port, Britain used the excuse that "mixed living of Chinese and foreigners is inconvenient," and citing the clause in the *Treaty of the Bogue* permitting British people to rent land and houses at treaty ports, forced the Qing government to sign the *Land Regulations of Shanghai*. On November 29, 1845, two years after Shanghai opened as a port, the Shanghai Daotai of the Qing government issued a proclamation: "Having observed the sentiments of the people and considered the local circumstances of Shanghai, the land north of Yangjingbang and south of Lijiazhuang is designated for rent to British merchants for the purpose of building houses and residence." This settlement area was 830 *mu*, which was the later British Concession.

In 1846, Balfour took a fancy to the land of Lijiazhuang and planned to build a new British Consulate. Lijiazhuang was located on the southwest side of the confluence of the Huangpu River and Suzhou Creek. The Qing army had once set up forts here to guard the river defense. During the Opium War, after British gunboats captured the first line of defense at Wusongkou, they attacked and destroyed the second line of defense at Donggou. The confluence of Suzhou Creek and the Huangpu River was the third line of defense. In June 1842, the British gunboat *Nemesis* bombarded the Lijiazhuang fort fiercely. Although the defenders resisted tenaciously, the intense artillery fire still destroyed the fort. This land not only had a superior geographical location but also this historical story. Balfour inspected this abandoned fort multiple times and, disregarding the British law at the time forbidding the construction of embassies abroad, negotiated with the land owner Shi Bingrong and others to purchase the real estate. After Balfour advanced the deposit, he had to delay because there were no special funds for this, until the second consul Alcock took over and applied continuously, finally obtaining approval from the British government.

After hastily building the consulate houses, on July 21, 1849, the British Consulate moved from the old city to the new office at Lijiazhuang on the Bund. After only two years, problems appeared in the building, and it was forced to be demolished. In 1852, the consulate rebuilt the houses. Eighteen years later, at midnight on December 24, 1870, the British Consulate caught fire. Because the path for fetching water was winding and the fire hoses were insufficient, time was delayed, and the fire was fierce, burning the houses and documents/archives to ashes. Therefore, it is difficult to see documents and photos of the early British Consulate today.

But now the concession centered on the Bund had long been overcrowded; it was absolutely impossible to get any land. Chen Ke wasn't that concerned about this medical college originally. He would go to the countryside within a year anyway; this school inevitably wouldn't produce any results. If the revolution didn't succeed, the investment in this school would be in vain anyway; if the revolution succeeded, he could build schools however he wanted then. So Chen Ke simply chose a location close to the residential areas of ordinary people. This was the suburbs; land was cheap, and residents were few. Moreover, Wu Xingchen took those few tall and robust Shandong heroes to visit personally with money to "persuade and educate," and finally bought this piece of land.

After walking for more than half an hour, the school was already visible in the distance. After a month of construction, the main six buildings—two teaching buildings, one laboratory building, one library, and two dormitory buildings—already had some shape. Tall scaffolding and hoisting equipment constructed from various pulley blocks were attached to each building, and quite a few people were working on them.

Seeing that the destination was near, the young people all showed joy. Walking a bit further, they saw quite a few people waving in front of the crude gate of the school; these were the youths who had arrived early. Everyone quickened their pace to join these students. Chen Ke and Mao Ping soon fell behind. Chen Ke looked back and saw a few students following behind him and Mao Ping in a well-behaved manner. These were all Japanese students.

"Let's also hurry up; don't let everyone wait too long," Chen Ke laughed.

"Hai!" the Japanese students responded in unison.

The crowd gathered on the sports field, which was built according to the standards of later generations' sports fields. It could be seen that this place had been cleared; the track was piled with various construction materials, and half of the field had traces of hasty moving. In the center of the sports field, four wooden obstacles more than three meters high, like door planks, were erected. There were also some baffling things; the young people didn't understand these simple gadgets very well. Everyone had heard Chen Ke explain the significance of "outward bound training," probably something about cultivating team spirit and exerting imagination. Regarding such mysterious wording, everyone felt there should be very different places, but this simple venue didn't have anything that could be associated with Chen Ke's explanation.

Hua Xiongmao came up to welcome them. "Wenqing, it's ready." Looking at the surrounding young people curiously eyeing the simple equipment around them, he asked somewhat worriedly, "Wenqing, will this work?"

"We'll see as we go. It has to work whether it does or not," Chen Ke laughed. After speaking, he stood on a stool and shouted loudly, "Classmates, our outward bound training today is just the first step. I now require that ten people form a row and start lining up."

Such a simple request could probably be easily completed by fourth-grade students in the 21st century. But this group of young people in 1905 stood there blankly after hearing it, actually not knowing what to do.

Chen Ke pointed at Mao Ping. "You walk forward five steps. Then stand there."

Mao Ping obeyed Chen Ke's order.

Pointing at Mao Ping's position, Chen Ke shouted to everyone again, "Using him as the origin, everyone stand to the north and back of Mao Ping."

This order was executed. Everyone began to stand randomly with Mao Ping as the center. Some stood to the south of Mao Ping, some stood in front of Mao Ping. Others watched everyone running in a swarm and were at a loss instead, standing still on the spot.

Chen Ke called the students' names one by one and ordered them to adjust their positions. It took ten minutes for the students to finally divide into five rows standing to the north and back of Mao Ping.

"How many people did I say stand in a row?" Chen Ke shouted.

"Ten," responses came scatteredly from the ranks.

"First row, count off!" Chen Ke ordered. This time he not only let everyone count off but also taught them how to count off personally.

Hua Xiongmao watched the chaotic appearance of everyone and Chen Ke skillfully teaching the crowd. His original worry immediately flew to the nine heavens. Just organizing such a large pile of people and teaching them basic things was so laborious. It seemed there absolutely wouldn't be nothing to do. After confirming such a fact, Hua Xiongmao turned and left. There was still a pile of things to do on the construction site.
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Chapter 9 Outward Bound Training (2)

Chen Ke had counted the members of the Huangpu Book Society; there were 127 in total. Participation in this outward bound training was not mandatory. After spending 10 minutes teaching and training, everyone could finally count off according to Chen Ke's orders.

"1" "2" "3" ... ... "15"

The first row finally finished counting off.

"Have you eaten? Why are your voices like mosquitoes humming? Count again." Chen Ke's voice wasn't harsh. The young people in the front rows were a bit better, but quite a few in the back rows were still talking and laughing.

After a burst of laughter, the counting off didn't start. Chen Ke let out a loud roar with a resonant voice, "Start counting off." All the young people were shaken, and the smiles looking at Chen Ke faded significantly. The students in the first row began to count off again.

Discipline and obedience start from standardization; queue training is merely the first step. And this first step took an hour before these students lined up into a ten-by-eleven square formation.

Teaching everyone to step with the left foot first when walking in step took another half an hour.

"Eyes left," "Eyes right"—this took another half an hour.

The square formation advanced together, but after walking less than ten meters, the formation that could barely be called orderly began to fall apart.

Chen Ke was not discouraged. According to those memoirs, back then, to train the Red Army of peasant origin to turn left or right took a very long time. In today's military training, the students' performance was already very good. Military training is never a short-term process; even the most basic training lasts for several days. What's more, there was only one day today.

When the herd-like formation reached the designated position, Chen Ke ran over with a normal expression, directed everyone to line up again, and started training again.

More than three hours passed quickly. Everyone was obviously very tired. Chen Ke shouted, "Dismissed." The students felt as if they had been granted a general amnesty and scattered one after another.

Military training is definitely not an easy task; just giving these commands made Chen Ke's throat feel uncomfortable. Watching the young people hiding in shady places to rest, Chen Ke wiped the sweat from his forehead.

But before long, everyone's gaze fell on an unnoticed place. Chen Ke turned his head and saw Yan Fu, still wearing the clothes from the last time they met, standing there watching everyone. Chen Ke had been focusing on military training and didn't even know when Yan Fu had arrived. This appearance was really somewhat unexpected. Chen Ke reflected on his answer this morning and couldn't think of any problems. Since that was the case, Chen Ke didn't play any clichés either. He just went up and greeted him simply.

"Is Wenqing training soldiers?" Yan Fu asked. His attention wasn't on Chen Ke but on that group of young people.

"How could that be? Just a little military training to give everyone some organization and discipline." Chen Ke couldn't read any emotions from Yan Fu's face. But seeing Yan Fu looking at the young people with a very special gaze, it seemed like he was observing the effect of the military training. Chen Ke suddenly remembered that Yan Fu himself was not a simple literatus. Although in later generations, Yan Fu's most famous title was the translator of *Tianyanlun*, an intellectual who introduced Western learning into China, Yan Fu himself had solidly engaged in work at the Beiyang Naval Academy for many years and finally became the principal. Yan Fu was by no means a layman regarding training soldiers. Thinking of this, Chen Ke dared not make a sound and stood beside Yan Fu waiting for him to speak.

Yan Fu withdrew his gaze and asked, "Has Wenqing served in the army?"

"No."

"Is today the first day of training soldiers?"

"This is military training, not training soldiers," Chen Ke corrected again.

Yan Fu nodded slightly. "To be able to train to this state on the first day is also considered commendable."

Chen Ke didn't want this senior to criticize his hard-earned results anymore. Although Yan Fu didn't seem malicious, if such evaluation continued, heaven knew where the conversation would drift.

"Mr. Yan, are you passing by here today?"

"No, since Wenqing refused to see me, I had to come over to visit personally," Yan Fu laughed.

"I really have things to do today," Chen Ke said frankly.

"Regarding the pharmaceutical factory mentioned last time, I have already found the Shanghai Daotai and talked about it. He wants Wenqing to go to Hankou to treat a few patients."

"My medicine can only treat patients in the first and second stages; I wonder if Mr. Yan knows this," Chen Ke hurriedly said.

"I read the printed material Wenqing has; I know a thing or two. I also brought a copy when I went. After seeing it, the Shanghai Daotai said it should be curable."

"This medicine is toxic; I'm afraid it might kill people," Chen Ke hurriedly added.

"Haha, Wenqing is indeed cautious. Your *Huangpu Review* has stated it repeatedly several times. The Daotai definitely saw it. My original intention was to push this medicine to the Nanyang and Beiyang Navies. As a result, a certain Yuan wants us to help him first. This matter must trouble Wenqing to come forward."

"I can't get away. How about sending a capable person to do this?"

"That is also acceptable."

"Do I need to go see that Lord Yuan first?"

"No need. The Daotai has already instructed someone to handle this matter; Wenqing just needs to send someone to find this person."

"I'll go arrange it now. Please wait a moment, Mr. Yan." After speaking, Chen Ke walked quickly toward the construction site.

This was actually a good opportunity. These years, places needing specific medicine were mainly port cities. Wherever foreigners arrived, this malignant disease spread. Chen Ke originally wanted to find Hua Xiongmao to discuss sending Dr. Wang Qinian. If Wang Qinian was sent, who would take over Wang Qinian's position? A name suddenly popped out. Chen Ke's steps couldn't help but slow down; finally, Chen Ke simply turned his head and walked toward Mao Ping.

"Come with me for a moment," Chen Ke said to Mao Ping.

Hearing Chen Ke's idea of wanting Mao Ping to go to Hankou to treat patients, Mao Ping was quite excited. First, he could serve Mr. Chen whom he respected very much; second, he could display his professional skills. Both reasons made Mao Ping feel high-spirited. "Mr. Wenqing, I will definitely do this job well."

"I believe in you," Chen Ke said resolutely.

The two talked about Mao Ping's medical skills on the way and soon found Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke explained the matter. Hua Xiongmao sized up Mao Ping and, seeing Mao Ping looking back at him with firm eyes, appearing quite confident in handling this matter, nodded. "Wenqing, so you want me to take Mao Ping to see Dr. Wang?"

"We can't completely decide this matter. Tell Dr. Wang that all patient injections today will be done by Mao Ping. Dr. Wang will guide from the side. Once there is time, let Mao Ping read the medical records thoroughly," Chen Ke said to Hua Xiongmao.

After speaking, Chen Ke turned to Mao Ping again. "Read the medical records thoroughly to see what reactions patients have during the use of this medicine. How to respond. I only give you today and tomorrow, two days; do it well."

"I will absolutely not let Mr. Chen down."

Watching Mao Ping and Hua Xiongmao leave together, Chen Ke explained the work to Qin Wu'an again before running back to reply to Yan Fu. The two confirmed that tomorrow afternoon, the person responsible for this matter would go find Yan Fu, and Yan Fu would introduce this person to meet Yuan Shufan.

After explaining the matters, Chen Ke looked at Yan Fu and said somewhat embarrassedly, "Mr. Yan, there are no places to eat nearby. I'm taking everyone to cook together today. Mr. Yan, will you join us, or what are your plans?"

"Wenqing wants to lead everyone to cook personally?" Yan Fu was somewhat surprised. In Yan Fu's view, Chen Ke was the president of the Study Society; naturally, others would cook and bring food over. He didn't expect Chen Ke to labor personally.

"Top and bottom are one body. As the president of the Study Society, if I flee at the sight of work, how can everyone look up to me?" Chen Ke said casually. For Chen Ke, this was just the most basic work attitude. Even in the 21st century, Chen Ke had seen many provincial-level cadres who, for a national reception conference, not only commanded the venue arrangement personally but also moved tables and chairs themselves. A deputy general manager of a mobile company, after receiving a batch of printed materials, would still squat on the ground at the door checking leaflets one by one. Although this deputy general manager drove off impatiently to eat and drink with everyone immediately after checking these tasks, this quality of doing things was absolutely not comparable to those below who were careless and slack when encountering work.

Doing things personally in work—this is the Party's tradition. Before the founding of the PRC, facing a harsh environment, the Party absolutely implemented the leading role of Party members. Even after the Reform and Opening Up, encountering moments of peril, Party members still stepped forward. Before a great disaster, you could definitely see those figures usually rarely seen in the most dangerous places. This is the power of organization.

Chen Ke could gain everyone's approval by relying on never evading responsibility and never engaging in any special treatment. Cooking and eating with everyone—Chen Ke felt it was truly the most ordinary thing.

Yan Fu didn't see it this way. As an intellectual educated in a hierarchical society of privilege, Yan Fu felt receiving various privileges was perfectly justified. As a principal, eating with students was obviously something that didn't fit his status. But he could already determine that Chen Ke had the intention to rebel. As a rebel, if he couldn't gain universal support from the people below, there was only a dead end. Chen Ke doing this was not without precedent; Chinese history books recorded too many rebels who recruited followers like this. Yan Fu actually felt it was not bad for Chen Ke to do this. He laughed, "I didn't know Wenqing could cook; then I'll have to disturb you for a meal."

"I will do my best." Chen Ke didn't stand on ceremony either.

"Comrades, start cooking," Chen Ke shouted loudly. People who heard this turned their faces to look at Chen Ke.

Woks, rice, vegetables, salt, soy sauce, and other materials had long been prepared. Shovels, firewood, and other equipment were also ready. Chen Ke let the students form groups based on the unit of ten people in a row in the formation. He began to assign tasks to each group. Young people liked liveliness when together, let alone this sudden picnic. Plus, having drilled all morning, the young people were all hungry; for a time, there was truly laughter and joy.

Some were responsible for fetching water, some for washing rice and vegetables. Chen Ke personally led people to dig stoves and bury woks, while Yan Fu stood by watching. Everyone was assigned a task; everyone was busy. Although the students' eyes looking at him held admiration, in such an environment, no one actually ran over to talk to him disregarding the crowd. This was truly rare. Yan Fu was very satisfied with Chen Ke's organizational ability.

Many hands make light work. It didn't take too long for the dishes to be stir-fried, and the big wok steaming rice was emitting billowing white steam. Chen Ke didn't let the students move freely but asked everyone to line up again and sit down neatly.

"I want to ask everyone a question. Dinner is about to start. How can we divide today's rice evenly? How can we make everyone believe that the rice is divided evenly?"

This question was really interesting. The crowd had never thought about how to achieve this degree.

"Anyone who has a suggestion, raise your hand to speak."

The crowd looked at each other in blank dismay. Don't look down on this small matter of dividing rice; if it really had to be divided evenly and everyone had to believe it, this wasn't easy. After a while, a student raised his hand. Chen Ke knew this student was named An Rushan, a student of Fudan Public School. "Elect a person everyone can approve of."

Chen Ke let An Rushan sit down before saying, "With so many of us, we may not even know each other; how can we elect a person everyone can approve of? Moreover, with over a hundred of us, waiting for you to elect someone will take six hours, right? We can eat dinner by then."

The students below roared with laughter, and An Rushan blushed deeply.

Seeing no one dared to continue speaking, Chen Ke laughed, "The rice will be ready soon. If you can't come up with a way, I can't let everyone eat. Coming for outward bound training once, resulting in accumulated grudges later—I won't do such a thing."

Another student raised his hand; his name was Lu Huitian, also from Fudan Public School. "We find a few people to specifically supervise the serving of rice. Set very strict rules. For example, exactly how much to serve per bowl must have a rule." Speaking to this point, Lu Huitian suddenly had a new idea. "We get a steelyard scale and weigh every bowl." Other students heard this suggestion; some felt it was acceptable, while others felt it was nonsense. Someone already shouted: "I'll starve to death by the time you finish weighing." Immediately, there was another burst of laughter.

When Lu Huitian sat down blushing, Chen Ke asked, "Do you think this rice can be divided absolutely fairly? Without the slightest difference?"

Most students had expressions of disbelief on their faces.

"Everyone isn't a god; we can't achieve absolute equality. The reason we cannot accept uneven division is that we cannot accept subjectively and deliberately giving more to oneself or people one likes. As long as it's not subjective deliberation, objectively dividing rice will inevitably result in this one being slightly more and that one slightly less. This tiny difference, I think everyone can accept, right?"

After listening to Chen Ke's lessons, everyone understood the two words "subjective" and "objective." The students nodded one after another after hearing this.

"If we find a person responsible for dividing rice, soon everyone will find that this person divides the most for themselves; this is human nature. So we change to another person, and everyone will still find that the rice in the bowl of the person presiding over the division is the most and best. Everyone thinks this method won't work, so we take turns presiding over the rice division, one day per person. This equates to admitting that individuals have the power to divide more rice for themselves, while giving everyone the opportunity to divide more for themselves. Although it looks equal, what then? Today we only have one chance; there will be conflict immediately. Or, everyone elects a trustworthy person to preside over the rice division. Leaving aside how long it takes to elect this person, even if this person of superior moral character can still be basically fair, he won't give himself more, but because of face, he will give more to people he has good relations with. Still unfair."

After saying this, Chen Ke looked at the steaming steam on the big rice-steaming wok and glanced at his wristwatch. "This rice will be cooked soon, and we are still discussing this issue endlessly here. Hmm, if we can't come up with a constitution quickly, we'll have to go hungry."

The students roared with laughter again.

"Mr. Chen, do you actually have a method?"

"Yeah, according to what you said, no matter how it's divided, it won't be fair. How can everyone feel it's fair?"

Everyone shouted one after another. The crowd's interest was really aroused. Seeing Chen Ke's appearance of having a well-thought-out plan, it seemed he must have an excellent method. Chen Ke had already negated other lines of thought, so what method could Chen Ke come up with? Everyone, including Yan Fu, was full of curiosity.

"Very simple. We don't need to choose any highly respected person, nor do we need any supervision. First, find three people to divide the rice in the wok into eleven big portions. Then these three people go to the side and wait first. Every team randomly finds a person to draw lots, pick a big portion in order, and then divide this big portion into ten small portions. Then they can go to the side and wait. Then, everyone goes up to take rice themselves; finally, let these rice dividers take what's left."

The cleverer ones already understood Chen Ke's meaning; they had already started to cheer. Those who didn't understand pulled those who understood and asked for an explanation. "Anyway, the rice dividers simply don't know who will benefit from dividing more or less in the end. If it's divided unevenly, they themselves will definitely eat the least. The rice dividers will naturally divide the rice very seriously. Moreover, we also know this is the case; we will definitely leave the least for the rice dividers. Naturally, we will also feel the division is reasonable." The person asked explained excitedly.

This logic was very simple; everyone understood it as soon as they heard it. Everyone was sighing about why they hadn't thought of such a simple principle themselves. Unknown who started clapping first, in a moment, more than a hundred students began to clap and cheer. Everyone already admired Chen Ke's scholarship very much; this matter made everyone feel a sincere admiration. Everyone hoped for fairness, and everyone felt they had been wronged. The greatest advantage of Chen Ke's method was that it guaranteed fairness to the greatest extent. For such wit, everyone truly admired it immensely. The dissatisfaction with Chen Ke accumulated from three hours of drilling had completely vanished at this time.

Even Yan Fu couldn't help clapping gently. After Chen Ke raised this question, Yan Fu was pondering how to divide it well. Yan Fu had long thought of the few methods Chen Ke summarized later. Although it couldn't be said they weren't fair enough, making everyone admit they were treated fairly was truly difficult. With Chen Ke's method, everyone could accept objective unfairness, but the subjective sense of unfairness disappeared completely. Yan Fu had been an official for many years; he had experienced too many struggles with unfathomable human hearts. An army can be deprived of its commander, but a common man cannot be deprived of his will. Persuading a person is too difficult, yet Chen Ke used such a simple method to sort out clues in a matter like dividing rice that had always been entangled and unclear; this couldn't help but make Yan Fu admire him.

"Classmates, don't shout anymore. Whoever is willing to volunteer to serve everyone, step forward." Chen Ke wasn't willing to let everyone make noise like this; he was also hungry.
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Chapter 10 Outward Bound Training (3)

Yan Fu naturally couldn't have seen outward bound training in the early 21st century, and the core purpose of outward bound training in the 21st century was completely different from military training in the early 20th century. The core of 21st-century outward bound training was "reasoning." It was very different from the forced indoctrination of discipline in early 20th-century military training.

After lunch, Chen Ke directed everyone to pack up the picnic items. Chen Ke's explanation for this was "One needs to see things through from beginning to end." You can choose not to eat, but after eating, you must clean up the dishes and chopsticks. In 1905, when compulsory education was not yet universal, those who could study, or more specifically, the members of the Huangpu Book Society, were not from poor families. Many even came from wealthy families; they had servants at home to clean up tableware after meals and had never washed dishes themselves. So Chen Ke brought out reasoning that everyone could understand, which finally stimulated everyone's enthusiasm for labor.

Watching Chen Ke direct more than a hundred young people to act according to his wishes—although it was just these simple trivial matters, Yan Fu felt it was remarkable. Back in the Beiyang Naval Academy, students knew they had to obey rules in the military academy after enrollment, but even so, instructors had to check again and again, correct again and again, and even resort to corporal punishment to establish discipline and norms. As far as Yan Fu knew, the Huangpu Book Society was not a formal organization, had not been established for long, and its members were diverse. Chen Ke could command these people at any rate. And from what Yan Fu saw, the young people had no intention of resisting Chen Ke. This leadership ability surprised Yan Fu very much.

Observing Chen Ke carefully, Yan Fu could determine that Chen Ke was not from a military academy background. Yan Fu had studied at the Royal Naval College in the UK and had been a military academy principal himself. Chen Ke's movements and bearing clearly showed he wasn't from a military academy. But Chen Ke was obviously not unfamiliar with rules and grasping everyone's emotions. Yan Fu knew that letting a person lead everyone wasn't a simple matter; let alone anything else, just standing in front of more than a hundred people talking with fervor and assurance, and enabling these more than a hundred listeners to follow the speaker's line of thought—this in itself was already a qualified instructor. Such instructors were rarely seen even in the Beiyang Naval Academy back then.

Originally, Yan Fu just wanted to come here to see if Chen Ke was really busy with things. He hadn't prepared to stay long, but looking at Chen Ke's performance, Yan Fu wasn't in a hurry to leave anymore. A twenty-five-year-old youth, even in 1905, belonged to the age range of "unreliable because of youth." The strength Chen Ke displayed made Yan Fu truly feel "the younger generation is to be feared." Yan Fu had a lot of practical experience and had seen countless capable people; he didn't believe in the "geniuses" in storytelling who knew everything about astronomy and geography, could revitalize the country with literature and stabilize the country with martial arts. He knew that people who could write books and establish theories often performed poorly in practical work. Those who performed outstandingly in practical work often couldn't write things.

Chen Ke's performance overturned Yan Fu's previous experience in judging people. Able to write books, able to do things. This really had the style of those true "famous masters" in history books. Sun Wu could write books and could also lead troops to attack Chu. Even the King of Wu's concubines could be drilled under Sun Wu's command. The quality of this pile of people in front of Chen Ke was definitely better than those women more than 2,000 years ago. However, based on Yan Fu's observation, they were just a rabble. Sun Wu had the power to kill back then; Chen Ke could only rely on his personal ability to persuade and lead everyone. Precisely because Yan Fu was not an ordinary person, he could better understand how outstanding Chen Ke's ability was. Sun Wu's fame shook the world, becoming a prominent god of war worshipped by later generations for thousands of years. What would become of the Chen Ke in front of him in the future?

"If there had been such a figure in the Beiyang Naval Academy back then..." Seeing Chen Ke directing everyone in an orderly manner, even Yan Fu couldn't help but imagine.

Chen Ke didn't know what Yan Fu was thinking; he managed to direct everyone to finish packing up with difficulty. Then he led everyone to start the afternoon's outward bound training.

The first item was a game. This game was very simple: ten people held hands with each other; as long as there wasn't a situation where two people held both hands with each other, and without letting go, people constantly moved their positions, then these people could inevitably untangle themselves into one or several circles.

Chen Ke, demonstrating, and nine others held hands tightly together, looking like a dead knot. The onlookers felt what Chen Ke said was unreliable. But Chen Ke had played this game many times; the key to untying this kind of thing lay in starting from the topmost clasped hands. Soon, with everyone's efforts—either squatting simultaneously to let those holding hands step over the dense arms, or turning around with great difficulty so the connection of arms wouldn't twist, or raising arms high to form an arch—the pile of people slowly disbanded and became looser and looser. Finally, just as Chen Ke said, they indeed formed a circle of ten people holding hands.

Letting everyone let go, Chen Ke shouted, "According to the order of lining up, groups of ten, complete this game."

Young people in these years didn't have many recreational activities; sports like basketball, volleyball, table tennis, and football weren't popularized in China at all. Even glass marbles weren't popularized. The game immediately attracted everyone's enthusiasm. Chen Ke watched everyone gather to play and slowly retreated backward himself. Everyone's enthusiasm far exceeded Chen Ke's imagination. In the outward bound training Chen Ke had participated in, there were quite a few people not enthusiastic about the game itself. Chen Ke originally wanted to see how many people in this outward bound training were also like this, but he didn't expect everyone to invest themselves very enthusiastically; even naturally shy people, although somewhat bashful, participated quite actively. This really surprised Chen Ke.

"What is the significance of Wenqing's game?" Yan Fu had walked to Chen Ke's side at some point and asked.

"Mr. Yan, this game is to draw everyone's feelings closer."

"Oh? So, there are more to follow?" Yan Fu was very interested in this.

"The next game is to increase everyone's trust. The last one is to let everyone accept a challenge together." Chen Ke didn't hide his secrets; telling lies in front of a smart person was a very meaningless thing.

Just as Chen Ke expected, Yan Fu pondered for a while and said, "First showing fairness, then drawing feelings closer, then cultivating trust, and finally meeting a challenge. I've learned something."

Chen Ke didn't want to boast or be polite blindly either. He just smiled but didn't speak.

Unexpectedly, Yan Fu said, "Wenqing, I actually have a suggestion. After the last game ends, could Wenqing lead these students to drill for a while?"

Chen Ke was slightly startled after hearing this; he indeed had this plan himself, just hadn't said it. He didn't expect Yan Fu to have this idea too. Chen Ke turned his head and asked, "Why is this?"

Yan Fu looked at the students and said indifferently, "Wenqing will know when the time comes."

Chen Ke didn't ask further and turned his head with Yan Fu to continue watching everyone's actions.

In the process of modern outward bound training, someone always has to act as a coach. This role isn't easy to play; one must discover problems at any time and mete out punishment. But Chen Ke didn't plan to play this role in this training. It wasn't the time yet. However, watching the students' serious attitude, Chen Ke felt everyone's seriousness truly exceeded his imagination. No one deliberately broke the rules to end the activity early. If it were in the 21st century, let alone others, Chen Ke himself as an *otaku*—games were good, but going home early was better. Turning on the computer, watching movies, listening to music, chatting—all were very comfortable things. Compared to this comfort, outward bound training was merely a kind of adjustment.

Chen Ke liked going to the cinema to watch movies when he was a child, but after having a computer, he basically never went. The difference between home and the cinema was nothing more than screen size, and at home, one could watch whatever one wanted. Why spend so much effort when one could get entertainment easily? In 1905, no matter how comfortable life was, it couldn't reach the level of 2005. What was lacking wasn't just living materials; spiritual life was equally lacking. This was an era of comprehensive lack of knowledge, culture, and entertainment. These students being so enthusiastic about the game Chen Ke taught—what difference was there from Chen Ke being enthusiastic about playing glass marbles and picture cards when he was a child, and later indulging in video games?

Thinking of this, some doubt in Chen Ke's heart was suddenly somewhat resolved. Why did seven comrades join the Party in just a few months? This society was such a pool of stagnant water, so oppressive, full of injustice. That was why comrades would work with Chen Ke, who could still be considered relatively fair, and even revolt.

Revolution was originally bred among the people; just as Yan Fu summarized just now, even on small matters like dividing rice, everyone still pursued fairness. It wasn't that these games increased feelings, but that the students themselves needed to increase feelings; these healthy and uplifting games merely provided everyone with an opportunity. Otherwise, this couldn't explain those people who weren't enthusiastic in 21st-century outward bound training, as well as Chen Ke himself who felt the activity was okay but wanted to go home more.

Chen Ke had always been telling comrades that it wasn't the People's Party launching the masses to revolt, but the masses needing revolution and following the People's Party. He understood this theoretically, but only after really launching this outward bound training did Chen Ke verify that his words were indeed correct.

"The Chinese people are a great people because even an illiterate knows they should maintain a just order." Chen Ke forgot which book this sentence came from, but Chen Ke agreed with it very much. Although it was also a theoretical agreement. Today, Chen Ke finally believed it; as long as the things provided were healthy and uplifting, conforming to the Chinese people's nature of pursuing truth, kindness, and beauty, everyone would follow you. Just like Chen Ke saw with his own eyes, a team had already failed twice, and now they were challenging this game for the third time.

Revolution still had a very bright future. Chen Ke couldn't help showing a smile. With such a social foundation needing revolution, how could it not succeed? Chen Ke said to himself. Although the objective nature of STEM later made Chen Ke have some doubts about his own optimism.

Spending less than forty minutes, all eleven teams completed this game. Everyone was laughing; some with lively personalities were still performing how their arms were twisted just now, or the embarrassing state of others when stepping over the dense arms.

"Classmates, now, we proceed to the next item. Trust Fall." Chen Ke clapped his hands while shouting loudly.

This item wasn't simple. Hua Xiongmao had built six sets of platforms according to Chen Ke's instructions. All were over three meters high. Chen Ke let twenty people divide into two teams and stand under the platform, facing each other. Arms with backs of hands downward, palms upward resting on the other person's shoulders. Chen Ke explained the rules; he himself would fall straight back from the platform and land on everyone's arms. Chen Ke guaranteed that this impact wouldn't hurt Chen Ke or the people below.

After explaining, Chen Ke asked loudly, "Do you trust me?" Everyone was very worried about this posture. If palms were downward and backs of hands upward resting on the opposite classmate's shoulders, when Chen Ke fell, everyone could hold Chen Ke at any rate. With palms upward, there was no place to leverage strength at all. When Chen Ke, this big tall guy, fell from above and smashed onto the arms, he would definitely smash everyone's arms down, and then Chen Ke would fall straight to the ground.

The students standing ready looked at each other in blank dismay.

"I said no problem, so there is absolutely no problem. Does everyone trust me?" Chen Ke asked with firm eyes.

After the previous training, the students had already established confidence in Chen Ke. Everyone said to Chen Ke one after another, "We trust Mr. Chen."

"No need to add 'Mr.' Answer me together." After speaking, Chen Ke said loudly again, "Do you trust me?"

"We trust," came the almost simultaneous reply.

Chen Ke asked loudly again, "Do you trust us?"

"We trust." This time the voices were uniform.

Hearing this momentum, Chen Ke smiled, explained the rules and precautions, and climbed up the rack nimbly. As he said himself, he stood on the platform only with the balls of his feet, back to everyone. "My name is Chen Ke; I am ready," he shouted.

"We, the first team, are also ready; please trust us," the students below responded excitedly.

Upon hearing this reply, Chen Ke immediately straightened his body. Under the gaze of more than a hundred pairs of eyes, like a turning second hand, with his feet as the axis, his body fell straight back. Everyone didn't expect Chen Ke to fall as soon as he said so. Amidst a sound of sharp intakes of breath, Chen Ke's body fell straight in a horizontal state, landing on the "net" formed by the students' arms. The feeling on his back was a slight sinking, but it stopped immediately.

Everyone had palms upward; another benefit of this was that they didn't need to turn their arms to put Chen Ke down following the momentum. The students surrounding him were already asking all at once, "Does it hurt?" They were frightened by Chen Ke's clean fall. The platform was over three meters high; when Chen Ke stood on it, the top of his head was more than five meters from the ground. Falling straight down with back downwards from such a high place—just looking at it caused a kind of shock.

"It doesn't hurt at all."

"That's right, Mr. Chen was right; distributing one person's weight onto these forty arms, there isn't much feeling at all."

The students who were below just now said proudly. When such a big guy as Chen Ke fell, everyone was somewhat worried; they didn't expect it to be truly as Chen Ke said—there wasn't much feeling at all.

Someone couldn't help preparing to climb up the platform to test it himself.

What this training feared most was people naturally sticking their buttocks down. Forty arms bearing the weight of one person was naturally no problem, but three or four arms wouldn't work. Chen Ke had made five binding bags. The purpose was to avoid this problem.

After training for so long, everyone had long begun to get used to obeying. Two people stood on the platform helping the student who was going to perform the "Trust Fall" put on the bag. Inside the large cloth bag like a body bag were a few carrying poles. After putting the person in, it was tied tight with ropes on the outside; the person inside couldn't bend even if they wanted to. These two people were also responsible for controlling the direction to prevent deviation. Chen Ke could do it well himself, but he dared not really let the students complete it themselves.

More than a hundred people divided into five teams and started this item. Some hardened their hearts and started falling back immediately after the Q&A. Some weren't so straightforward; they always hesitated for a while and plucked up courage several times before falling back. In the air, although their bodies were forcibly straightened by the carrying poles, one could still see their buttocks protruding relatively obviously. These people didn't achieve the rule's requirement of keeping the body straight.

There were also some who stood there and shouted a few times; the people below also responded, but they just couldn't fall back no matter what. As a last resort, the classmates on the platform had to help them a bit. According to Chen Ke's secret instructions, they pushed the foreheads of the students unwilling to fall forcefully so that they could fall relatively straight.

Questions one after another, and the simultaneous answers from below: "Please trust us." Then the "flying men" fell one by one. With the people in front demonstrating, the people behind became more and more skilled. This game actually ended in less than an hour and a half.

Yan Fu watched the students' expressions mixed with excitement and lingering fear, watching them conduct the "thrilling" training more and more skillfully. His face also became more and more solemn. Chen Ke's training looked thrilling but was very safe. As everyone experienced such training, the atmosphere among everyone became increasingly harmonious. If the students below didn't catch him, falling back from such a height would cost him half his life if not kill him. But being able to land safely on the classmates' arms and then being put down by seven hands and eight feet—this feeling was very different. In a sense, this could be considered a "friendship of life and death."

Having undergone such training, Yan Fu believed the relationship among these people would inevitably be very different in the future. The Beiyang Navy's training had always been harsh; before the Battle of the Yalu River, incidents of soldiers dying due to overly harsh training had occurred multiple times. But such training couldn't train such a sense of trust. How exactly did Chen Ke come up with such a method? Watching Chen Ke patrolling the training seriously, although he was the leader of the crowd, he integrated into the environment so naturally. Yan Fu didn't worry that anyone would oppose Chen Ke at this time, but no one would refuse to acknowledge Chen Ke's command authority either. Given time, if these students became an army, they would inevitably be united from top to bottom, working as one.

Yan Fu was very satisfied with this.

"Mr. Yan, you come participate too." While Yan Fu was thinking, a student ran over excitedly to invite him. After this stimulation, the students' faces were all red. Many original rules had been cast aside under the young people's excitement.

"Uh?" Yan Fu didn't expect to be invited actually.

It wasn't known who started the jeering first, but the students shouted in unison anyway: "Mr. Yan, come one! Mr. Yan, come one!" More and more people joined the shouting. Under this scene already dominated by group consciousness, everyone couldn't help joining in. Hearing the enthusiastic and friendly invitation becoming louder and louder, even Yan Fu felt somewhat involuntarily moved. He was a soldier and didn't like empty politeness. Yan Fu simply took off his glasses. The proficient ladder-climbing skills trained earlier at the Royal Naval College in the UK and in the Nanyang and Beiyang Fleets were still there. Watching Yan Fu climb up the platform nimbly, the students clapped and cheered together. Yan Fu stood properly like Chen Ke; in the sudden silence where not a crow could be heard, Yan Fu said clearly, "My name is Yan Fu; I am ready."

"Please trust us." The voices below were resonant and powerful. Yan Fu could hear that it wasn't just the people prepared to catch him; everyone responded in unison.

Yan Fu straightened his body and fell straight back. In any case, that innate human reaction wouldn't disappear; that faint sense of fear still occupied the main feeling. But Yan Fu was not a person to admit defeat. Not only did he not tighten his body subconsciously, but on the contrary, he made his body straight. Just like leaping into the sea during the navy's swimming training. That falling feeling seemed very long, yet not long lasting. Before Yan Fu began to question whether those below could catch him, Yan Fu's body had already fallen into the barrier formed by solid arms. The strength of the crowd stopped Yan Fu in the air. No one was hurt. Cheers rang out again.

The last item was climbing over obstacles. In groups of ten, the whole team had to pass an obstacle over three meters high. This thing was a solid wooden frame deeply buried underground on the outside, and inside, thick wooden planks were pieced together without gaps. Everyone had to climb up by forming a human pyramid first, then climb down. The last person remaining had to grab the leg of the second to last person and be pulled over by everyone. Although the theory was simple, implementing it took quite some effort.

Yan Fu paced to Chen Ke's side and asked, "Wenqing, regarding the final formation drill, can I command it?" Watching the students full of vigor and working together to surmount obstacles, Yan Fu felt he suddenly regained some of the feeling of being the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy back then. That was a long-lost feeling.

"I launched this outward bound training; I must command it personally. I cannot follow Mr. Yan's wish; I am truly sorry." Chen Ke rejected Yan Fu's request gently but firmly.

Yan Fu hadn't thought that much originally, just slightly simply excited. Hearing Chen Ke's refusal, Yan Fu suddenly understood that he was no longer a principal; those days belonging to him had been shattered in the Gengzi year. Looking at Chen Ke's young and vibrant face, looking at those equally young students encouraging each other, carrying, and pulling companions over the high obstacle, Yan Fu nodded slightly but didn't say anything more.

At 5 PM, everyone had surmounted the obstacle. Quite a few people even had blood marks rubbed onto their arms. But no one cared about this; everyone talked and chatted happily. A day of training would make even young people feel some fatigue, but everyone felt very comfortable. Originally in the Huangpu Book Society, everyone also met, but they would never be this intimate no matter what. Having passed so many passes, everyone suddenly discovered that those surrounding classmates, even some who didn't look very pleasing to the eye, all had their reliable or lovely sides. This new discovery made the students, who already liked making friends, even closer.

"All assemble, line up," Chen Ke shouted. His arm pointed straight at a position in front of him. No need for special explanation anymore. Someone already ran over to stand at that position; like a magnet attracting iron filings, other students formed a ten-by-eleven square formation with this person as the origin one after another.

"Whole unit, forward march," Chen Ke shouted.

Although the formation was still somewhat messy, although some people still couldn't help stepping with the right foot first, under Chen Ke's command of "one, two, one," everyone consciously adjusted their steps without Chen Ke's order. Not long after, the crowd's steps could finally tread on the same beat. The neater the footsteps, the more powerful they were; the more powerful, the neater. The students marched fifty meters stepping on the same beat. The wall got closer and closer. Although everyone felt perhaps they should stop, no one stopped their steps. This was a wonderful feeling; everyone felt they had a seemingly brand-new strength. As long as Chen Ke gave an order, everyone would work together to surmount the wall in front of them according to the training they had just received, advancing toward the vast space outside the wall.

"Halt!" Chen Ke finally shouted.

"Classmates," Chen Ke shouted in front of the formation, "Today, everyone underwent outward bound training. Everyone did very well participating in the training for the first time. What we want to tell everyone first in this training is that fairness is possible to achieve. Secondly, as long as you can trust comrades and obey discipline, there are no obstacles that cannot be crossed. Even if you fall, you can be caught. In the future, everyone's life and study will definitely encounter many difficulties and obstacles, but as long as you can work hard like today, there are no passes that cannot be crossed."

Looking at the excited and satisfied faces of the students, as well as the expressions of understanding and agreement, Chen Ke continued, "Today, I thank everyone for participating. Tomorrow, everyone still has to attend class and study. Now, I announce, dismissed."

The students stood on the spot and didn't scatter. Chen Ke's concise and to-the-point style was what everyone usually liked. No one liked chattering long speeches, but now, no one wanted to leave. Everyone felt as if something was missing. After such a day, Chen Ke's simple summary made everyone feel a kind of insufficiency. It seemed a summary was needed.

Chen Ke was very satisfied with this. He slowly raised his left arm, and everyone's gaze focused on this left arm with a clenched fist. "Struggle for the rise of China!" Chen Ke shouted.

Everyone's emotions seemed to find the final eruption point in this sentence. "Struggle for the rise of China!" someone already shouted. "Struggle for the rise of China!" Everyone joined such shouting unknowingly. The wave of sound rushed straight in all directions. Whether it was Yan Fu in the distance or the workers on the construction site, they all looked over.
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Chapter 11 Mid-Autumn Festival (1)

Autumn is a beautiful season. Chen Ke liked the sky of 1905; the sky not polluted by industry was a mess of azure blue—that was the true "deep and blue." Raising one's head, one could see the azure sky, dotted with a few wisps of misty white clouds, making it appear even more profound and clear. September 13, 1905, was the Mid-Autumn Festival.

After yesterday's outward bound training, the Huangpu Study Society announced a one-day holiday. The People's Party branch paid for it, and Wu Xingchen, who was also a hall master of the Tiandihui, made the contacts and easily bought more than a dozen baskets of crabs. Several baskets were sent to the construction site, and the few comrades whose homes were in Shanghai, as well as the students of the Huangpu Book Society, each received a few catties. The rest were steamed in steamers in the workshop, and with some other dishes, a lively Mid-Autumn banquet was held.

Someone had picked a few sprigs of osmanthus and placed them in various corners. The refreshing fragrance mixed with the aroma of crabs actually gave a feeling of appealing to both refined and popular tastes. Quite a few members of the Huangpu Study Society had homes out of town, and during this traditional festival, everyone had nowhere to go. There weren't many patients in the affiliated hospital either, so Chen Ke invited Wang Qinian and a few other doctors over as well. It was a festival after all; everyone might as well liven things up here. Just as everyone was arranging tables, chairs, bowls, and chopsticks to start the banquet, someone came to the door. It was the steward of Qi Huishen's family.

"Mr. Chen, my young master asked me to send this over." After the steward finished speaking, Chen Ke looked intently and saw an object placed on the large cart at the door; it actually looked like a piano. He walked up in pleasant surprise and examined it carefully; sure enough, it was an upright piano.

For the Mid-Autumn Festival, Qi Huishen actually wanted to stay at the workshop, but Chen Ke forcibly drove him home. "Going home to reunite with your parents is the proper thing to do. We haven't started the uprising yet; after the uprising, if you want to go home for a visit, it will be extremely difficult."

"Then does Wenqing need anything else?"

"It would be nice to have a piano." Looking at the lively students in the courtyard, Chen Ke sighed.

"What?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Nothing. Hurry home."

"Mm... alright," Qi Huishen responded. Chen Ke originally thought Qi Huishen hadn't heard clearly; he didn't expect him to really find a piano.

"This really took some effort..." Chen Ke felt extremely embarrassed. Even in the 21st century, not every household had a piano, let alone in 1905.

"Mr. Chen, my master sometimes hosts drinking parties at home to entertain the British, so there is a piano at home. Today the young master said Mr. Chen wanted to use it, and my master immediately had us send this over. The master said he didn't know Mr. Chen was so proficient in musical instruments; if he had known earlier, he would have sent Mr. Chen a new one. There wasn't enough time today, so in the haste, Mr. Chen please make do with this old one."

"This is really too kind." Chen Ke truly didn't know what to say.

"No one at home knows how to play this piano anyway. Foreigners don't come a few times a year. Mr. Chen just use it for now." After the steward finished speaking, he had the people who came with him move the piano into the courtyard and place it in the position designated by Chen Ke.

After sending off the steward and returning to the courtyard, he saw quite a few students gathering around the piano and looking at it incessantly. The vast majority of people had never seen a piano. Chen Ke didn't stand on ceremony either; he lifted the piano cover, pulled over a stool of suitable height, and played a tune of "Two Tigers." This lively music immediately attracted everyone. In the 21st century, only beginners would play this as introductory music; companions of Chen Ke's age would only occasionally recall this tune when joking around. But facing these companions, Chen Ke really couldn't think of any better introductory music.

The brisk music quickly lifted the spirits of the big guys, but this tune was very simple and could only count as an accompaniment. Seeing that the students' emotions were mobilized by the piano sound but they weren't addicted, Chen Ke was very satisfied. If it were before, Chen Ke would never have thought so much when doing things. At that time, when Chen Ke performed in public, he never looked at the occasion; he always picked the piece he felt could show off his technique the most to play, resulting in many unpleasant memories. Doing anything requires conforming to the environment at the time; this principle is easy to say, and Chen Ke himself also thought he understood it, but every time he had a chance to go on stage, Chen Ke always couldn't help showing off himself, throwing the principle to the horizon. At that time, he was really childish. Chen Ke thought.

After playing a little tune, the atmosphere also surged. Just as dinner was about to start, new guests arrived. This time it was Yan Fu leading the way; several students from Fudan Public School entered the door together. Although he didn't know what Yan Fu came to do, today was a feast, and those who came were guests. He invited everyone to take their seats, put the pastries brought by Yan Fu on plates, and placed them on the table.

There was wine, meat, mooncakes, and crabs. Having also undergone outward bound training, the distance between the young people was drawn closer. Yan Fu and Chen Ke sat at the same table; the two drank slowly and modestly. Most of the young people came from wealthy families; although lively, they were still polite. However, after starting to drink, this emotion was not easy to control. Some with shallow alcohol tolerance began to speak loudly after two cups. Chen Ke stood up hurriedly. "Classmates, today is Mid-Autumn; as the saying goes, one misses one's family more on festive occasions. Let's gather together. But I have a request: don't drink too much, and absolutely don't get dead drunk with me. Okay?"

"Okay!" Someone was already responding loudly; judging by the voice, this person had already had a bit too much. Chen Ke sat down helplessly; he didn't like drinking too much wine; the feeling of being slightly tipsy was the most comfortable. But this didn't mean other students would be the same. In his university days, what Chen Ke disliked most was going to dinner parties to drink; every time, people like him who hadn't drunk too much had to clean up the mess for those who had. That feeling was really terrible.

"Wenqing doesn't seem to like drinking," Yan Fu laughed.

Chen Ke nodded. "A cup or two is okay. Too much won't do."

"Me too."

While they were talking, the crabs were served, and the atmosphere of the crowd became even livelier. Quite a few students from Fudan Public School came from the Shaanxi side and hadn't eaten crabs. The Jiangnan students taught them how to eat. Some who ate fast carefully cut down the cone-shaped membrane inside the female crab shell along the bottom of the cone, took it out, turned it over so the inside faced out, and it became the "Crab Monk" mentioned by Lu Xun. The students from the north took it and looked carefully, clicking their tongues in wonder. Watching everyone enjoying themselves harmoniously, Chen Ke also felt happy.

After eating a pair of crabs, Chen Ke didn't eat any more.

At this time, the full moon had risen into the sky; the moon on the fifteenth of the eighth month wasn't the roundest, but it was very bright. Several gas lamps were hung in the courtyard, and coupled with the bright moonlight, the courtyard felt brightly lit. The atmosphere had become completely lively; Chen Ke felt it had a very street food stall flavor. equally noisy and lively, this atmosphere was quite comfortable.

Just as he was chatting idly with Yan Fu, he saw two students coming over with flushed faces. Looking closely, it was actually Kuroshima Jinichirō and another Japanese international student.

"Mr. Chen, I've come to toast you," Kuroshima said somewhat drunkenly.

Chen Ke had long heard that Japanese people had poor alcohol tolerance; seeing that Kuroshima hadn't drunk much just now but was already in this state, it seemed what everyone said was not false.

"Only allowed to take a sip. Don't get drunk." Chen Ke raised his wine cup and drank a small mouthful with Kuroshima and the Japanese student beside him. Kuroshima put down the wine cup and sat down respectfully beside Chen Ke. Speaking in stiff Chinese with quite a Shandong flavor, he said, "I have learned many principles of revolution here at Mr. Chen's place; I am very grateful. But there are some things I want to ask Mr. Chen for advice on."

Chen Ke looked at Yan Fu beside him, but saw that he was just listening and didn't have any adverse reaction because of hearing the word "revolution." Before Chen Ke could pay more attention, Kuroshima continued, "Mr. Chen, I followed Mr. Chen Tianhua to China. After the Meiji Restoration, the Shogunate was overthrown. Japan just has more rich people. And the lives of the common people have worsened. Listening to Mr. Chen's lectures, I feel I understand many things. But I want to ask Mr. Chen to talk about how Japan's future revolution will develop."

This topic shouldn't be sensitive, but with Yan Fu beside him, it was hard to say. Before Chen Ke could speak, Yan Fu laughed, "Wenqing also knows the affairs of the world; could you tell us about this matter for us to hear?"

Since Yan Fu urged him so, Chen Ke was also ready to speak. Kuroshima hurriedly called the other few Japanese students over. They sat around Chen Ke. Seeing this, others also gathered around one after another; the lively wine banquet actually turned into a new classroom. Chen Ke simply had someone close the door and bolt it. Only then did he start lecturing.

Hearing that Chen Ke was talking about Japanese affairs, the surrounding students' interest became even stronger. With Japan's miraculous rise plus winning the First Sino-Japanese War against China, many Chinese youths were very interested in Japanese affairs.

Chen Ke talked generally about Japan's history and economic development characteristics. The traditional feudal system, the rise of modern Chōshū and Satsuma domains, the development of the Meiji Restoration. From the causes of the First Sino-Japanese War, where exactly the money for Japan to fight the First Sino-Japanese War came from, to the effect of overseas loans on Japan. Item by item, clear and distinct.

Hearing such a clear explanation, the students admired "Mr. Chen Ke's" profound knowledge and deep understanding of the world even more.

Chen Ke said that if China could have persisted for a few months without admitting defeat, Japan would have caused its own economic collapse due to the maturity of loans. Many people were hearing this for the first time. Connecting it with the previous matter of Japanese loans, quite a few people were already wringing their wrists and pounding their chests, cursing that the court was full of bastards.

As a participant and party involved in the First Sino-Japanese War, to Yan Fu's ears, Chen Ke's explanation was so clear; many deployments and battles of both sides were exactly the same as the situation at that time. It was simply as if he had seen it with his own eyes. Yan Fu knew as soon as he heard it that this was absolutely right about the situation at the time. Moreover, the analysis was objective and true, absolutely not nonsense from hearsay. Yan Fu was extremely astonished; how exactly did Chen Ke know so clearly?

Regarding the source of Japan's war funds, this was also the first time Yan Fu heard about this matter. He knew a lot about the First Sino-Japanese War and had always felt it very strange that Japan suddenly had such strong naval strength. And Japan's eager hope to force China to submit after the war—Yan Fu's feeling at the time was that Japan was desperately trying to emulate the European and American powers. Hearing Chen Ke's narration about the economy, Yan Fu suddenly felt many things suddenly became clear, and the context of the entire war became extremely clear. Japan was also gambling on national destiny. As long as the Manchu Qing could persist slightly, wait for Japan's repayment date to arrive while the end of the war was still far away, then Japan only had the road of bankruptcy.

Just by persisting for those few more months, a completely different outcome would definitely have appeared. And his own classmates wouldn't have had to sacrifice in vain. Thinking of this, Yan Fu only felt heartache like being twisted.

Just then, Yan Fu discovered in astonishment that the courtyard was already silent. Everyone was looking at him; it turned out Yan Fu was immersed in his own thoughts, his face alternating between green and white, and his expression also became gloomy, even could be called ferocious. It was already autumn now, plus everyone was sitting in the courtyard; when the night wind blew, it was already quite cool, but Yan Fu's forehead was covered with sweat. Matching his demeanor, it looked even more frightening.

"It's nothing; Wenqing continue speaking," Yan Fu said barely. But he saw Chen Ke hand over a handkerchief. Only then did Yan Fu feel his sweat; he took the handkerchief and wiped his sweat. Yan Fu felt the entire handkerchief was already wet through.

Yan Fu was a soldier; he knew the importance of temple calculations very well. If Chen Ke had been in power in the court back then, the First Sino-Japanese War would absolutely not have been fought to such a result. Such a thought leaped out of Yan Fu's almost boiling train of thought. After the First Sino-Japanese War, the court from top to bottom attacked each other, all shifting responsibility. Either saying how superior Japan's system was after the Restoration, or that Japan's cannons and rapid-fire guns were powerful. Every argument seemed reasonable, but compared with Chen Ke's analysis, these arguments all became extremely superficial. If there could have been someone like Chen Ke presiding when the war started back then... Even if Yan Fu's self-cultivation was high, his mind was already occupied by reflection on the First Sino-Japanese War at this time.

But Yan Fu was Yan Fu after all; after a moment of confusion, he calmed his mind. He must discuss this matter in detail with Chen Ke, but what was more important today was to listen to what Chen Ke would say next. Squeezing out a smile with difficulty, "Wenqing, you continue speaking."

Chen Ke nodded. He led people to carry the blackboard out and hung a lamp beside it.

"I have already roughly narrated the basic situation of Japan. Now what I want to talk about is Japan's revolution. Have these few classmates from Japan heard of the *Sekihōtai* (Red Bear Corps)?"

Kuroshima and the others shook their heads.

Chen Ke narrated the history of the Japanese "*Sekihōtai*." Sagara Sōzō, the leader of the "*Sekihōtai*," whose name was Kojima Shirōazaemon Masamitsu, was the son of Kojima Hyōma, a rustic samurai of Sōma District, Shimōsa Province. After the outbreak of the Boshin War, he led the comrades of the "*Rōshitai*" to regroup in Kyoto, and serving Ayanokōji Toshizane and Shigenoi Kinhisa as lords, formed the "*Sekihōtai*." Shirō changed his name to Sagara Sōzō and served as the captain of the First Unit of the "*Sekihōtai*." What was the main task the "*Sekihōtai*" received from the new government? It was to act as the vanguard of the Tōsandō Army, enter provinces like Shinano and Kōzuke first, propagate the benevolent government of the new government all the way, call on nearby feudal lords to submit, and join forces to overthrow the Shogunate. The so-called "benevolent government" of the new government mainly referred to "halving the annual tribute"; this was a political slogan proposed by Sagara Sōzō and agreed to by Saigō Takamori and others. Sōzō believed that peasants everywhere were already suffering unspeakably under the Shogunate's years of exorbitant taxation; if the new government promised to reduce the annual tribute by half, they would definitely rise in response, and the Shogunate's rule would inevitably collapse instantly.

However, by late January of the fourth year of Keiō (1868), rumors began to spread in Kyoto that the "*Sekihōtai*" was "intimidating the populace and plundering property." Hearing such rumors, the Second and Third Units of the "*Sekihōtai*," which had already entered Shinshū, immediately turned around and ran back to Kyoto under the leadership of the two noble leaders. Sagara Sōzō was at a loss, so he went alone to the Tōsandō Governor-General's Office to clarify the rumors.

Taking advantage of the opportunity of Sagara Sōzō's departure, the various domains in Shinshū launched surprise attacks on the "*Sekihōtai*" one after another, killing half and arresting half. When Sōzō successfully appealed at the Tōsandō Governor-General's Office and returned to Shinshū happily, he couldn't help being stunned by the scene before him. After his repeated lobbying and urging, the various domains finally agreed to release all the arrested members of the First Unit of the "*Sekihōtai*"—but this was just a delaying tactic; the complete destruction of the "*Sekihōtai*" was right before their eyes.

It turned out that the rumors about the "*Sekihōtai*" "intimidating the populace and plundering property" were simply released by people sent by the new government. The reason lay in the new government's financial straits; unable to bear the huge military expenses, they were forced to borrow from big *zaibatsu* like Mitsui. And these big *zaibatsu*, in order to amass wealth, fundamentally opposed the "halving the annual tribute" policy. Based on this factor, the new government didn't hesitate to break its promise and lose faith with the people of the world; the "*Sekihōtai*" thus became a pathetic political sacrifice.

In March of the fourth year of Keiō (1868), the Tōsandō Governor-General's Office suddenly arrested Sagara Sōzō, who came to appeal again, and the remaining members of the "*Sekihōtai*." Immediately, on the charge of being a "false government army," Sōzō and his eight trusted followers were executed by beheading at Shimosuwa in Shinshū—Sagara Sōzō was only thirty years old. The Meiji government used this to show the peasants: the government never issued a promise of "halving the annual tribute" at all; these were all rumors by the "*Sekihōtai*," these false government troops, to confuse the public. We fight the war as usual, overthrow the Shogunate as usual, and collect the annual tribute as usual. Thinking that peasants can live a good life under the rule of the new government is just an unrealistic delusion!

"Now everyone knows why the lives of the common people remained the same as before after the Japanese revolution, right? Even plundering land, plundering China's money after the First Sino-Japanese War—this money merely fell into the pockets of European and American capitalists and Japanese *zaibatsu*. The Japanese common people didn't get any benefits."

"So that's how it is. Many thanks for Mr. Chen's advice." Kuroshima stood up and bowed respectfully to Chen Ke. Other Japanese students also stood up and bowed.

"Sit down. I'll talk about Japan's future." Chen Ke waved his hand.

In Chen Ke's view, Japan's idea of becoming an independent industrial country by relying on its own strength was destined to become a bubble, limited by raw materials and markets. This was proven by the history Chen Ke had seen. Chen Ke also stated his view bluntly: as long as China could become strong, Japan was destined to be a tragedy.

Japan now relied mainly on textiles and the sex industry. Japan might be the only miraculous country in the world that organized and promoted the flesh trade. After the Meiji Restoration, countless villages without young girls appeared in Japan; the girls either entered textile factories to work until death or went to foreign brothels to die. A big buyer of Chen Ke's medicine now was Japanese brothels. Once China rose, Japan's textile industry would suffer a heavy blow. Losing this pillar, and losing China's market, Japan couldn't sustain itself by relying on itself.

However, as a Japanese, Kuroshima was not repulsed by these comments of Chen Ke. Kuroshima said excitedly, "In Japan, there are also many young people dissatisfied with Japan's status quo, hoping that China can lead the revolution. Then the revolution will enter Japan again, promoting Japan's comprehensive revolution."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was really a bit confused; how did he encounter Japan's "guide party" (traitors)? Was this guy Kuroshima fooling him? But honestly, in the 1920s, Japan ran "indentured labor" textile factories in China. After being reported by Xia Yan, at least the government of that time immediately sealed them up. This article triggered a strong response at the time. If they did this in China, the degree of cruel exploitation within Japan back then would only be fiercer than this. Facing such social reality, Japanese youths would absolutely not refuse revolution.

"Japan's revolution is not a people's revolution. But that doesn't mean Japan won't have a revolution in the future. The main force of the Japanese revolution is the petty bourgeoisie." As Chen Ke spoke, he wrote the names of several classes on the left side of the blackboard: Big Bourgeoisie, Petty Bourgeoisie, Proletariat.

"Japan's domestic resources are scarce, so a large number of middle-class people will not appear domestically. In this country with fierce class contradictions, the main contradiction occurs between the big bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie. Now, in order to expand, Japan has strengthened its military power. Japan's land area is small; this military power is absolutely enough to suppress domestic people's uprisings in Japan. So if the people cannot rise in revolution comprehensively, relying on their own uprisings, there is absolutely no chance of liberation. Therefore, Japan's future trend is built on this group." After speaking, Chen Ke wrote two big characters on the blackboard with chalk: "Army." And he drew a box around these two characters with chalk to emphasize.

"Small and medium-sized enterprises simply cannot compete with large enterprises. I talked about this in class, right? No matter comparing manpower or efficiency, they can't compete. We can believe that small and medium-sized enterprises will inevitably go bankrupt gradually, and these petty bourgeoisie will be reduced to the proletariat. Then let's look at the composition of the Japanese army. Middle and high-ranking officers have close relations with the big bourgeoisie; they are basically people of the big bourgeoisie. Moreover, after multiple civil wars, all middle and high-ranking officers standing on the stance of the petty bourgeoisie have also been killed off. Most low and middle-ranking officers come from the petty bourgeoisie because their parents don't have that much money to distribute to the children, but have a little money to let the children go to school and military academy. So NCOs, lieutenants, and some field-grade officers are all of petty-bourgeois origin. Oh, field-grade officers are called *Sakan* in Japan."

While speaking, Chen Ke wrote down various Japanese military ranks on the blackboard.

"These low-ranking officers, after fighting hard for the war launched by the Japanese *zaibatsu*, return home to find that their families have gone bankrupt. The originally passable life is now completely finished. Then they have no other thoughts except wanting revolution. This group of people is the main force promoting Japan's future political direction."

Speaking to this point, Chen Ke's understanding of a series of mutinies in Japanese history also became suddenly enlightened. In the February 26 Incident, what the young officers demanded was "Heaven's punishment for national traitors." In the view of these young people, those high officials in power all represented the interests of the zaibatsu clans. Of course, these young people were used, used by those guys who were more eager to promote their own policies of aggression and expansion. After sweeping away the high officials who were still somewhat "rational," the group advocating aggression quickly controlled Japan's politics. Pushing Japan onto the road of aggression and expansion. The biggest victim of this policy was undoubtedly China.

"No matter how the Japanese petty bourgeoisie fuss, they cannot change the fact that Japan lacks resources. Therefore, the road these people finally choose is aggression and expansion. The current Russo-Japanese War is a war aimed at seizing privileges in China. Japan wants to expand the raw material market in China and expand the sales market in China. In the future, it will even launch military aggression against China, attempting to destroy China." Chen Ke narrated an indisputable prophecy.

The people below were silent; quite a few were looking at Kuroshima and the other few foreign students with unkind eyes.

"The Japanese classmates here with us are not the vanguard of Japan's aggression policy, but comrades who hope to stop Japan from sliding into that situation. Therefore, I hope everyone doesn't look at them with such eyes." Chen Ke waved his hand and laughed.

"Mr. Chen, China has reached this stage; can you still smile?" A student in the front row with a face full of grief and indignation couldn't help questioning in Sichuan dialect. This person was called Xiong Mingyang. Born in a bureaucratic family in Sichuan, he first went to Nanyang Public School in Xi'an to study in 1902. As a result, the "Ink Bottle" incident broke out that year, and he dropped out with his classmates. Then he transferred to Aurora University in Shanghai, but encountered the school being ordered by the British to change school rules. As a result, he dropped out again and transferred to Fudan Public School to study. After listening to Chen Ke's lecture, he joined the Huangpu Book Society that day, becoming a backbone element in the Book Society. This person hated extremely the fate of China being unable to escape repeated defeats and battles, being carved up and invaded. He was a very radical youth.

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Xiong Mingyang stood up. "Mr. Chen, you only teach us how to view the world and view China. But what does seeing this fact clearly help? As long as you, Mr. Chen, point out a road that can save the country... if you want to rebel, I will follow you to rebel. If you want me to fight, I will definitely rush to the very front. This cheap life of mine counts for nothing. As long as we can save China, wherever you say, Mr. Chen, I will work there!"

"Right! Isn't it just rebellion? This world should have rebelled long ago."

"That's right! If I die for China, I die; twenty years later, I'll be a good man again!"

The students shouted all at once.

Chen Ke's face became colder and colder; suddenly he laughed loudly. "I told you not to drink too much, but you insisted on drinking more. Look, look, drunk, aren't you? That's all for today. Dismissed."

After speaking, Chen Ke returned to the dormitory without looking back. Closing the door, Chen Ke fell onto his bunk, a slight smile appearing at the corner of his mouth. Soon, he fell into deep thought, and that trace of a smile also disappeared without a trace.
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Chapter 12 Mid-Autumn Festival (2)

Hua Xiongmao shouted and chased people outside, and with the help of those living in the dormitory, he finally sent everyone else away. Chen Ke could imagine that the students were naturally very angry seeing his attitude. But Chen Ke wasn't angry; if anyone really left in anger, it could only be said that these people's self-cultivation was too poor. The current People's Party couldn't afford to serve these characters who were like the fierce Zhang Fei.

Hearing that they had started packing up outside, Chen Ke quickly got up to join the labor. As soon as the door opened, others were fine, but Yan Fu sitting upright at the table surprised Chen Ke. No wonder Hua Xiongmao hadn't come to knock on his door.

Since he had come out, it wasn't good to go back in. Chen Ke began to pack up with everyone. There were now six people living in the permanent workshop: Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, Chen Tianhua, Xie Mingxian, He Zudao, and Qin Wu'an. Zhou Yuanxiao had already moved out. There were twenty temporary residents who had come back with Chen Tianhua. Since it wasn't cold anyway, Chen Ke had built temporary dormitories, which, along with the existing ones, were enough. What Chen Ke was urging to rush work on in the new school was the dormitory building. It was about to be topped out soon. Once the dormitory building was initially completed, Chen Ke would immediately transfer personnel to the school.

Many hands make light work; the cleanup was completed quickly. Chen Ke just cleaned up the kitchen, washed all the empty pots, bowls, ladles, and basins, and packed up the empty tables and chairs properly. After all the fuss just now, everyone might not be full. The remaining food was piled on four tables, and everyone sat down again. "Come, I propose a toast to everyone. Happy Mid-Autumn Festival," Chen Ke laughed.

This time there was no liveliness like before; everyone was truly tasting wine and appreciating the moon.

"Mr. Chen, can you play the piano?" Wang Qinian was at the same table as Chen Ke and asked.

"A little."

"Can we listen to a piece or two?"

"I was just feeling an itch to show off." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he ate a bite of the pastry Yan Fu brought, drained the yellow wine in his cup, and walked to the piano again with great interest.

On an early autumn night, in the deep blue night sky, the moon was bright and stars were sparse. The courtyard had been fumigated with mugwort, mixed with the aroma of wine and the fragrance of osmanthus. Chen Ke felt in a rather good mood. His fingers slid smoothly over the keyboard, making Chen Ke unable to help recalling past times.

Thanks to his music-loving father, Chen Ke often went to the Railway Bureau's music room since childhood. There was also an upright piano there. Learning to play the piano with his father in the spacious music room was a fond memory of Chen Ke's childhood. At that time, Chen Ke might not have really liked playing the piano; he preferred listening to his father play. But his father also knew how to grasp Chen Ke's mind; if Chen Ke practiced continuously for twenty minutes, his father would play a piece for him. At that time, Chen Ke admired his father very much.

Later, the family also bought a piano, and Chen Ke fell into his mother's palm from then on. His mother's requirements were much stricter; he had to practice for two hours every day, and according to the practice time, 90% of the time was spent playing etudes, and only 10% of the time could be used to play pieces Chen Ke liked himself. Chen Ke never understood why he encountered a strict mother and a kind father, instead of the strict father and kind mother said in tradition.

These days, Chen Ke often thought of his parents. As time in this era grew longer, Chen Ke's hope of returning to his own era became smaller and smaller. The frequency of missing his parents also became lower and lower.

Fingers touching the icy piano keys again, Chen Ke couldn't help thinking of those two people dearest to him in the world again. He had been in this era for several months. If the time on both sides proceeded equally, then his parents should also have discovered their son missing by now, right? He didn't know how anxious his parents would be about his sudden disappearance. Although Chen Ke had already moved out to live on his own, no matter what, if his parents didn't see him for too long, his disappearance would eventually be discovered. Although what his parents had always hoped for most was that Chen Ke could grasp his own life and become a person who could live freely relying on his own strength. But they still missed him very much.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt sadness coming from within. But this weak emotion made Chen Ke unable to help remembering his mother's teaching again: "No one knows what will happen in the future. It's not certain whether one can live tomorrow. So, don't be tempted by fame and fortune. It's not that these are bad. The problem is that if you pursue fame and fortune, you simply can't get them. Fame and fortune are things given to you by others. Only when others need you will they give you fame and fortune. So, if you don't ask for help from others, you won't be controlled by others. Rather than pursuing things you can't grasp, it's better to do things you can grasp yourself."

Today, Chen Ke truly understood what "the impermanence of worldly affairs" meant. Heaven knew how he had traveled through time.

In this completely strange world, the only principle Chen Ke could follow was "do things I can grasp myself." In 1905, his historical knowledge just told him the course of the revolution. As for other means of livelihood, Chen Ke's knowledge simply couldn't be displayed in this era. Whether it was chemical engineering or computers, only if Chen Ke created these modern industries himself could he engage in them, right?

If his parents knew their foolish son had returned to the past and chosen the road of revolution, what would they say to him? The vivid faces of his parents that he would absolutely never forget floated in Chen Ke's mind. His father would definitely ask with a worried look: "Can you do it well? Don't do things you can't do." And his mother? The corners of her beautiful mouth would pull slightly into a beautiful and resolute smile that no one else could imitate. "No matter what you choose to do. You must remember for me, what you pursue is the matter itself, absolutely never do things for the fame and fortune that can be brought after these things are completed. You must become an expert in this matter, be steadfast and unswerving, never betray, never be a deserter."

Looking up at the moon of the fifteenth of the eighth month in the sky, Chen Ke sat on the stool and said silently: Mom and Dad, I won't pursue fame and fortune anymore; I will act according to my own thoughts and complete the career belonging to myself.

With a slight smile on his face, Chen Ke pressed the keys. This was "Lullaby." The hungry composer Schubert once exchanged the manuscript of this piece for a plate of beef stew with potatoes. Later, this manuscript once set a record auction price of 4 million francs. Chen Ke liked this piece very much; the warm melody was also quite suitable for this Mid-Autumn night with moonlight like water.

The absolute majority of the audience on site had never heard a piano performance; most listeners had never seen a piano, or even knew of the existence of such an instrument as the piano. But music itself has its charm, not to mention the piano known as the king of instruments. Beautiful piano music flowed in the courtyard; even the moonlight seemed a bit more tranquil.

When Chen Ke finished playing this piece, the people around had absolutely no reaction. Everyone felt the music was good but didn't know how to evaluate it. The exotic style completely different from Chinese music couldn't fully trigger resonance in the listeners.

Chen Ke didn't mind either. After playing a jazz piano piece casually, Chen Ke switched to Chinese music. "What a Beautiful Jasmine Flower," "Celebrating Harvest," "Sesame Flowers Bloom Higher and Higher," "Xintianyou." When these authentic Chinese music pieces were played on the piano, the listeners could completely accept them. Quite a few young people who had heard this music hummed along in low voices.

But Chen Ke's purpose in wanting a piano wasn't merely for entertainment. He played and sang "My Motherland."

"A big river with wide waves, the wind blows the fragrance of rice flowers across both banks. My home is right on the bank, used to hearing the boatman's chant, used to seeing the white sails on the boats. Girls seem like flowers, lads have such broad chests. To open up a new world, awakening the sleeping high mountains, changing the appearance of the river. Good mountains, good water, good places; every road is wide and smooth. Friends coming have good wine; if that jackal comes, greeting it is a hunting gun. This is the heroic motherland, the place where I grew up. On this ancient land, there is bright and beautiful scenery everywhere."

Chen Ke knew he definitely didn't sing as well as an artist like Guo Lanying. More importantly, this song was originally sung by a female; Chen Ke absolutely couldn't sing that feeling. He just sang following his own understanding of this song. This tune was good to begin with, and the lyrics were even more straightforward. Every time he sang it, Chen Ke felt the scene depicted in the song was as if right before his eyes. Big river, rice paddies, boatmen, boat sails. Chen Ke's main activity area had always been north of the Yangtze River, and his feelings for these had never been profound. But since arriving in Shaoxing and then Shanghai, what he saw along the way fit the lyrics very well. Moreover, this song was very healthy and uplifting; being open and expressing one's feelings directly was enough, no need to be coy like singing love songs.

After one song was finished, hearing the crowd silent, Chen Ke closed the piano cover and stood up. He saw Hua Xiongmao applauding first with tears in his eyes. In these years, although *Ci* and *Fu* were still talked about, the *Cipai* that could be chanted had long declined. Singing songs had long been one of the mainstream businesses of prostitutes. Even if men sang, the vast majority sang local operas. Suddenly hearing such a heavenly song, everyone unknowingly became somewhat entranced. Only when Hua Xiongmao led the applause did everyone follow suit as if waking from a dream.

Walking back to the table and just sitting down, Yan Fu asked, "Wenqing, who wrote this song?"

"I wrote it." Chen Ke claimed the credit of later generations for himself without caring.

"Expressing feelings directly, the artistic conception is excellent. Good song," Yan Fu praised. This wasn't Yan Fu's polite talk. Although Yan Fu himself didn't engage in eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, he was a figure in officialdom after all; accompanying colleagues to listen to operas and songs happened. He had never had any interest in those decadent sounds. Hearing Chen Ke's song, Yan Fu only felt his spirit lifted. Not only was the tune simple and unadorned, but the lyrics were even better. Compared with those ancient lyrics that were either impassioned and bold or tactful and lingering, although Chen Ke's lyrics were in the vernacular of the marketplace, whether in conception or sentiment, they were not inferior at all.

"Wenqing, teach me to sing this song," Hua Xiongmao said eagerly.

"Such a good song cannot be enjoyed by Mr. Wenqing alone; you must teach me to sing it," Mao Ping also followed.

"Tonight we appreciate the moon; teaching singing tomorrow, okay?" Chen Ke laughed.

"It's a deal," comrades said one after another.

Hearing this, Chen Ke thought to himself: everyone wants to sing; I still have many songs I haven't taught. Comrades, after learning "My Motherland," the next one is "The Internationale."

After drinking a few more cups of wine, it got late, and some people were already overcome by the power of wine and rose to take their leave to sleep. Seeing Yan Fu not leaving, Chen Ke knew he had something to say, so he invited Yan Fu to sit for a while in the classroom next to the laboratory. Yan Fu naturally complied happily.

While Chen Ke was packing up, Wang Qinian leaned over. "Wenqing, I have a matter to discuss. I want to sell our medicine to Nanyang; I wonder if Wenqing is willing."

This was good news; hearing it, Chen Ke felt happy. "Tomorrow I'll go to the hospital; let's discuss this matter in detail, how about it?"

"Then I'll await Wenqing's arrival at the hospital tomorrow."

Those who should be sent off were sent off; what should be packed up was packed up. Chen Ke washed his hands and brought a teapot and pastries to the classroom. Upon entering the classroom, he saw Yan Fu sitting there in a daze under the candlelight, looking pale; his whole person seemed frozen there. The candlelight was dim, reflecting the shadow of this old handsome man indescribably eerily.

"Mr. Yan, what's wrong with you?" Chen Ke asked somewhat timidly; Yan Fu's appearance really frightened Chen Ke.

"Thinking of some old things." Yan Fu's voice was rather distant; it seemed he hadn't broken free from his thoughts yet.

Chen Ke put down the things and just sat down, seeing Yan Fu's face facing him, but the spectacle lenses and the candle formed a strange angle. In Chen Ke's view, Yan Fu's spectacle lenses reflected a patch of light, and he couldn't see Yan Fu's eyes behind the lenses at all. "Regarding the Jiawu matter, how did Wenqing know so carefully?"

*How did I know so carefully? I've read a lot of materials from both sides and overseas at that time, so naturally, I know so carefully*, Chen Ke thought to himself. But this absolutely couldn't be said to Yan Fu like this. "I was studying overseas at the time. Some foreign classmates' families speculated in Japanese government bonds, so I learned a bit more from them," Chen Ke explained.

Yan Fu's breathing became heavy, and he couldn't help muttering to himself, "Even young people overseas knew about this matter, yet the court knew nothing at all."

"The court doesn't understand modern intelligence systems; how could they know so much?" Chen Ke laughed.

"What is a modern intelligence system?" Yan Fu asked immediately.

Chen Ke explained the characteristics of modern industrial countries to Yan Fu. The so-called stealing of the enemy's top secrets is actually work engaged in by only a few personnel in the intelligence system. For industrialized countries, especially those very organized countries, by observing many subtle places and combining them with diplomacy and understanding of the grand strategic layout, one can actually judge many things. Various personnel transfers, material purchases, changes in transportation systems. Even price fluctuations of some special commodities can reveal many things. Of course, these must be established on the basis of a deep understanding of industrial countries.

These words might not necessarily be correct, but Chen Ke believed his degree of understanding of industrial countries was far above Yan Fu's. If he felt these words were specious, then fooling Yan Fu would absolutely be no problem.

Sure enough, hearing Chen Ke's words, Yan Fu nodded constantly.

"Wenqing, you are so young, yet so learned and well-informed. Modest in doing things, as the saying goes, 'when seeing a worthy person, think of equaling them.' I wonder how Wenqing's respected father is addressed; perhaps I have had the fortune to meet him, which is not impossible."

"Mr. Yan, before I left home, my father asked me to make an oath absolutely not allowing me to mention my family background. I cannot inform you frankly; I hope Mr. Yan will forgive me." Every time someone mentioned Chen Ke's family background, Chen Ke always felt a very uncomfortable feeling. Although this reason had been said many times, when speaking of it, Chen Ke still had a somewhat unnatural expression.

Yan Fu nodded after listening, then stared at Chen Ke for a moment. Yan Fu suddenly said, "Wenqing's talent is far superior to mine, but I am a few years older after all. I want to take Wenqing as a disciple; I wonder what Wenqing thinks?"

"Ah?" Hearing these unexpected words, Chen Ke couldn't help swallowing. "Mr. Yan, you aren't joking, are you?"

"I served as the director-general of the Beiyang Naval Academy. Although there were many students studying in the Naval Academy, strictly speaking, they were students of the Naval Academy, not my students. I am not joking; I want Wenqing to be my student."

So that's how it was. Chen Ke finally understood. Unlike modern education, in ancient times, taking a disciple was a very serious matter. The so-called "Master-Father" (*Shifu*)—this teacher was a figure on the same level as a father. It wasn't rare for a disciple's crime to implicate the master's sect. Yan Fu saying this meant he wanted to establish a private master-disciple relationship between Chen Ke and Yan Fu. Once this relationship was established, it meant Yan Fu would have to endorse and guarantee Chen Ke in social relations. With Yan Fu's great fame, Chen Ke's status would immediately double. With the identity of Yan Fu's disciple, Yan Fu's relatives and old friends would have to be much more polite to Chen Ke just looking at this identity. Where they could help, they would also have to lend a hand. Moreover, this proposal had another very attractive point for Chen Ke: becoming Yan Fu's disciple could greatly make up for the matter of his unknown origins.

However, Chen Ke didn't want to agree. Rights imply obligations. Becoming Yan Fu's private disciple, in this era that recognized master sects very much, meant that people who defected to Chen Ke would count as Yan Fu's lineage in a sense. Yan Fu's evaluation of new-style schools and old-style master-disciples was extremely correct. After establishing a private master-disciple relationship, Chen Ke would have to bear certain obligations. There was nothing unfair about this; everyone knew the definition of this master-disciple relationship, and this master-disciple relationship would be established when Chen Ke was an adult; there was absolutely no coercion involved. This was very disadvantageous to Chen Ke.

"This..." Chen Ke was wording how to decline Yan Fu's suggestion tactfully. After all, a big shot like Yan Fu proposing this request bluntly would lose face very much if rejected flatly. If handled improperly and Yan Fu was angered, it would be by no means a good thing for Chen Ke, whose foundation wasn't deep.

Before Chen Ke finished his wording, Yan Fu said, "Wenqing's aspirations—I have read Wenqing's book, heard Wenqing's lectures, seen Wenqing's troop training, and today's students can all speak Wenqing's mind. If Wenqing thinks I am completely unaware, you have underestimated me."

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Chen Ke was startled. Could it be that his revolutionary ideas were seen through so easily? It was really a failure. But since Yan Fu saw through his ideas and still wanted to take him as a disciple, given Yan Fu's status, naturally, he wouldn't be tricking him. But he had never heard that Yan Fu was a revolutionary.

"The chaos of the world is already established today. If Wenqing wanted to defect to the court, I estimate you would have already become an official long ago. Since Wenqing cares about the country but refuses to become an official, and gathers a party crowd... I don't want to say more about the remaining matters." Yan Fu's words were straightforward.

"Mr. Yan, with your talent, I personally hope very much to become Mr. Yan's disciple. But since Mr. Yan knows my aspirations, then you definitely know that what I do in the future will inevitably implicate Mr. Yan. To tell the truth, if I took Mr. Yan as my master now, what I seek would just be Mr. Yan's help. As for what a disciple should do, I'm afraid I can't do a single thing. Even if Mr. Yan doesn't mind, I myself would have a guilty conscience. So, Mr. Yan, I still cannot fulfill your wish."

"Shouldn't a teacher help a disciple? What Wenqing says, in others' eyes, might be endangering oneself. But to me, it is completely different. In today's China, if the one in power were Wenqing, it definitely wouldn't have fallen into the current situation. Wenqing refusing to follow the court is just that everyone has their own aspirations. But for someone like Wenqing, if I cannot be of some help, it makes me feel uneasy. Moreover, I am not lending Wenqing a hand for my own power and position. Wenqing doesn't need to worry about this point."

Chen Ke didn't doubt Yan Fu's words, but Yan Fu having no ideas now didn't mean he wouldn't have ideas in the future. Even if Yan Fu didn't have ideas, others would absolutely have ideas. So Chen Ke would absolutely not agree to this matter.

Yan Fu looked at Chen Ke's expression and knew Chen Ke wouldn't agree, but he didn't look annoyed at all. "What Wenqing hopes for now, I roughly guess, is to occupy territory. The difficulty of this matter is unknown."

Chen Ke admired secretly; this old handsome man's eyes were still very accurate. He had been working hard to prepare for establishing a base area.

"But no matter what, Wenqing must go north once. Although I am Fujianese and have never liked northerners much, and in today's world, the south seems prosperous, the heroes who can truly determine the situation are still in the north. If Wenqing wants to undertake great things, you still need the help of northern heroes. I want to take Wenqing as a disciple just to let Wenqing go to Beijing once. I have many old friends in Beijing and Tianjin; there are many talents among them. I want to introduce Wenqing to them."

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help but be truly somewhat moved. He actually wanted to go north to establish a Party branch too, but suffered from having no breakthrough point. If Chen Ke went alone, the northern heroes wouldn't recognize Chen Ke, a "fake foreign devil" plus "real comprador." If he had Yan Fu's help, this Beijing trip would really be possible. But Chen Ke still didn't want to take Yan Fu as his master. Chen Ke was the leader of the People's Party after all; without the agreement of the Party branch, Chen Ke couldn't make decisions on his own in such matters.

"This..." Chen Ke stopped talking.

"There is no need to be anxious about this matter either. Hearing Wenqing narrate many things today, I also felt something in my heart. That's why I hastily wanted to take Wenqing as a disciple. This matter can be discussed at length." After speaking, Yan Fu stood up. "It's already very late; I'll take my leave."

With a relaxed mood, Chen Ke saw Yan Fu to the door.

"Wenqing need not send me far. Let's part here," Yan Fu said.

"Mr. Yan, if there were places where my words gave offense, please forgive me." Chen Ke was still somewhat apprehensive.

"As the saying goes, do not cherish your body when doing things, and do not forget your life when seeing profit. Wenqing, you did very well. Work hard." After Yan Fu finished speaking, he waved slightly to Chen Ke. This old handsome man walked toward the street corner with brisk steps, using that powerful movement unique to soldiers. Although he wore a queue, his figure wasn't annoying at all in Chen Ke's eyes.

Watching Yan Fu's receding figure, Chen Ke finally breathed a sigh of relief. The Party members weren't here today; tomorrow he must tell them about this matter with Yan Fu. Right, tomorrow he also had to remember to mention the matter Wang Qinian proposed about selling medicine to Nanyang. Watching Yan Fu's figure disappear around the street corner, Chen Ke entered the courtyard, carefully closed the door, and bolted it. He covered the piano with a cloth, patrolled once more, and returned to the dormitory. Lying on the bed, Chen Ke thought he would think a lot. Unexpectedly, not long after lying down, he fell into dreamland.
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Chapter 13 Xie Mingxian (1)

Among the 127 members of the Huangpu Book Society, 58 were students of Fudan Public School. After Fudan Public School officially started classes, the workshop acting as the current headquarters of the Huangpu Book Society immediately became much quieter during the day. Early in the morning, all the comrades rushed over. Chen Ke immediately convened a Party meeting.

Due to the start of classes at Fudan Public School, the manpower originally available to work on the construction site also decreased immediately. The courses were changed to be taught in the evening. This affected the Party meetings greatly. So everyone agreed that the Party meeting would be changed to a brief meeting in the morning, and specific content would be discussed in the evening.

Wang Qinian's request wasn't anything special; selling to Chinese people was selling, and selling to foreigners was also selling. Since even the molecular formula had been published, everyone had fundamentally no great interest in this. Regarding Yan Fu's matter, no one made any reaction. Chen Ke looked at the comrades in astonishment, and the comrades also looked at Chen Ke.

"Don't you have any suggestions?" Chen Ke asked.

"You already rejected it; what else do you want us to say?" Hua Xiongmao asked in return. Everyone seemed unwilling to mention this issue much.

"I think Wenqing did the right thing," Qi Huishen finally offered an evaluation.

"I didn't say he did wrong either. This is Wenqing's private matter. I don't think it's necessarily appropriate to discuss it here," Hua Xiongmao said.

"Private matter?" Hearing this evaluation, Chen Ke's eyes widened. "The united front is one thing, but political stance is another. The reason I did this today is to tell everyone that in front of the Party, there aren't that many private matters."

Looking at Hua Xiongmao's surprised expression, Chen Ke waved his hand. "We'll talk about this matter again in the evening. Does anyone have anything else? My speech is over."

"If possible, the construction site needs more manpower. Compared to the original plan, the work on the construction site has increased," Hua Xiongmao said, suppressing the urge to debate.

"Isn't it much ahead of schedule?"

"Now that dormitory building is about to be completed. I feel that since we are already much ahead of schedule, we might as well hurry up and finish the work in one go. Occupying Brother Zhou's workshop all the time isn't too appropriate either," Hua Xiongmao suggested.

"You formulate a plan. See how much manpower is needed. Report in the evening."

Everyone reported the matters at hand; there were no particularly urgent matters, so the morning meeting adjourned. The school and the hospital were in the same direction. A pile of students followed behind Hua Xiongmao and Chen Ke, and the group walked lively toward the direction of the school.

"According to what Wenqing said, taking a teacher also needs to be reported?" Hua Xiongmao's voice contained a kind of puzzlement. Let alone Chen Ke didn't agree to take a teacher, even if he agreed, could it be that he betrayed the revolution just because of this teacher? Not to mention it was the famous Mr. Yan Fu who first proposed taking Chen Ke as a disciple. In the eyes of others, this was an honor, enough to show off. To be honest, Hua Xiongmao originally thought Chen Ke was showing off in a disguised form. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke's thinking was completely not like this. He actually treated this as a big matter. As if not reporting it was committing some big mistake.

"Not reported, but must obtain the approval of the Party Committee. Once joining the Party, without the approval of the Party organization, no Party member may take a teacher privately or join other political groups," Chen Ke's voice was slightly stern.

"Why?"

"It's stipulated in the organizational discipline. Go look yourself."

"Not being allowed to join other political groups, I can understand. But this taking a teacher is a bit unreasonable, isn't it?" Hua Xiongmao frowned slightly.

Chen Ke also frowned slightly; his tone was full of heavy admonition. "Indeed unreasonable, but this is the Party organization. Taking a teacher itself carries a kind of ideological and political identification, let alone personnel relations. All thoughts and politics of Party members must remain consistent with the Party. Otherwise, what is the meaning of forming a Party? The Party isn't a group of people crowding together for warmth in winter; the Party is a political group struggling for the same goal."

Hua Xiongmao lowered his head and walked for a while before answering, "What Wenqing says makes sense."

Looking at Hua Xiongmao's dejected appearance, Chen Ke punched him on the shoulder. "Didn't you just do something a bit inappropriate? No need to be like this. Why do we hold Party meetings? It's to discuss things happening at any time. Now we have discipline but lack regulations. There are no conventions; on this point, it's originally many Party members doing things and then everyone discussing. It's not like what I alone say goes."

Hua Xiongmao just nodded but didn't make a sound. Chen Ke felt that if he continued to speak, it would be like holding onto Hua Xiongmao's queue and not letting go. He changed the subject. "Among this group of students behind us, are there any you think can be recommended?"

Perhaps affected by what just happened, Hua Xiongmao was still not very enthusiastic, and his tone was much lower. "Just so-so. Compared to you, Wenqing, they are much worse. If I must say, the ones who work hardest and are most obedient in here are those few Japanese students. The smartest in doing things are the Chinese students, much stronger. But they've only worked for less than ten days; we still have to wait and see."

"Zhenglan, I'll reveal something to you first. Mr. Yan Fu wants to introduce me to go to Beijing once; I actually really want to go. But before leaving, I hope to teach everyone everything I've learned, so that when encountering problems, everyone won't be at a loss. I believe you can definitely do the work within your duty," Chen Ke said.

These words could be considered confiding; Hua Xiongmao immediately perked up after hearing them. He replied somewhat excitedly, "I will read the Party constitution thoroughly."

Chen Ke wasn't satisfied with this answer. But now wasn't the time to nitpick either. The hospital arrived; greeting everyone, Chen Ke took Mao Ping into the hospital.

Wang Qinian's evaluation of Mao Ping was very high, and he received Wang Qinian's approval face-to-face. Chen Ke opened the package he carried. Inside was enough medicine to treat 30 people. Everyone checked the drug powder; it hadn't deteriorated. Wang Qinian prepared five sets of syringes, cotton balls, alcohol, and other items. They were stored in the portable medical box. After Mao Ping finished checking, he signed his name on a borrowing receipt.

Chen Ke handed twenty taels of silver to Mao Ping. Mao Ping was also knowledgeable; after checking carefully, he also signed a receipt.

"The work over in Wuhan is handed over to you. Remember my requirements?"

"First, come back after the treatment ends. Second, I am going to treat illnesses, not to sell medicine," Mao Ping replied.

"Very good. I know you are enthusiastic, but don't do bad things with good intentions. This medicine originally has the potential to kill people; we absolutely cannot do foolish things or wrong things. You have to put your own safety first; if something happens, people will arrest you first," Chen Ke instructed earnestly.

"Mr. Wenqing, rest assured; I haven't finished listening to your lessons yet, so I absolutely won't be arrested in Hankou in vain. Do you have any other instructions?"

"I've said what I should say. Go. Bon voyage."

Mao Ping took his leave and embarked on the long journey for the revolution.

Chen Ke then talked business with Wang Qinian. The core problem lay in only one thing: what price Wang Qinian could get.

Wang Qinian hoped to get goods at the current 30% discount. Chen Ke told Wang Qinian that the lowest was a 5% discount. "Dr. Wang, selling to Nanyang is originally a business with very high profits. You say selling to Nanyang; I have no way to supervise either. It's not that I don't trust Mr. Wang, but that I simply don't want to supervise Mr. Wang. So don't even mention the 30% discount thing. I can't explain it to others."

Hearing this, Wang Qinian knew he absolutely couldn't persuade Chen Ke. So he had to agree.

"Mr. Chen, since it's like this, let's talk about the quantity for this month. I want 600 doses of medicine first."

"The storage period of this medicine isn't very long; Dr. Wang needs to pay attention to this matter," Chen Ke said unmoved.

"Naturally. Regarding the medicine, I will purchase goods from Mr. Wenqing twice a month."

"Dr. Wang, then you are going to leave our hospital, right?" Chen Ke asked.

"No, I like this hospital very much and also like working here. As long as Mr. Wenqing doesn't drive me away, I have no plan to leave."

Chen Ke naturally didn't mean to drive Wang Qinian away. Now things were spreading out everywhere; with Wang Qinian sitting here, no trouble had occurred all along. What Chen Ke hoped for now was to maintain the status quo.

In the following days, various small problems emerged endlessly. Hiring people, rushing work, distributing medicine—various matters were tedious beyond belief. Chen Ke allocated work more reasonably while preparing for the social investigation.

Strangely, since the Mid-Autumn Festival, fewer and fewer people came from Fudan Public School. Chen Ke thought it was busy in the school; it wasn't a bad thing if they didn't come, just right for him to finish the things at hand easily. Unexpectedly, a few days later, a Fudan Public School student who had joined the Huangpu Book Society rushed over. This student was named Murong Wu. Upon seeing Chen Ke, Murong Wu shouted anxiously, "Mr. Chen, Xiong Mingyang has been spreading rumors in Fudan Public School these past few days that you are not a revolutionary at all, but a royalist. He also prevented other students from coming to the Study Society. He fought with a few people this afternoon. Mr. Chen, you have to go persuade them."

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help smiling bitterly. He said in his heart: *Child, Xiong Mingyang saying I'm not a revolutionary, I think that's a kind of protection. You defending me so stiffly... are you planning to take my life?*

This student Xiong Mingyang was the one who sorrowfully requested Chen Ke to make a revolution at the Mid-Autumn night dinner. Chen Ke had always had a deep impression of him. Xiong Mingyang was from Sichuan and first studied at Nanyang Public School in Xi'an.

Nanyang Public School was a quite famous new-style school at the time, but it hadn't shaken off the shackles of old feudal traditional education; from private school to new-style school, there were great changes in management, but it was still accustomed to using old autocratic and harsh ethical codes to bind students. At the same time, teachers didn't understand the new ideas sprouting among students, and antagonistic sentiments often occurred.

On November 5, 1902, during a class of the fifth class of the Public School, the literature teacher Guo Zhenying discovered a washed ink bottle on the teacher's seat. Thinking that the students were intentionally teasing him, he investigated strictly. The students of the fifth class all answered: "Don't know." Guo then threatened the students sitting in the front row, Bei Yingbo and Wu Shiqing, limiting them to report within three days, otherwise increasing the punishment. Under threat, a student in the fifth class falsely accused Wu Zhengjun of placing the bottle. On the 13th, the school complied with Teacher Guo's request and announced the expulsion of the innocent student Wu Zhengjun, thus arousing the opposition of the fifth class students. After arguing and striving with the principal, there was still no change. The whole class of students immediately decided to drop out collectively to show protest. Before leaving, they went to various classes separately to say goodbye, explain the reason, and express opposition to this autocratic oppression. This action won the sympathy of the whole school's students. After Principal Wang Fengzao knew about it, without asking the reason, he announced the expulsion of all students of the fifth class. The whole school's students were in an uproar, causing strong public indignation. The students immediately elected representatives themselves to request the school to withdraw the order. The principal refused and lost his temper at the same time, deciding to "take this as an example." Under these circumstances, the students' resistance was aroused even more. After discussion, the whole school's students decided to drop out collectively to express protest, explicitly proposing opposition to using autocratic and arbitrary means against students.

At this point, the school felt very awkward and invited Mr. Cai Yuanpei, the head teacher of the special class respected by students, to mediate. After Mr. Cai's patient persuasion, the students agreed to suspend action. Cai Yuanpei went to visit the Public School Supervisor Sheng Xuanhuai that night, but Sheng declined to see him with the excuse of "having other important matters." After several negotiations, by the morning of the 16th, there was still no effect. All students decided to pack their bags and assemble on the big playground to wait for the final reply. Around 10 AM, there was no reply. Thus, the whole school's students, in the order of classes, chanting the slogan "Long live the Motherland," walked out of Nanyang Public School in an orderly manner. Mr. Cai Yuanpei, who had always had democratic ideas, also resigned in anger and left the school with the students. Mr. Cai took the students to the "Chinese Education Association" to ask for help. With the support of the Education Association person in charge, Zhang Binglin, and others, the "Patriotic Study Society" was established immediately, enabling the dropout students to continue studying.

Xiong Mingyang naturally also participated in the dropout. Then he returned to Shanghai with Cai Yuanpei and a large group of students and joined Aurora University.

"What did Mr. Ma, oh, the school say?" Chen Ke asked with concern.

"The school side just persuaded everyone to separate; those who fought were taken to the Academic Affairs Office. There is no other news for the time being. I hurried over to notify Mr. Chen," Murong Wu said anxiously.

"Many thanks. Since it has become like this, I can't pretend not to know now that I know. I'll go to the school with you now," Chen Ke replied helplessly.

"That's best," Murong Wu said happily. "Mr. Chen, you'd better give a speech in public. There are many people in the school who care about you. If you give a speech in public, you will definitely be able to redeem quite a few students."

*Are you guys asking me to incite rebellion in public?* Chen Ke thought. But in these years, inciting rebellion in public wasn't any rare thing. Not to mention Ma Xiangbo's school.

Packing up things a bit, Chen Ke took Murong Wu and Xie Mingxian to the school together.

Entering the Academic Affairs Office, there was no one. Murong Wu hurriedly went to look for the Dean of Academic Affairs. Chen Ke took out a notebook and began to make a draft. After writing a part, Chen Ke handed the page written first to Xie Mingxian.

Xie Mingxian picked it up and read:

"Today, we stand here! Standing on the land of Chinese people! Standing in Shanghai, this land watered by our ancestors with blood and dignity! Standing on the campus of a Chinese new-style university. Before me are classmates on the campus. Outside the campus wall stands a nation, a nation groaning in humiliation! After that war ended, the pride of our nation was gone! Those victors ride on our necks acting like tyrants; they trample on our dignity at will, the dignity of the noblest nation in the world! You tell me, do you choose to rise up in anger like the generous and elegiac righteous men of ancient times, or be a slave?! You might want to say: Mr. Chen Ke, I need a bowl of rice, need to settle down and get on with my life. Yes. Your statement is very correct; life is truly too important. But I want to tell you. There is another thing in this world more important than life, that is freedom! That is dignity! As long as the French flag still flutters over Shanghai for a day, our dignity does not exist! As long as those Frenchmen and Englishmen run amok on our land, our dignity does not exist! As long as on the map of the world, this country called China is fragmented and weak, our dignity does not exist! As long as people of other countries let out a contemptuous laugh when mentioning the word China in chats, our dignity does not exist! What we need is not a bowl of rice! But a living space! The living space of a nation! This living space is not achieved by begging and protesting, but by iron and blood! Others bully us, even the weakest nation comes to trample on us, and we only shout: We express strong indignation and protest. Such people are spineless! Such people are lowly! We should make the enemy tremble with the deafening sound of cannons! We should crush their dignity and lives, letting them know we are not a bunch of cowards who only know how to protest! You must remember, a country that only knows how to protest is a spineless country! A government that only knows how to protest is a spineless government! When our dignity, territory, and living space are all trampled upon, a government that still protests shamelessly—we do not need it! You will eventually abandon them too! I am very proud that among you people, such spineless people are very few! Before me is a legion with five thousand years of noble and unyielding blood flowing! This blood once flowed in the veins of our ancestors; they never yielded! Now, it gurgles and rushes in our bodies. You tell me. Are you willing for it to cool down!?"

"There are two things that can unite people: common ideals and common blood and tears. We have great ideals immersed in Chinese history; we will shed our last drop of blood for this ideal! In today's Shanghai, nothing can save our motherland except this ideal! The Treaty of Nanking is a huge humiliation! We have the determination and reason to refuse to execute it! Do what you want to do! Just like he led his compatriots to hold high that banner of freedom and kill the enemy bravely! If you desire to fight, then go fight! Then I will be able to see whether you are slaves or unyielding Chinese!"

Chen Ke originally thought Xie Mingxian would say this text was too sensational. Unexpectedly, Xie Mingxian only gave one sentence of evaluation: "Mr. Chen, compared to your usual lectures, this text is empty and devoid of substance."
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Chapter 14 Xie Mingxian (2)

Xie Mingxian, 24 years old, from Hunan, a *xiucai* (examination graduate). He wasn't tall and looked quite proper, but what left the deepest impression on Chen Ke were Xie Mingxian's amber eyes. Amber wasn't as light as yellow, nor was it dim. Accurately speaking, Chinese people didn't have black hair and black eyes, but rather that very deep brown unique to China. That is, a tiny bit of yellow added to black. Heavy but without losing a kind of warmth. Compared with this extremely deep color, amber appeared very striking. And Xie Mingxian usually didn't like to talk; those bright eyes watched everything happening around him calmly, as if he had something to express, yet remained so silent.

Chen Ke's evaluation of Xie Mingxian was very high; every time he asked Xie Mingxian to do things, Xie Mingxian could always complete them very well. Chen Ke still remembered when he first recruited Xie Mingxian; at that time, this young man neither showed off nor paraded his "xiucai" fame, but had an attitude of working to earn money for food. In this era, this was a very rare quality to see. Later, when Chen Ke wanted to continue employing Xie Mingxian, Xie Mingxian expressed that he hoped to do more work and earn more money. He was even somewhat reluctant to listen to political lessons for free. Later, Chen Ke stated that he would pay Xie Mingxian wages as usual for listening to lessons, and only then did Xie Mingxian take a notebook and come to listen seriously.

Because he was worried about lecturing to Fudan students, Chen Ke wrote a manuscript full of "nationalist sentiment." For young people, this kind of article was very inflammatory; let alone China in 1905, even in China in 2005, this kind of article would have enough market. As a result, Xie Mingxian's evaluation was actually "empty and devoid of substance."

Chen Ke knew that this kind of nationalist agitation was always empty and devoid of substance. According to Chen Ke's political viewpoint, all so-called national stuff was a pseudo-proposition. The birth of nationalism was a product of social development, so nationalism would inevitably disappear in social development. As a communist, or more accurately, a Maoist, Chen Ke didn't like the concept of nation at all. Class struggle was the root of social contradictions; advocating nationalism itself was a means, not that such an illusory thing really existed. In Chinese tradition, there was familism and the distinction between Hua and Yi. But there had never been a tradition of nationalism. The Chu culture in the Spring and Autumn period was still standard Southern Barbarian culture, but now wasn't it still a treasure of Chinese culture? If one insisted on talking about bloodlines, among Chinese people, those whose ancestors had been "barbarians" were probably the majority. Chen Ke had type B blood, a Mongolian spot birthmark, and a double toenail on his little toe; logically speaking, this was a manifestation of standard Xiongnu blood. But Chen Ke was first and foremost a thorough Chinese; on this point, including himself and those around him, no one had ever doubted it.

No one would ever think Xiongnu culture was Chinese culture, but the old gentleman Sima Qian clearly recorded in the *Records of the Grand Historian* that the Xiongnu were also standard descendants of the Yellow Emperor. From the perspective of the great division of labor in human society, the separation of nomadism and farming created the nomadic Xiongnu nation in the north. This oldest nomadic enemy of China was just a branch of Huaxia. Later, the Xiongnu integrated into Huaxia again. How many "Xiongnu descendants" disregarded their own lives to defend Huaxia? This number simply couldn't be counted. Even Chen Ke, an ordinary person, was like this, so Chen Ke didn't like the so-called "nationalism."

That Xie Mingxian could completely negate nationalism and consider Chen Ke's inflammatory speech draft empty and devoid of substance—this insight was not ordinary.

Looking at Xie Mingxian's slightly bored expression, Chen Ke couldn't help asking, "What exactly is Mingxian's view? Please speak frankly to teach me."

Looking at Xie Mingxian's appearance, he had long wanted to say something to Chen Ke; his lips were slightly tightened, it seemed he had made up his mind. Sure enough, Xie Mingxian replied, "Mr. Wenqing, when I first saw you, to be honest, I thought you were also a fake foreign devil. I didn't like you. Later I felt your book was also reasonable, not heresy. I looked at Mr. Wenqing with new eyes. But Mr. Wenqing, as the saying goes, 'suspect not the one you use'; since you used me, please trust me. Let me do whatever I should do. If Mr. Wenqing feels what you say is correct, then after I do it, I will naturally follow Mr. Wenqing's guidance. Now you just lecture and lecture every day. You wish we could think and do exactly as Mr. Wenqing says. No matter how well you speak, what does it help? Now you've written such a thing again; I actually don't know what Mr. Wenqing wants to do."

These words were heavy; if it were someone else, Xie Mingxian would absolutely not have spoken so frankly. But somehow, Xie Mingxian believed Chen Ke could understand his meaning and accept his thoughts. He didn't know why; although Xie Mingxian had many dissatisfactions with Chen Ke, he happened to have great confidence in Chen Ke's magnanimity. Xie Mingxian was a *xiucai* and had seen some famous teachers. Honestly speaking, although Xie Mingxian didn't like Chen Ke at first, he genuinely admired Chen Ke's scholarship. Although as Xie Mingxian said, he didn't like Chen Ke himself at first, after a long time, he also felt Chen Ke wasn't an annoying guy. Moreover, Chen Ke could still listen to others' words on the surface. And Chen Ke was relatively wealthy to begin with; Xie Mingxian very much hoped to undertake more work under Chen Ke and then earn a sum. Unexpectedly, although Chen Ke had many money-making skills, he happened not to care much about this. Instead, he engaged in some new thinking. Xie Mingxian had been dissatisfied for a long time; today he really couldn't bear it and simply told him frankly.

Xie Mingxian finished in one breath. Looking at Chen Ke's solemn face, he felt he might have spoken too heavily. At Chen Ke's place, he didn't earn much, but Chen Ke was a literatus after all, and the work engaged in wasn't physical labor. If Xie Mingxian were to find another job now, he felt he might not be able to find this type. If Chen Ke turned hostile in anger... thinking of this, Xie Mingxian was also somewhat apprehensive. He said, "This is also my own view; please forgive me for any inappropriateness, Mr. Wenqing."

Chen Ke fell into deep thought; he didn't guess Xie Mingxian's mind, and the thing he was thinking about actually had nothing to do with Xie Mingxian. Xie Mingxian's complaint made Chen Ke suddenly realize a matter that had been confusing him recently. "How exactly should revolutionary work be carried on?"

If he had to say, Chen Ke himself wasn't a revolutionary trying to break everything. As a new person of the late 20th century born in China which had already initially completed industrial construction, Chen Ke had the word "system" instilled into his bones since childhood. If the Party back then relied on theoretical study to build a true industrial political party in this agricultural country of China, then Chen Ke's consciousness actually conformed to Marx's original wish. The works Marx wrote were originally intended for the people of industrial countries to read. Chen Ke was completely within this "scope of application."

Chen Ke knew "right and wrong," but he himself might not be someone brave in innovation. Without sufficient social practice, making a breakthrough in theory wasn't an easy thing. Returning to this era, everything Chen Ke did was "imitation." Imitation of predecessors. And Chen Ke's "system" nature made him unable to accept "making mistakes." In the Party's history, many mistakes were made at this stage. This was an inevitability; without experiencing failure, one naturally couldn't summarize experience and walk on the correct path. Chen Ke had been a teacher; in this not-too-long period of his life, Chen Ke understood one thing. If a teacher really teaches seriously, then in the teaching process, the teacher gains far more than the students. Because students only make their own mistakes, while teachers see countless mistakes through students.

The correct path isn't a straight line as in theory; it's discovering the path to correctness after experiencing countless failures and countless mistakes. This process is not completed by learning but by practice. Chen Ke had made a metaphor: what students see ahead is often an insurmountable high mountain, but in Chen Ke's view, it is one or even multiple mountain paths. This isn't just Chen Ke's personal practice, but includes many things Chen Ke learned from students' practice.

From the perspective of this experience, Chen Ke should let everyone practice revolution and experience revolution themselves at this stage. What Chen Ke needed to do was to analyze the results of these practices with everyone and explore the correct path. Chen Ke himself had no revolutionary experience. And even if Chen Ke wanted to practice now, various tasks bound Chen Ke temporarily; he didn't have the time to go to the grassroots. The result was that Chen Ke was now desperately instilling theoretical knowledge into students and comrades. But the students didn't seem to appreciate it.

Facing the current difficult problems, what everyone needed was a solution, needed to do, not to learn theories completely detached from practice. The Xie Mingxian in front of him was an example, and the students dissatisfied with Chen Ke in the school were also examples. As long as they were provided with opportunities for practice, the classmates and comrades would definitely be able to make great progress.

But Chen Ke also knew that once entering the practice period, things would definitely break away from Chen Ke's control. Reality is always stranger than the most exaggerated fiction, just as the same physical theory can produce diametrically opposite understandings among students. When Chen Ke was in high school, there was a classmate who got all multiple-choice questions wrong; even for multiple-choice questions with multiple answers, if there was only one wrong answer, this classmate could choose only this wrong one and abandon all correct answers. The physics teacher at the time wasn't angry; instead, he thought this classmate had really studied hard. Otherwise, just guessing answers wouldn't result in such an outcome no matter what.

Revolution is not a dinner party, nor is revolution doing an exam paper. If he let comrades do it freely, there would be various losses destined; Chen Ke didn't have the confidence to solve all problems at any time. And revolution would also ruthlessly abandon many people; this had long been proven by countless examples. Chen Ke asked himself honestly; when reading history books, Chen Ke could still agree with "decisive killing," but facing these classmates and comrades he got along with day and night, Chen Ke couldn't make this determination.

While he was pondering, the door opened. Yu Youren pushed the door and entered. Seeing Chen Ke, Yu Youren's face was full of surprise. "Mr. Chen is here."

Hurriedly throwing other thoughts aside, Chen Ke stood up and said, "Mr. Yu, I've come to offer a humble apology."

Hearing this, Yu Youren laughed heartily. "Students are young and aggressive; what does it have to do with Mr. Chen? If we talk about offering a humble apology, am I, the teacher, not more guilty?"

After everyone sat down, Yu Youren roughly talked about the incident. The so-called fight naturally wasn't a life-and-death struggle; it didn't even count as punching and kicking. It was just students shoving each other a few times and tearing a piece of clothing. Everyone scolded fiercely, and some words were relatively "radical," but Fudan Public School didn't care much about this. Students in these years were radical to begin with; shouting a few sentences about rebellion was common, and no one would really take this to heart. This matter had already been resolved, and the two disputing parties had returned to the dormitory.

Chen Ke's purpose this time was firstly to resolve the internal contradictions of the Huangpu Book Society, and he also wanted to say hello to Mr. Ma Xiangbo on the way. No matter what, the reason for the students' fight was himself. If he didn't appear at all, it would be inappropriate. No matter how dignified literati sounded, if the other party didn't even show basic respect, it was easy to hold a grudge. On this point, it had nothing to do with fame. According to the stance of the united front, this aspect absolutely couldn't be ignored.

Hearing Chen Ke propose to visit Mr. Ma, Yu Youren indicated that Mr. Ma was at the school. Chen Ke immediately expressed that he wanted to visit now. Yu Youren led the way in front, and the group walked across the campus toward Mr. Ma Xiangbo's office. Chen Ke was a celebrity at Fudan Public School; quite a few people had heard his lectures. Seeing Chen Ke appear, many students greeted Chen Ke. The attitude of ordinary students was very good, but some students from the Huangpu Book Society behaved rather unsatisfactorily. Seeing Chen Ke coming, they looked at Chen Ke uncomfortably; two simply turned and walked in another direction, not knowing what they wanted to do.

Arriving at Mr. Ma's office, Yu Youren opened the door. Chen Ke saw at a glance that there was actually a somewhat familiar face inside; looking carefully, it was actually Cai Yuanpei. Cai Yuanpei was also quite surprised to see Chen Ke enter. It had been more than two months since the last meeting; neither had plans for deep friendship, but they didn't expect to meet here today.

"Wenqing, you know Heqing?" Mr. Ma Xiangbo saw some clues and asked.

"I met Mr. Cai once," Chen Ke laughed.

"Oh," Mr. Ma merely responded.

"I came specially to apologize to Mr. Ma this time," Chen Ke said hurriedly, unwilling to get entangled with Cai Yuanpei.

"Wenqing is too polite," Mr. Ma Xiangbo said open-mindedly.

After chatting a few sentences, Cai Yuanpei inserted words very casually, "I read Wenqing's great work a few days ago. When I saw Wenqing before, I really didn't know Wenqing's talent was actually like this."

"It's not my credit alone. When writing that book, this Xie Mingxian also helped a lot." Chen Ke introduced Xie Mingxian beside him to Ma Xiangbo and Cai Yuanpei. Since Chen Ke said so, the attention of the two naturally turned to Xie Mingxian. Anyway, literati meetings were all like that; everyone was very passable in etiquette. After chatting for a while longer, Chen Ke apologized again, and seeing that Mr. Ma Xiangbo didn't mean to blame him at all, he rose to take his leave.

Walking out of Mr. Ma Xiangbo's office, he saw several people standing in the distance; the leader was Xiong Mingyang. Seeing Chen Ke come out, he came straight toward Chen Ke. Yu Youren was right; Xiong Mingyang was indeed not injured, but watching him clench his fists, deliberately swing his arms, and stride over with a rather arrogant air, Chen Ke stood there waiting for him to come over.

Xiong Mingyang walked up to Chen Ke, looked Chen Ke up and down, his face full of mocking expression. He emphasized with a hypocrisy unique to literati, "Mr. Chen actually came to the school to explain. I drank too much wine and talked nonsense after getting drunk, causing trouble for Mr. Chen; here I apologize to you." After speaking, he bowed slightly with clasped hands in a pretentious manner.

"You also understand revolution? Read a few books and feel you can revolt?" Chen Ke laughed.

"What?" Xiong Mingyang really didn't expect Chen Ke to say such words as soon as he came up; the mocking look on his face turned into astonishment instantly.

"The Huangpu Book Society is about to start social investigation activities immediately, the purpose is to investigate the current status of China. You think you want to revolt, but if you don't know what China looks like, how can you revolt?"

"Does revolution still need investigation..."

"How many common people do you think know about ceding territory and paying indemnities? I'm not talking about common people, even you, you feel you know a lot. I ask you, do you know exactly how many treaties Europe and America signed with China? What are the contents? Where exactly is the impact of these treaties on China? Can you tell me now?" Chen Ke's face was already very cold, and even a mocking look surfaced on his face.

There were a few other students who came with Xiong Mingyang; it seemed they all supported Xiong Mingyang, and their faces originally also showed dissatisfaction. Being asked by Chen Ke like this, the expressions of Xiong Mingyang and the others immediately became embarrassed. The arrogant air flew to the nine heavens.

"Forget it for today. Go gather all members of the Study Society; come to the Study Society for a meeting tomorrow night at seven. I will distribute the social investigation work to everyone. Don't act on impulse." After Chen Ke finished speaking, seeing that although Xiong Mingyang was already discouraged, he still looked somewhat unable to let go of his face, Chen Ke stuffed the draft he had written into his hand. "If you want to hear beautiful words, I have plenty here. Read this first; I wrote it casually when I was in the school today. See how these differ from the lessons I usually teach."

After speaking, Chen Ke didn't wait for Xiong Mingyang to speak and left with Xie Mingxian, head held high.

Only after walking out of the school gate did Chen Ke ask, "Mingxian, you said you wanted to undertake some work; I wonder what exactly you want to do."

"Work that can earn money. I need to earn a sum of money," Xie Mingxian said frankly.

"Wanting to earn money is a good thing, but can you tell me why?"

"This..." Being asked the purpose by Chen Ke directly, Xie Mingxian found it difficult to say the reason.

"I have no other meaning. To earn money, one must have determination. Different reasons bring different determinations. Tell me your reason, so I can arrange suitable work for you."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Xie Mingxian also felt it made sense. He plucked up his courage and said, "I want to bring my mother out. I myself must have a family business first. So Mr. Wenqing, no matter how hard or tired it is, it's not a problem; as long as I can earn money as soon as possible."

"This determination is not small. But can Mingxian talk in detail?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"It concerns my family's private matters; forgive me for being unable to comply."
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Chapter 15 Going North (1)

"I plan to go north soon, to Beijing, to develop some new Party members," Chen Ke said in a flat tone. The comrades either looked at each other in blank dismay or didn't immediately understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"Go to Beijing?" Chen Tianhua was the first to ask.

"Correct."

"Not to Anhui?" Hua Xiongmao asked next.

"I'll go to Anhui personally after coming back from Beijing," Chen Ke replied. Just after finishing, Chen Ke suddenly laughed, "Zhenglan wants to go to Anhui so much; that's a good thing. I was worried everyone wouldn't be willing to leave Shanghai."

"How could that be," Hua Xiongmao answered casually. But a moment later, Hua Xiongmao realized his words weren't quite right; whether he wanted to go to Anhui or didn't want to leave Shanghai, this answer was ambiguous. Just as he wanted to change his phrasing, Qi Huishen interjected. "How long does Wenqing plan to go for?"

"Two months, probably."

"Then when do you depart?"

"October. Today is September 18th. I'll depart in two weeks."

Chen Ke looked composed, as if going to Beijing were merely going from the workshop to the school. This was the nature of a modern person. Developed transportation turned long-distance travel into a very simple matter. Chen Ke's family was from the railway; since he was very young, he had no psychological resistance to long-distance travel.

Among the people present, Chen Tianhua, You Gou, Wu Xingchen, and Hua Xiongmao had also traveled far before, so they could barely understand Chen Ke's attitude.

"Before I leave, I want to determine some things. When I come back, I hope to see everyone has done these things well." Although these words were very domineering, Chen Ke couldn't hold back no matter what. No one felt Chen Ke's words were wrong; everyone's attention was attracted by the matter of Chen Ke going north. Even if they weren't attracted, given Chen Ke's status within the Party, everyone wouldn't think Chen Ke wasn't qualified to say this.

"Before I leave, I plan to develop a batch of probationary Party members. Let's circle the candidates first."

These words immediately roused everyone's spirits, and the first Party Committee group meeting was formally convened. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua began to circle personnel on the list, and Hua Xiongmao and Qin Wu'an also began to circle personnel on their own lists. And Party members who led people to work, such as You Gou and Wu Xingchen, also began to write their own lists and circle personnel they felt could enter the sequence of probationary Party members.

After everyone prepared their own lists, according to what was said before, they carried out group overlap screening. Those who could pass in both ideological study and work were listed. Ten people made the list. Four were local Party members in Shanghai, three were international students who came back with Chen Tianhua, including Mao Ping, and there were also three Japanese students. Chinese people were fine, but Japanese people also making the list really made the comrades feel quite surprised. But organizational procedure was organizational procedure; no private agreement was reached between the two groups of people, completely depending on personal performance. The 30% proportion of foreigners on the list was truly astonishing.

"This is really weird." Hua Xiongmao touched his head subconsciously. "The Japanese devils' performance is actually quite good."

"Fudan Public School students came to go to school in the first place, not to work for you." You Gou disapproved of this. "After selecting these people, what do you plan to do?"

"First, strictly forbid mentioning the name of the People's Party; everyone must strictly observe the organization's confidentiality regulations. Second, the organization will assign work to them and conduct assessments." Chen Ke's finger tapped on another list written by He Zudao that only passed the assessment in certain aspects. "Third, everyone consider how to screen and assess these people. Prepare for the development work of the next batch of probationary Party members."

After saying this, Chen Ke closed his mouth and waited for everyone to speak. But everyone waited for Chen Ke to assign tasks. Both sides fell silent, staring at each other.

"Wenqing has nothing more to say?" Hua Xiongmao was the first to break the silence.

"From today on, I plan to hand over these tasks to everyone. Revolution isn't about conquering the world for myself. I am a member of the People's Party; I am just a part of the Party. It can't be that whatever I say goes. Work must be done by everyone spontaneously."

After these words were thrown down, everyone looked at each other in blank dismay. The first to tentatively express an attitude was actually Qi Huishen. "Could it be that Wenqing has some dissatisfaction?"

Chen Ke originally thought it would be Hua Xiongmao jumping out first to "protect the lord." Qi Huishen's revolutionary consciousness was considered the highest among the comrades; Chen Ke originally thought Qi Huishen would have enough "political correctness." As a result, Chen Ke found he was wrong; the one who first suspected Chen Ke was dissatisfied with some people in the organization was actually Qi Huishen. Or rather, the first to come out and express an attitude was actually Qi Huishen. Looking at Hua Xiongmao again, he was already looking left and right a bit, as if meaning to identify the person Chen Ke opposed.

Seeing the atmosphere start to become a bit wrong, Chen Ke explained, "I am going to Beijing soon; all the work in Shanghai has to be handed over to the comrades. When I am here, I can still attend meetings and put forward some of my views. When I am not in Shanghai, everyone can't wait for me to come back to do things, right? The work in Shanghai must be pushed forward constantly."

Saying so with his mouth, Chen Ke also had to conduct some personnel thinking in his head; these were actually the considerations Chen Ke hated most. Personnel struggle meant an unavoidable internal struggle. There were many reasons, but in the final analysis, they were all manifestations of individuals hoping their own opinions would become the mainstream opinion, or hoping to satisfy personal interests first. And personnel struggle, regardless of the reason, once it appeared, would inevitably lead to tragic results.

In the Party's history, this kind of thing had had various different manifestations. And the coping strategies also had completely different measures. But the names of these measures were synonymous with fear in the minds of many people in later generations. For example, "Rectification," for example, "Elimination of Counter-revolutionaries." To ensure the unimpeded flow of organizational discipline, personnel struggles must be suppressed. The Party's iron discipline was not a joke. It was a fact. Even in the period without cruel military struggles after liberation, at various most dangerous junctures, whether voluntary or not, Party members stood out to lead the masses to solve problems. Floods, earthquakes, other natural and man-made disasters—what the people saw first were the figures of Party cadres; they always stood in the most dangerous places. If these people ran away first, then no matter who this person was, no matter what background this person had, they would inevitably suffer severe punishment.

Obviously, the internal discipline of the People's Party still had a long way to go to reach such a degree. Chen Ke himself absolutely had no intention of purging anyone. What he hoped for now was just one thing: comrades must exert their own subjective initiative to promote the progress of the revolution. Therefore, even if Chen Ke had various doubts now, he must make the comrades understand his thoughts.

"I once proposed, what is the task at the present stage? Who can answer? Hmm, Wu'an, you say it."

Qin Wu'an didn't expect to be named; it could be seen from his surprised expression. "The task at the present stage is to develop Party members and prepare for the next step of working in Anhui."

"Correct answer, add ten points." Chen Ke said in his heart. But such frivolous words absolutely couldn't be said directly. Chen Ke just nodded very normally. "I go to Beijing also to develop Party members. Everyone in Shanghai is also to develop Party members. To prepare for the next step of work. It can't be that when I go to Beijing, the work in Shanghai becomes like herding sheep (loose and undisciplined). Moreover, things change at any time; I am not some Zhuge Liang who prepares a few silk bags with clever plans and everything can be solved. At any time, everyone must exert their own subjective initiative. Now we are just these few people; in the future, we will have hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of comrades. I can't possibly lead and do everything."

The logic of these words was correct. After thoroughly understanding Chen Ke's meaning, Hua Xiongmao, who was tense with the string of struggle, also relaxed. The next question was mentioned by someone very quickly. "With Wenqing leaving, it feels really like losing the backbone," You Gou laughed.

"We organize work through the Party Committee. Whether I am here or not, you must do things according to the Party's organizational discipline. The Party's organizational discipline absolutely cannot become invalid. The Party organization is the only backbone," Chen Ke responded.

Everyone stopped talking. Chen Ke had always emphasized the Party's discipline, and everyone had gradually accepted the existence of organizational discipline in these few months. But the existing organizational structure suddenly underwent tremendous changes with Chen Ke going north. This was the place everyone felt very unaccustomed to. And this was exactly the place Chen Ke hoped everyone could adapt to. The first generation leader of the Party was not Grandpa Mao. Li Dazhao, Chen Duxiu, and others pioneered the Party, and with the development of history, the Party also developed. The reason the Party could grow strong was that the Party's core concept of saving China didn't change at all. Generations of helmsmen struggled for this goal. If the Party merely became the organization of the leader himself, then it would be no different from rubbish gang organizations like the Tongmenghui.

Regardless of whether the comrades could accept it completely, Chen Ke said, "I estimate I will come back before the Spring Festival. After I come back, I will report my work to the Party organization. As the chairman of this Party meeting, I want to discuss the work arrangement of the social investigation with everyone."

The social investigation was to let comrades thoroughly understand the current status of China and social contradictions. Its purpose was mainly to be able to explain the inevitability and legitimacy of the revolution. Although Chen Ke wasn't a person of this era, the depth of his understanding of social reality was far higher than anyone in this era.

Finally, everyone agreed on three topics: 1. Why the small-peasant economy will inevitably go bankrupt. 2. The relationship between the increase in cotton prices and the invasion of foreign goods. 3. The current social structure and composition of China.

In addition, Chen Ke required the Party organization to begin investigation activities in the area south of the Huai River in Anhui. He told everyone bluntly that they must go to the areas with the sharpest social contradictions to launch the revolution. As the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry; without sharp social contradictions, there is no gathering of revolutionary forces. If the people have no worries about food and clothing, cursing the government is no problem, but rising in rebellion is out of the question. regarding this point, Chen Ke's feelings were deeper than anyone's. The ugly state of those so-called democratic movement activists—either inciting the people to die for them, hoping to climb to the peak of power stepping on the people's blood, or hugging the thighs of foreign godfathers, fantasizing about the foreign "King's Division" fighting in, and then they rise to prominence by selling out the country.

On the forums Chen Ke frequented, there was a brilliant evaluation directed at these people: Revolution, please let the "elites" die first.

This wasn't just sarcasm; back then, the Party was like this. Party members always stood in the first row; their chests were closer to the enemy's muzzle than the masses. Now, regarding whether the members of the People's Party, including Chen Ke himself, could really withstand such a test, Chen Ke himself had made up his mind to lead everyone to try personally.

With the platform, the rest was detailed work division. In the following days, the People's Party began to divide work internally, and the Huangpu Book Society as a peripheral organization was also mobilized in the same way. Chen Ke's figure didn't appear in the busy crowd. As Chen Ke expected, Yan Fu called Chen Ke away.

The old handsome man Yan Fu did things very methodically. After calling Chen Ke over, he showed Chen Ke a letter. This letter was written by Gu Hongming, the Deputy Director-General of the Imperial University of Peking. The general meaning was that after reading the book Yan Fu sent, Gu Hongming appreciated this set of *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism* very much. He hoped the author of the book would go to Beijing to lecture.

Seeing Chen Ke's surprised expression, Yan Fu explained simply. After Chen Ke's book began public sales, because the price was cheap, Yan Fu bought twenty sets and sent them to his friends. Everyone's evaluation of this book was very high, and Gu Hongming invited the author to go to Beijing even more.

Chen Ke asked somewhat embarrassedly what school the Imperial University of Peking was and who exactly this Gu Hongming was. Fortunately, Yan Fu had deep self-cultivation; otherwise, he might have laughed out loud directly.

The Imperial University of Peking (Jingshi Daxuetang) was the name used by Peking University between 1898 and 1912. The Imperial University of Peking was China's first national comprehensive university and was also the highest educational administrative organ in China at that time. The Imperial University of Peking had important significance and received nationwide attention, but due to the corruption of the Qing court, the government didn't give sufficient investment to the University. The Imperial University of Peking was the first national comprehensive university in modern Chinese history; it was both the highest institution of learning in the country and the highest national educational administrative organ, governing schools in all provinces.

In 1900, after the Eight-Nation Alliance entered Beijing, the Imperial University of Peking suffered destruction. On December 17, 1902, the Imperial University of Peking was restored. Zhang Baixi, the Minister of Personnel, served as the Minister of Education Management. Wu Rulun and Gu Hongming served as the Director-General and Deputy Director-General, and Yan Fu and Lin Shu served respectively as the Director-General and Deputy Director-General of the Translation Bureau of the University. The Tongwen Guan (School of Combined Learning), founded in 1862 during the Self-Strengthening Movement, was also merged into the University. In 1904, the first batch of 47 students was selected and sent abroad to study.

Chen Tianhua's *Meng Hui Tou* (Sudden Look Back), which spread throughout the Divine Land, once mentioned the Imperial University of Peking: "Let alone that, to build a university in the capital costs three hundred thousand taels of silver; the government said the cost was too big and hasn't built it to this day. The Empress Dowager managed to get tens of millions of taels for restoring the Summer Palace. Every year handling imperial tomb missions, moving millions is also common. Only this three hundred thousand, can you say it can't be found?"

Yan Fu knew Chen Ke wasn't a person who pretended to know when he didn't. Since Chen Ke said he didn't know, he explained it to Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke's suddenly enlightened look, Yan Fu said, "Wenqing, the matter of taking a teacher I mentioned last time was actually prepared for your trip north, Wenqing."

Chen Ke also understood Yan Fu's mind now. For the care of a senior, Chen Ke couldn't say anything else. He hardened his heart and said, "I will go to Beijing; for other matters, I will follow Mr. Yan's instructions."

Seeing Chen Ke soften, Yan Fu didn't pursue relentlessly either. He said, "I know Wenqing definitely has difficulties. If it were other places, relying on Wenqing's talent alone would be enough to pass unimpeded. But Beijing is different from other places. So I wrote a few letters for Wenqing. The letters state that Wenqing is my disciple. Wenqing take these few letters and go visit a few high officials in Beijing. I also have some relatives and old friends in Beijing and Tianjin; if Wenqing has time, you can also visit them together."

Chen Ke agreed one by one and asked carefully about the characteristics of these people. Seeing that Chen Ke also wanted to make the most adequate preparations, Yan Fu simply kept Chen Ke there and introduced in detail which people he hoped Chen Ke would meet. What propositions Yan Fu wanted to put forward to these people. Seeing Chen Ke take out a notebook and record in detail, Yan Fu was quite satisfied with this meticulous attitude.

Yan Fu specially introduced Mr. Gu Hongming. The reason this deputy director-general of Peking University attached such importance to Chen Ke's book wasn't really to buy Yan Fu's account. In the early 20th century, a saying circulated among Westerners: When in China, you can miss the Forbidden City, but you cannot miss Gu Hongming. Who was Gu Hongming? He claimed to be "born in Nanyang, studied in Xiyang (the West), married in Dongyang (Japan), and served in Beiyang." He obtained 13 doctoral degrees, read English newspapers upside down to mock the British, said Americans had no culture, and was the first to translate China's *Analects* and *Doctrine of the Mean* into English and German for the West. With an eloquence that could talk the dead to life, he lectured on Confucianism to Japanese Prime Minister Itō Hirobumi, corresponded with literary master Leo Tolstoy to discuss world culture and the political situation, and was called "the most noble Chinese" by the Indian Mahatma Gandhi.

Although this old gentleman held doctoral titles from multiple foreign schools, he himself was a person who attached great importance to the inheritance of Chinese culture. On this point, his stance was exactly the same as Yan Fu's. Yan Fu didn't reveal the whole situation to Chen Ke; actually, there were two letters from Gu Hongming. The letter Chen Ke saw was written by Gu Hongming according to Yan Fu's meaning, actually intended for Chen Ke to see. There was another private letter sent to Yan Fu. Like Yan Fu, Gu Hongming liked Chen Ke's concept of "Chinese cultural inheritance" very much after reading Chen Ke's book. In the letter, the old gentleman thought Chen Ke wasn't proficient in national studies, but the conception was excellent. He was a true talent who truly guided Chinese culture toward modernization.

And what Gu Hongming liked most was the chapter on "Hanyu Pinyin" written by Chen Ke in the appendix of the book. Modern Hanyu Pinyin is also the crystallization of the efforts of many masters of national studies; its rationality naturally far exceeded the level those literati back then could achieve. Gu Hongming was proficient in multiple foreign languages and appreciated Chen Ke's Pinyin very much. As an educator, Gu Hongming could understand the role of Hanyu Pinyin in cultural dissemination very well. Chen Ke's book adhered to his concept of "development of productive forces"; the article stated straightforwardly—China has a linguistic status quo where accents differ within a hundred *li*; what maintains the unity of Chinese civilization is the unified script. But to develop productive forces and reduce communication costs, a unified standard language is necessary. If everyone can understand Putonghua (Standard Mandarin), then communication costs will be reduced to an unprecedented degree.

Regarding Chen Ke's attitude of sticking to the development of "productive forces," Gu Hongming thought Chen Ke was a talent. Someone who could implement his own concepts and use his own concepts to explain the world reasonably was by no means a mediocrity. Gu Hongming was very interested in Chen Ke, and he also asked about the relationship between Chen Ke and Yan Fu. In Gu Hongming's view, Chen Ke's book inherited the vein of Yan Fu's *Tianyanlun* and should have a deep relationship with Yan Fu.

Yan Fu naturally wouldn't show this letter to Chen Ke. Seeing that Chen Ke had already acknowledged the "teacher-student relationship," Yan Fu just told Chen Ke to depart for Beijing as soon as possible.
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Chapter 16 Going North (2)

Since Chen Ke had decided to go north, the comrades didn't say anything more. The only problem was who would go north with Chen Ke. This put everyone in a dilemma.

When Chen Ke went to inspect the progress of the school building, it happened to be mealtime. After the two ate lunch, Hua Xiongmao found Chen Ke privately, hoping to go north with him. The school dormitory was almost topped out; the beams were already set up, and they had started covering the roof tiles. Everyone had to rest for a while after lunch; taking advantage of this time, the two found a place to sit on the top floor. Hua Xiongmao looked somewhat uneasy. It seemed he also knew that this wish might not be realized.

"Zhenglan, I know your good intentions, but do you think you can go with me?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing still thinks my work here is more important?" Hua Xiongmao said.

"Of course it's very important."

"Wenqing, when you aren't in Shanghai, I always feel somewhat lost. I didn't have this feeling when working with you before. Being responsible for a side myself..." Speaking to this point, Hua Xiongmao frowned slightly, actually not knowing what to say.

"What do you follow me to do?" Chen Ke roughly understood Hua Xiongmao's meaning.

"Whatever you do, I do."

"Then I want revolution; what about you?" Chen Ke questioned gently.

"I always feel revolution isn't what I thought. I've thought a lot doing work these days. I always have an indescribable feeling. This is completely different from the revolution I thought of."

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Chen Ke stood up. The dormitory building had three floors, and Chen Ke and the others were on the highest floor. The windows hadn't been installed yet. Looking out from the reserved window position from a commanding height, the distant farmland, houses, and the city even further away were clearly visible. Chen Ke held the windowsill and didn't speak for a moment.

Not only did Hua Xiongmao have doubts, but Chen Ke also had doubts. This era seemed like a pool of stagnant water; no matter how the undercurrents surged below, on the surface, it still looked very good. This was an era where large-scale civil war hadn't started yet, and the small-peasant economy hadn't gone bankrupt on a large scale either. Social contradictions were still sharp, but generally speaking, for the people, the world still proceeded according to previous laws. Although life was very arduous, compared with predecessors, present days might not be that much worse.

Social changes were still on paper, with fierce quarrels within the court in Beijing. Uprisings of revolutionary parties everywhere were also like moths flying into the fire, extinguished immediately. They didn't have any major impact. Looking at the normal scene outside, peasants carrying loads on shoulder poles or pushing wheelbarrows walked in the fields; their destination was the market in the city. Their steps were neither fast nor slow, even looking somewhat leisurely and contented. In their view, life was just like this; today was merely a copy of yesterday. Tomorrow would also merely be a copy of today.

Looking at these scenes, let alone fierce movements like revolution, even the fierce changes within society Chen Ke described to everyone seemed nonexistent. What could be seen was merely day after day of unchanging life. Even Chen Ke himself had actually become somewhat accustomed to this kind of life.

"Zhenglan, you should participate more in this social investigation too. Without seeing social changes, you naturally won't believe revolution will inevitably happen," Chen Ke finally said.

"Understood." Hua Xiongmao's voice didn't have much passion either; it seemed building houses all day had also consumed a lot of his spirit. "Anyway, no matter what I say, Wenqing, you won't let me go."

"Correct. You haven't completed the task the Party gave you; how can you go? Quit working?"

"Wenqing, if you aren't in Shanghai, who do you plan to hand over the Party's work to be responsible for?" There was some depressed meaning in Hua Xiongmao's words.

"If there are problems, the Party organization holds a meeting to discuss. You also have the right to speak. Don't speak as if the comrades have some opinion about you. Organizational discipline is the first priority. You must bear this firmly in mind," Chen Ke persuaded earnestly. At this time, Chen Ke really couldn't say more; the comrades must cross this hurdle themselves, rather than working under Chen Ke's command from beginning to end. This was also an important reason why Chen Ke insisted on leaving for a period.

After comforting Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke returned to the workshop. He and Qi Huishen had to discuss the social investigation. The courtyard was still very lively. In the open-air classroom temporarily built with wooden beams and thatch in the courtyard, a student was speaking Wenzhou dialect in front of the blackboard, talking about the local situation in Wenzhou. Since the social investigation began, the first thing was for everyone to discuss according to region; after summarizing the situation of their hometowns, they would first go to the podium to narrate their own knowledge. It was obviously visible that this student already had some stage fright; he spoke hesitantly, even somewhat incoherently. Among those listening below was actually Chen Tianhua; he didn't say anything, but some other students listening had already started laughing.

"How much grain does one *mu* of paddy field in Wenzhou actually produce? 300 catties or 500 catties?" someone asked.

"This depends on the harvest year." The student on stage answered very fluently this time.

"How is the harvest year divided?" The person below continued to ask relentlessly.

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt how important a good investigation method was. Such standardless questions and answers would only be a large collection of idle chatter.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, the person on stage was stumped immediately. He couldn't help scratching his head and started thinking annoyedly about how to organize his language.

Chen Ke didn't want to listen further either; he entered the office. He saw Qi Huishen compiling documents. "How is it going?" Chen Ke asked.

"I've already compiled the part about land investigation. Wenqing, take a look. Other parts, I feel really difficult now. I didn't pay attention to this matter before—what exactly a society looks like. Letting me write a social investigation, I can only take out the social analysis report Wenqing wrote in Wenqing's book and the relevant parts in the Party meeting documents to reread, only then knowing how to start writing these things." Qi Huishen also seemed annoyed to the extreme; he patted the books and materials piled on the table. "Letting me think for myself, only then did I know I fundamentally don't know what society looks like. Wenqing, how about you don't go first; wait until the investigation is on the right track, then you go to Beijing."

Chen Ke took out a few documents he had stayed up late to write from the drawer. "Take a look at these documents, then discuss them with everyone at the Party meeting. Many of my views are in here."

"Wenqing even prepared silk bags with clever plans. Very good." Qi Huishen actually started joking; it seemed compiling the plan really gave him quite a lot of gain.

"What view does Huishen have on my trip to Beijing this time?"

"Since you want to go, what view can I have? Besides, if I don't let Wenqing go, you won't go? If I could do this, I would absolutely do it." While speaking, Qi Huishen looked at the manuscripts; a moment later, he was absorbed. The manuscripts contained several articles on the analysis of Chinese society, much more brilliant than Qi Huishen's current understanding. Qi Huishen watched intently, actually not noticing Wu Xingchen coming in.

"Wenqing, this time going north, let me go with you." Wu Xingchen's face was still cold, but it made people feel he was very serious.

Regarding such an unexpected thing, Chen Ke felt it was very interesting. Wu Xingchen joining the Party counted as hitching a ride. Chen Ke really didn't expect Wu Xingchen to actually volunteer to go with him. What exactly was this gang brother thinking? Chen Ke was very curious.

Wu Xingchen didn't intend to let Chen Ke guess his mind either; he said straightforwardly, "A few northern friends of mine want to rise up and make a disturbance. I hope Wenqing can go help them with ideas."

"Make a disturbance?" Chen Ke's eyes widened instantly. Listening to Wu Xingchen's meaning, his friends were going to rebel! He really admired Wu Xingchen quite a bit in his heart. Chen Ke was a revolutionary, and the northern friends wanted to rebel; the two sides hit it off instantly.

"No problem. I'll go with Brother Wu. I wonder how Brother Wu plans to introduce me to everyone?"

"If Wenqing agrees to go, then I'll depart first to Hebei to contact those friends of mine well. Let's meet in Beijing then," Wu Xingchen said.

"You running all the way to Hebei like this, who will Brother Wu's work be handed over to?" Chen Ke asked.

"Now the hospital already has a reputation; it's fine whoever does it on my side. Moreover, I don't plan to stay long in Hebei; after everyone meets and finishes chatting, I'll return to Shanghai," Wu Xingchen said calmly.

Since Wu Xingchen said so, Chen Ke didn't say anything more. The two discussed the meeting address clearly and wrote it on paper. Wu Xingchen then rose to take his leave.

At the Party meeting that night, Chen Ke assigned some work. After discussion, the person chosen to go to Beijing with him was finally Chen Tianhua. Everyone also agreed in detail on how to contact each other if there was an urgent matter.

On October 1, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua boarded the steamship going north to Tianjin. As the steamship slowly left the dock, Chen Ke looked down from the ship's rail. The one who came to see them off was You Gou; other comrades were busy to death, and Chen Ke ordered everyone to work hard. So the Party organization appointed You Gou to come see them off. Chen Ke waved slowly to You Gou, and You Gou also waved in response.

The ship's rail was full of people; everyone waved to the relatives and friends seeing them off. Various parting blessing words rose one after another in Chen Ke's ears. But the dock and You Gou on the dock became further and further away.

No matter how worried he was about the work in Shanghai, Chen Ke was very clear that revolution was never a one-man job. Without trustworthy comrades, revolution was simply a big joke. Early work determined the future foundation; if mistakes were made, the loss would be great. But the earlier it was, the more opportunities there were for adjustment. At this stage, exposing more problems would allow the future revolution to avoid more dangers. So Chen Ke wanted to hand over the work in Shanghai to everyone because he believed in everyone, and he had to believe in everyone.

"Do well! Comrades," Chen Ke said in a low voice.

"Everyone can definitely do well. Wenqing," Chen Tianhua laughed.

Chen Tianhua standing beside him had no other acquaintances; he merely waved politely to You Gou and stood quietly beside Chen Ke. Chen Ke said to Chen Tianhua beside him, "Tianhua, let's go back to the cabin. I'll show you some documents."

Chen Ke had been to Tianjin in the 80s, so after disembarking in Tianjin, the surrounding environment of 1905 actually felt somewhat familiar. At least the roads were still very familiar.

According to the agreement, Chen Ke would take the train from Tianjin to Beijing, then take the Beijing-Hankou line to get off at Xingtai. Taking Wu Xingchen's letter to visit Pang Zi. Standing at Tianjin Port, Chen Ke's short hair, thick cotton shirt, denim trousers, matte leather shoes, and the double-shoulder backpack on his back were really eye-catching. Watching the gazes of people around, Chen Ke simply took out the hard cardboard box of cigarettes he had hidden for a long time, took one out and held it in his mouth, lit the cigarette with an imitation Zippo lighter, and then looked around rather childishly at the guys watching him.

This style looked like no good kind at a glance; the guys with queues around turned their heads one after another. Chen Tianhua wore a student suit of those years, with hair reaching his shoulders draped loose. Chen Ke took out a cigarette and handed it to Chen Tianhua. Chen Tianhua thought for a moment and took it. The two held cigarettes in their mouths and walked just a few steps arrogantly. They heard someone curse in Tianjin dialect from behind: "Japanese devil."

Chen Ke was deflated instantly. Turning back to look at the person cursing him, no one paid attention to Chen Ke. Chen Ke said to Chen Tianhua beside him, "Tianhua, have you ever seen a Japanese as handsome as me?"

Chen Tianhua had been talking about revolution and ideals with Chen Ke all the way, and his impression of Chen Ke was a very steady person. Suddenly hearing Chen Ke ask this, he almost choked himself. "Brother Wenqing, I see you seem never to have cared about not wearing a queue yourself, right?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"I've had this short hair since I was little; I simply don't know what wearing a queue is about," Chen Ke answered angrily.

"So that's how it is." Hearing such righteous and confident words, Chen Tianhua didn't make a sound either.

By the time the two walked to Tianjin Railway Station, it was already afternoon. The train tickets to Beijing at the ticket window were actually sold out. It was already afternoon; taking other means of transportation was also unreliable. Chen Ke wanted to book tickets for the next day, but was told they were also sold out. Chen Ke left the ticket window helplessly.

"Tianhua, let's hire an animal to go to Beijing tomorrow," Chen Ke said.

Chen Tianhua didn't care much about how to go to Beijing; anyway, following Chen Ke, he would arrange it on the way. What Chen Tianhua was interested in was Chen Ke's attitude. "Brother Wenqing, why do you look very happy?"

"Revisiting an old haunt, naturally I am happy," Chen Ke answered casually.

Chen Tianhua was somewhat strange. "But I see Brother Wenqing doesn't seem very familiar with the road either."

"Last time I came, I took a car. Who walks when they have nothing to do?" Chen Ke looked left and right and told the truth casually.

Chen Tianhua had seen cars in Japan and knew what kind of people could ride in cars. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua didn't make a sound. Chen Ke didn't care either, just looking around for a mule and horse dealership.

Asking a few people on the road, seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's attire, they all said they didn't know where there was a mule and horse dealership. Such words that were perfunctory at a glance made Chen Ke quite depressed. The two walked while looking left and right. Suddenly, Chen Ke saw a banner hanging outside a cloth shop: "This shop does not sell foreign goods." There were quite a few people going in and out of the cloth shop.

"So that's how it is," Chen Ke said to himself.

Chen Ke's voice wasn't loud; Chen Tianhua beside him didn't hear clearly. He asked, "What's wrong?"

Just as he wanted to answer, a gust of early autumn wind blew over; the cool northern wind refreshed one's spirit. The words Chen Ke wanted to explain turned into other content. "I know where the mule and horse dealership is." After speaking, Chen Ke turned left and went in the upwind direction.

Every once in a while, Chen Ke would look up slightly and sniff the air. Such an abnormal appearance made Chen Tianhua feel something was wrong. But after walking not too far, Chen Tianhua already understood what was going on. Because he had also smelled that very special smell in the air.

The two stopped in front of a courtyard; a big signboard hung on the courtyard gate: "Shunfeng Car Dealership." Walking into the gate, one could see that the courtyard was very large. A row of animal sheds was built under the east and west walls respectively. Just looking at the scale of the animal sheds, it was really not small. In front of the animal sheds were feeding troughs and water troughs. The not-so-numerous mules and horses inside were either resting or lowering their heads to eat grass and drink water. The ground was swept fairly clean; the manure of mules and horses was piled in a corner, and the air was filled with a smell produced by herbivores. Annoying but not disgusting.

Seeing guests arrive, the boss walked out quickly to welcome them. Seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's attire clearly, the smile on the boss's face became increasingly hypocritical.

"Boss, how much does it cost to rent a cart to Beijing?" Chen Ke asked.

The boss wearing a long gown looked at Chen Ke's short hair and outrageous clothes, and answered enthusiastically, "Fifty taels of silver."

"Why don't you go rob people on the street?" Chen Ke asked seriously.

"This gentleman," the boss also answered seriously, "Am I not robbing you right now?"

For the boss's irrefutable answer, Chen Ke really couldn't think of any way to respond. He had to say, "Too expensive."

"Carts rented to Japanese people are just this expensive. If you think it's expensive, find another house." The smile of a profiteer surfaced on the boss's face again.

Hearing this, Chen Ke explained hurriedly, "Have you ever seen a Japanese like me who can speak Chinese so well?"

"I'm not talking about you; I'm talking about that one behind you," the boss also explained to Chen Ke.

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua, who hadn't made a sound all along, spoke. "I am not Japanese; I am from Hunan." Chen Tianhua's Hunan dialect was very authentic; Chen Ke couldn't even understand it very well.

The boss of the mule and horse dealership was also knowledgeable and could understand dialects from various places. Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, the boss laughed embarrassedly immediately. "I made a mistake. These two guests, sorry, sorry. Since the two aren't Japanese, then thirty taels of silver will do."

"Thirty taels is also expensive." Chen Ke felt heartache for the silver.

"This gentleman, come and take a look." The boss led Chen Ke to the animal shed, pointing at batches of mules and horses and saying, "Look at these animals; how many houses in Tianjin can have such tall and big animals? Look at our carts again." The boss pointed to the place where carts were parked while speaking. "How many houses in Tianjin can have such good carts?"

After saying this, the boss said with that smile unique to business people, "With such a big animal shed of ours, you see there aren't many mules and horses; that's because the animals have all been rented out. The best carts have also been rented out. Those who come to rent our carts are all officials in Tianjin. Although you haven't been here before, you really came to the right place."



★


Pang Zi 1

Volume 2 - Chapter 17

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 17 Pang Zi (1)

Generally speaking, when a merchant says, "You really came to the right place," it means the merchant firmly believes the customer has enough money in their pocket to pay. As an *otaku*, Chen Ke's shopping experience wasn't rich. So he attached great importance to the experience of others. The experience gained from female friends was: no matter what price the boss quotes, slash it down to one-third first. Wu Xingchen had mentioned the price from Tianjin to Beijing; the best horse carriage wouldn't be more than fifteen taels. An ordinary horse carriage could be dealt for ten taels. It seemed that because of his attire, the boss thought he could fleece this stranger. Just as Chen Ke was preparing to quote a price of "five taels," the noisy sound of a horse carriage stopping suddenly rang out outside.

Soon, a person dressed in silk clothes, looking like a steward, entered the door angrily. Seeing the comer, the boss immediately went up to welcome him with a face full of smiles and quick small steps. "Master He, why did you come personally? If you just sent a word, I would have come to your door personally to listen to your instructions. What's wrong, Master He? Did my bunch of little brats make you angry?"

That Steward He was in his forties, but his movements rushing in were like a young man's. When he stopped abruptly, his queue slid from his back to his chest. Steward He caught the queue with his fingers and threw it back with a *swish*, then shouted exasperatedly, "Boss Yang, our master hired your carriage because he thought highly of you when going to Beijing to take up a post. How did your people break our family's foreign piano?"

Chen Ke almost laughed out loud watching this skillful braid-throwing action.

The car dealership boss was unmoved in the slightest; his attitude remained humble, and his tone was neither soft nor hard. "Eh? Master He, we made it clear from the beginning; we only care about providing the carriage, not moving things for you. If you broke something, you can't blame it on us."

Steward He sneered, "I knew you would say this. But your people moved our things and broke the foreign piano; that foreign piano isn't ordinarily expensive. It's also our young miss's favorite piano..."

The boss immediately interrupted the steward: "Master He, we discussed it early on and signed a document. Our people don't move things; if things break in between, it's none of our business. This written pledge is still here; for you to say this about us, there's no reason in it."

It seemed the matter of the written pledge was true; Steward He became anxious at that moment. "That foreign piano is very expensive; it's called... called *Pi-ai-nuo*."

The steward spoke indignantly, and the car dealership boss listened seriously. But Chen Ke beside them couldn't help laughing out loud. Since seeing the steward fiddling with his braid just now, Chen Ke had wanted to laugh very much. Hearing the steward say "Pi-ai-nuo" very seriously, Chen Ke had already guessed he was saying the English pronunciation of piano. Then he really couldn't help laughing out loud. Chen Ke could understand that these two people were arguing, but they both had somewhat pretentious postures, more like acting in some stage play.

When Chen Ke looked at the two and laughed, these two also glared at Chen Ke together.

"Sorry, sorry. I have something to do; I'll leave first." Chen Ke suppressed his laughter, pulled Chen Tianhua, and ran out of the courtyard gate in a trot.

The two in the courtyard looked at Chen Ke's appearance; their original angry expressions were replaced by a kind of curiosity and helplessness. In their view, Chen Ke probably had something wrong with him. Not long after Chen Ke went out, a burst of laughter was heard coming from afar. The two who were still arguing temporarily forgot the quarrel just now and gave each other a surprised look.

Chen Ke walked somewhat staggeringly on the streets of Tianjin. "Xingtai, you saw that braid... braid throwing action, right? Aha, haha, hahahahahaha..." Chen Ke laughed as he spoke.

Chen Tianhua looked at the distance from the car dealership; it seemed the people at the car dealership shouldn't be able to hear Chen Ke going crazy here.

"What's so funny about this? Wenqing." Chen Tianhua thought Chen Ke's performance was the truly comical thing. More and more people on the road looked at Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke. Watching Chen Ke clutch his belly and laugh incessantly, the gazes of passers-by were half surprise and half curiosity, mixed with a little disgust.

Not far ahead was a teahouse. Chen Tianhua felt it was very inappropriate to be exposed to everyone's gaze like this, so he dragged and pulled Chen Ke inside. This teahouse was quite large; a row of rickshaws was parked at the door. The sunshine was good today, and there were also quite a few people walking birds, resting at tables in the hall on the first floor. Bird cages were either covered with blue cloth, or opened a little, or fully opened. Thrushes and other birds were singing in the cages.

The waiter saw Chen Tianhua helping Chen Ke in and thought something had happened. Chen Ke took out a silver dollar and tossed it to the waiter. Although unexpected, the waiter had seen many people after all; he caught the silver dollar nimbly. Then he heard Chen Ke say in a suppressed voice, "Get me a private room upstairs."

"Alright! Two guests, upstairs please," the waiter shouted loudly.

As soon as they entered the private room and the waiter lowered the door curtain, Chen Ke clutched his belly and continued to laugh loudly. That's right, this was the late Qing dynasty. What should have only appeared in TV dramas was seen by Chen Ke so realistically. Apart from completely uncontrollable loud laughter, Chen Ke actually had no other emotions.

After returning to this era, he lived in very tense days every day, under great pressure. Chen Ke was essentially not a person with deep shrewdness, nor was he a person keen on learning southern dialects. But in five months, Chen Ke had to do these two things very diligently. What he had to do was more than just these two things; he had to gather comrades cautiously, make money, and build the Party. If in later generations, if someone did this, they would definitely be acting. When leaving Shanghai, Chen Ke was worried on the one hand about what the comrades would actually do, and on the other hand, a relaxed feeling also emerged uncontrollably.

And the performance of those two in the car dealership combining "Chinese and Western," that local Tianjin dialect, that braid, that behavior—in the 21st century, it would definitely be acting. But Chen Ke was very clear that this was the reality he faced. The 21st-century Chen Ke in 1905 China suddenly felt that his surroundings were a living historical drama. Zhuang Zhou became a butterfly in his dream, while Chen Ke was living vividly in a drama. "It is not you in the dream, but you in the play!" Now that he was far away from the Shanghai Party organization and without heavy pressure, this absurd cognition thoroughly triggered Chen Ke's hysterical laughter.

Chen Tianhua watched helplessly as Chen Ke laughed for a while, stopped for a while, and then continued to laugh loudly with tears and mucus flowing, even laughing until he knelt on one knee on the floor retching. After tossing about repeatedly for a long time, Chen Ke asked the waiter outside to bring a basin of water. Washing his face while laughing, he finally recovered some normalcy.

His flushed red face turned slightly red, then gradually turned into a normal skin color. That usual sharp and focused look appeared in Chen Ke's bright eyes again. "Haven't seen these things for a long time; couldn't hold back for a moment," Chen Ke said to Chen Tianhua.

At this moment, whatever Chen Ke said, Chen Tianhua could accept. Just now the waiter secretly called Chen Tianhua out and asked if he needed help finding a doctor. Chen Ke, amidst loud laughter, actually didn't notice at all. "Wenqing, no hurry. Drink tea before leaving," Chen Tianhua persuaded.

"Not staying in a hotel? I've been tossing about for so long. I'm afraid we won't find one if we don't stay now. Besides, after sitting on the boat for a few days, I want to take a bath."

"Since we've already tossed about for half a day, it doesn't matter if we rest a while longer."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, Chen Ke nodded. While resting, they heard the sound of singing coming from outside. The second floor consisted of single rooms; however guests made noise inside, as long as it wasn't too outrageous, the shopkeeper generally wouldn't interfere. The singing girl's voice was okay, and the sound of the *erhu* was also quite deep and tactful. In the afternoon, there weren't many people on the second floor either; listening to the tune, it had some flavor. Chen Ke noticed that Chen Tianhua's fingers tapped the table gently according to the melody. Chen Tianhua was very good at *tanci* (ballad singing); when in Shanghai, he often sang *tanci* for everyone to hear. The content was all about foreign invasion and government misconduct. It seemed Chen Tianhua was not only proficient in *tanci* but also cared quite a bit about the northern Peking Opera.

Having laughed like this, Chen Ke's spirit was also quite excited, and there was also a flavor of high spirits. When the song outside stopped, he asked, "Does Xingtai want to hear me sing a segment?"

"Wenqing can also sing opera?"

"Can't sing opera, only know how to sing blindly."

Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke was not a person who spoke falsely, and after hearing "My Motherland," Chen Tianhua appreciated it extremely. Since Chen Ke was interested, Chen Tianhua naturally wouldn't be a wet blanket.

Tapping the rhythm gently on the table with his fingers, Chen Ke sang "Mistake in the Flower Field" (*Hua Tian Cuo*). In the lyrics of this Chinese-style song, at least there wasn't lovey-dovey stuff everywhere.

"The night is so deep, why is it lit inside the paper window? That's not the candle fire you lit for me while waiting all night. It was just a chance encounter, a dream in the Red Mansion. My landscape has all faded as if washed by heavy rain. The scenery in the cup is ghostly; I forgot who I am. The mood is like the night cool as water; holding the butterfly cup in hand, flying alone, not returning until drunk. Made a mistake in the flower field, agreed to forget before dawn. Made a mistake in the flower field, the embrace became torture. Made a mistake in the flower field, made a mistake, like the boredom of being infatuated with flowers in the mirror and the moon in the water. Made a mistake in the flower field, please, forgive my affectionate disturbance."

This song borrowed heavily from Peking Opera tunes; other parts were straightforward and still very refreshing. Chen Tianhua had heard the *tanci* version of *Hua Tian Cuo* and knew what story this was. Hearing Chen Ke sing it so directly expressing his feelings, he actually felt it was refreshing.

Hearing Chen Ke finish singing, Chen Tianhua couldn't help laughing. "It really is Wenqing's style; such a tactful story can be sung with righteousness and confidence by you. Admire, admire."

The two joked for a while, but heard a middle-aged man's voice coming from outside the cloth curtain. "Guest, sorry to disturb. Do you want to listen to a song?"

"No," Chen Ke refused flatly.

The person outside pondered for a moment. "Guest, giving a little less is also fine."

"We are leaving immediately; don't want to listen to songs."

The door curtain was lifted, and a middle-aged man walked in with an *erhu*. This person wasn't tall and was quite thin; there were many and deep wrinkles on his face, looking far older than his voice. Seeing the two, this person showed a surprised expression, but this expression was fleeting. He bowed deeply with clasped hands. "I heard the guest singing just now; I admire it very much. I have a presumptive request."

"Since it's a presumptive request, then no need to say it," Chen Ke replied.

A disappointed look immediately appeared on that person's face. He hurriedly bowed again. "Then sorry to disturb." After speaking, he was about to leave.

Chen Tianhua had never seen Chen Ke refuse others so crisply and neatly; his attitude was quite arrogant. A slight look of surprise appeared on his face. Chen Ke saw all this; his brain spun, and he said, "Wait."

That person didn't know what medicine was sold in Chen Ke's gourd. His expression was somewhat apprehensive.

"As the saying goes, courtesy demands reciprocity. This gentleman, we want to go to Beijing, but there are no train tickets left. I wonder if there is any other way."

Hearing this, that person was startled. He looked Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua up and down. "The two masters want to take the train to Beijing?"

"The train is fast," Chen Ke didn't have any special feeling.

"This humble one actually knows people at the station. There is a train to Beijing today; perhaps I can send the two masters onto the train. But this ticket money..."

"How much is the ticket money?"

"From Tianjin Old Dragon Head Railway Station to Beijing Zhengyangmen, first-class ticket 5 yuan, third-class ticket 1.5 yuan."

"How much do the people at the station want?"

"He takes you onto the train; you just give the money to him. No extra charge."

Another one lining his own pockets. Chen Ke thought. Turning to look at Chen Tianhua, Chen Tianhua was very excited. Seeing Chen Tianhua didn't object, Chen Ke laughed, "Then should I teach you to sing and then go to the train station, or teach you to sing after buying the tickets?"

Seeing that person silent, Chen Ke knew that person's mind. "Let's teach the song first."

The middle-aged man immediately looked happy. Chen Ke taught three times in a row and wrote down the lyrics. The middle-aged man handed the paper to the person outside the cloth curtain. A moment later, a clear and bright female voice began to sing outside. Comparing the two, the difference was immediately clear. Indeed, as Chen Tianhua said, the song Chen Ke sang with righteousness and confidence became gentle and lingering when sung by a woman.

"There is specialization in skills," Chen Ke praised. Listening three times and being able to sing it pretty closely—Chen Ke asked himself honestly and absolutely couldn't compare. But this question wasn't important. "What about the train tickets?" Chen Ke asked.

"I'll arrange it a bit; two masters please wait a moment. I'll take the two to the station when I come back," the middle-aged man said hurriedly.

After the middle-aged man withdrew, Chen Ke called the waiter to settle the bill. The two didn't spend much at all; the waiter gave change and withdrew. Chen Tianhua asked, "Wenqing, aren't you worried that person will run away after cheating the song?"

"He can't take the girl to follow us to the station." Saying tolerant words with his mouth, Chen Ke couldn't help thinking in his heart: if he didn't want to leave Chen Tianhua with an impression of being mean, Chen Ke estimated he would have driven these two away just now.

After waiting for a while, that person hurried back. The group went toward the station.

The streets of Tianjin were no different from countless old photos. There were quite a few pedestrians on the street, various shops on the roadside, stalls selling cigarettes, peeping shows, and occasionally performers doing acrobatics could be seen. The closer to the station, the more beggars there were. Those ragged, sallow, and emaciated children tried hard to beg from people. And those half-grown beggars, with flashing eyes, didn't beg much but tried hard to lean close to people; they looked like pickpockets no matter how one looked. Chen Ke asked for Chen Tianhua's backpack and carried it himself, following behind that middle-aged man. Chen Tianhua walked behind Chen Ke so there was also someone to look after him.

After waiting outside the station door for a while, the middle-aged man brought out a person who looked like a steward. That person looked Chen Ke up and down and said in that condescending tone, "There are still tickets for first-class seats. Pay now."

Chen Ke took out the money already prepared and weighed it in his hand. That person's eyes lit up immediately upon seeing the silver dollars. Chen Ke put the money back into his pocket. "Give money after getting on the train."

Looking at Chen Ke's grinning face, that person could tell Chen Ke absolutely wouldn't give money so easily, but since he saw the money, he wasn't too worried either. "Follow me."

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua sat in the first-class seats. According to Chen Ke's observation, the carriage wasn't full. Heaven knew why the station didn't sell tickets; presumably, someone withheld the tickets, and these tickets weren't sold. Two foreigners sat opposite Chen Ke; they held cigars in their mouths and looked at Chen Ke with surprised and slightly contemptuous eyes. Chen Ke refused to show weakness either; he took out the hard cardboard box of cigarettes and lit one for himself and one for Chen Tianhua. The foreigners saw the cigarette box printed very exquisitely, sparkling under the sunlight on the plastic paper outside the cigarette box. For a moment, they didn't know what exactly Chen Ke's identity was, and their contemptuous gazes were restrained a lot.

The journey was fairly stable, and the train arrived at Beijing Station. Chen Ke hurried to buy train tickets. Luck was quite good this time; he actually bought tickets. In the evening, the two had already boarded the train on the Beijing-Hankou line, advancing toward the direction of Xingtai.

When they arrived in Xingtai, it happened to be morning. The two hired two mules at a very cheap price and advanced toward Nangong County. Hebei is a plain area. Chen Ke grew up on the Central Henan Plain. In his memory, on the boundless great plain, dividing lines composed of poplar trees or paulownia trees like sentries cut out patches of grain fields. On the plain, tree-lined dirt roads with poplars or paulownias on both sides, or dust-covered tree-lined asphalt roads, connected various villages. Of course, indispensably, there were also roadside irrigation canals. This simple and infinitely repetitive scenery was his hometown.

In Xingtai, what Chen Ke saw were patches of sandy land. There was very little grass color; occasionally, some shrubs and trees could be seen. This was widely different from the 21st-century Hebei in Chen Ke's impression. Not only that, the closer to Nangong County, the more sandy land there was. In September, the harvested fields were empty. Chen Ke remembered what the elders said before: back then, only one season of grain was planted in the fields a year. Unlike after liberation, where two seasons were planted. It would be a strange thing if the people could be full planting only one season of grain on this barren land.

"Tianhua, when we are liberated, we will definitely be able to make this place plant two seasons of grain every year," Chen Ke said.

Before Chen Tianhua could reply, the muleteer who came with Chen Ke laughed, "This gentleman, planting two seasons of grain a year—you aren't joking, are you?"

"Old brother, don't you want to plant two seasons?" Chen Ke asked in return.

The muleteer just smiled and didn't speak anymore.

Mules were definitely not as fast as trains. The two had taken the train for a whole day; letting the mules shake them like this for a while, they were somewhat groggy. Dozing off while advancing. By evening, the group finally arrived at Gaojiazhai, Nangong County.

Asking about Pang Zi, the locals all knew. Looking at Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's distinctive attire, they led the two into the street. Just arriving at the gate of a courtyard, a medium-build young man stood at the doorway. From the familiar look of the child peeping from inside the courtyard, that kid was the little imp Chen Ke asked first. It seemed he had notified this young man.

The young man asked in a suspicious tone, "I am Pang Zi; why are you two looking for me?"



★


Pang Zi 2

Volume 2 - Chapter 18

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 18 Pang Zi (2)

Hebei was much drier than Jiangnan. It must have been windy a few days ago, as there was quite a bit of dust on the floor and tables of Pang Zi's house. Chen Ke didn't mind this at all. Anyway, denim jeans were inherently dirt-resistant; Chen Ke sat down heavily on a dusty stool. He still liked the dry and crisp autumn days in the north. The "Autumn Tiger" (Indian summer) was fierce, but inside the house, when the wind blew through, it was cool and pleasant.

Pang Zi, sitting in the main seat, wasn't tall, probably around 170cm. He had a lean build with solid muscles, and his two eyes shot out sharp light; he looked like someone from a martial arts background. Contrary to the cold and vigilant attitude when they first met, upon learning that Chen Ke was sent by Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi immediately became enthusiastic.

There was no tea; boiled water was poured into a pottery bowl with a small chip. Chen Ke was really thirsty, so he picked up the bowl and drank it all in a few gulps. Wiping the water from the corner of his mouth, Chen Ke said, "Some more."

Pang Zi refilled the water for Chen Ke, then asked, "How has Big Brother Wu been recently?"

"He is very well. This is his letter to you." Chen Ke took the letter out of his travel backpack.

Pang Zi took the envelope, but his gaze fell on the zipper of the travel backpack. This gadget that opened with a pull and closed with a pull, especially the sound when opening, attracted Pang Zi's attention. This thing looked much more convenient than a wrapped bundle.

But Pang Zi was a prominent figure in the area after all; although curious, he still did business first. He tore open the envelope and began to read Wu Xingchen's letter.

Wu Xingchen was literate, especially after joining the Party organization; Chen Ke had even opened a special cultural remedial class for Wu Xingchen. That is to say, Chen Ke learned to write traditional characters together with Wu Xingchen. So the letter Wu Xingchen wrote to Pang Zi was reasonably free of typos.

"Big Brother Wu has really improved after joining the Revolutionary Party; I don't recognize many characters in this letter." Pang Zi laughed after reading the letter. "Two Mr. Chens, Big Brother Wu said you are revolutionaries; is it true?"

Chen Ke laughed, "Brother Wu is also a revolutionary now. We are all in the same Party."

Pang Zi smacked his lips after hearing this. "Two Mr. Chens, Big Brother Wu said in the letter that he would come to my place in a few days and let you two say hello first. Coming all the way from Shanghai to our place definitely isn't as simple as just saying hello, right?"

There was no one else in the room. For safety's sake, Chen Ke still lowered his voice. "Brother Wu should have said in the letter what we are going to do. I haven't seen that letter, but Brother Wu said Brother Pang is preparing to rise up and make a disturbance, so we came specially."

"I read the letter; Brother Wu said Chen Xinglian, that old boy, said so," Pang Zi laughed. "Those surnamed Chen aren't any good stuff."

Hearing this remark pointing at the mulberry tree while cursing the locust tree, Chen Tianhua's face changed slightly, but Chen Ke didn't feel anything at all. On the contrary, he asked with interest, "Has Brother Pang suffered a lot from scholars before?"

Seeing that Chen Ke heard the overtones in his words, Pang Zi said hatefully, "In the Gengzi year (1900), the court sent some scholars to harm us Yihequan (Boxers). Suffering that loss once was enough. If I'm harmed twice more, my little life will be gone."

"Brother Pang is worried that I came this time to egg you on to rise up and make a disturbance, and then I gain advantage from you for nothing?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Then what is Mr. Chen doing at my place? Could it be to join the gang?" Pang Zi asked tit for tat.

Chen Ke answered seriously, "I came to Hebei Province preparing to hire some people. Why come to see Brother Pang? Brother Wu said let us come and have a look, so I came. If Brother Pang wants to rise up and make a disturbance, I want to persuade Brother Pang not to rush into action."

Hearing this, Pang Zi was unmoved and refused to continue the conversation. Everyone fell silent for a while like this. Chen Ke asked, "Brother Pang, I wonder if there is an inn in this Gaojiazhai."

"Since you have come, I naturally have to arrange accommodation for the two of you. Mr. Chen's words are too treating me like an outsider." Although saying this with his mouth, there was no enthusiasm on Pang Zi's face at all. He picked up the letter and read it again, then got up and took the two to the wing room. There was only an earthen *kang* in the wing room. Pang Zi brought grass mats and also got bedding for the two.

"You two look like people who enjoy life; just make do with this."

Chen Ke scratched his head. Sitting on boats and trains these few days, he hadn't been able to take a good bath. "Is there a place to take a bath here, Brother Pang?"

Hearing such a request, Pang Zi immediately laughed somewhat unkindly. "Bath? There is a river to the east of the village; you can go wash there."

"Many thanks." Chen Ke didn't mind at all.

"Since the two gentlemen don't mind, then please help yourselves." After speaking, Pang Zi went out the door.

After tidying up the bedding slightly, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua took soap and towels. As soon as they went out of the courtyard gate, they saw a pile of children surrounding the gate watching. Seeing the two come out, the children first scattered in a hubbub, then hid behind something or stood far away watching these two strange adults. In their bright eyes, there was curiosity and puzzlement. Not far after walking east out of the door, Chen Ke felt someone pulling the back of his jacket. Turning his head, he saw a child screaming and running away quickly. His little friends were all laughing. Very happy. Before that child ran far, other children already tried to run over. Glared at by Chen Ke, they stood on the spot, daring not act rashly. But as soon as Chen Ke turned around, not long after, children continued this game.

Rural life in these years was just like this; everyone's range of activity was just that tiny bit. A person coming from outside was a big rarity. Let alone people dressed differently. Not only children, but many adults were also watching the two outsiders, whispering and evaluating these two people. Occasionally, a girl or daughter-in-law from some family would come out or approach face-to-face; seeing Chen Ke and the other, they immediately hid to the side as if frightened. Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to care about these; if he went down to the countryside in the future, such things would definitely not be rare. Just get used to it for now. His attention was placed on the surrounding scenery.

This was a common village in the north, with yellow adobe courtyard walls; even the walls of houses were mostly adobe walls. Pang Zi's house was considered relatively imposing, with tiles on the main room; the roofs of many houses were simply thick thatch. Looking in from the half-open gates or over the low walls, most courtyards had some strung-up corn hanging. There were also some bundled sorghum stalks piled by the wall. The strings of dried chili peppers occasionally seen added quite a bit of festive air to the courtyards. Door gods were pasted on the old wooden doors; the colorful papers had turned somewhat white under the wind and rain, and the images of gods on them were already blurred. The air was mixed with the smells of various plants, animals, and dust.

In such a dilapidated atmosphere, Chen Tianhua said, "This village looks not bad."

Hearing this, Chen Ke really didn't know how to answer. Honestly speaking, rural areas all looked like this. Let alone 1905, even the northern rural areas Chen Ke had seen in 1995, 90 years later, might not really have changed much.

Spotless wooden floors, snow-white walls, full floor-to-ceiling large glass doors on the balcony, fabric sofas, European-style double-layer large curtains—cities might need them. In the countryside, Chen Ke might not really feel much interest in this either. Chen Ke had also seen many villages; comparatively speaking, this village at least looked not bad. At least at dusk, there was cooking smoke from every household, and parents began to urge their children to eat. The children who were following Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua with great interest just now ran back to their own homes one by one like birds returning to the forest. Perhaps because there were outsiders, quite a few households closed their gates tight after calling back their children.

Entering October, the evening wind was already chilly. Walking side by side on the empty dirt road outside the village, Chen Tianhua saw there was no one around, so he asked, "This Brother Pang seems to have some opinion about us."

"People of the Yihequan hate foreigners the most. Now there is also the Manchu Qing. It is said they especially hate fake foreign devils. When in Beijing back then, some lost their heads just because they pinned a fountain pen. This Brother Pang is already very polite to us."

"The Yihequan was so fierce in Beijing?" Chen Tianhua disbelieved Chen Ke's words somewhat.

"The one leading at the time was some Prince. I forget exactly which one; that guy represented a bunch of people who hated the Westernization faction to the bone. It's not strange to incite doing this."

Chen Tianhua remained silent for a long time after hearing this explanation. Although he was already accustomed to Chen Ke's way of looking at problems, this kind of sharp evaluation made Chen Tianhua feel very wrong. "Wenqing, you never seem to get angry because of these perverse acts?"

"Of course I get angry, but I'm not angry anymore now. They will inevitably do this. Wait until we liberate China; lock up those of this batch who should be locked up, behead those who should be beheaded. Apart from this, we have nothing else better to do, right?"

"That is the only way," Chen Tianhua replied.

After walking for another stretch, they finally saw the river Pang Zi mentioned. Chen Ke believed this river was definitely different from later generations; there was absolutely no industrial wastewater or civil wastewater mixed in it. Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, this riverbed had high sand content, and the river water was quite clear. It was autumn, and the temperature had dropped a lot. The river water was actually warmer than the air temperature. Taking a bath heartily. The sky had turned completely dark.

On the way back to the village, Chen Tianhua asked Chen Ke what he planned to do before Brother Wu Xingchen arrived.

"Try to do a social investigation; see the situation of this village. Anyway, we'll have to go down to the countryside sooner or later; this step is absolutely indispensable," Chen Ke replied.

"Wenqing, do you think we can really achieve something in the countryside?" Although Chen Tianhua accepted Chen Ke's concepts, he still didn't believe much in rural revolution.

Chen Ke pointed to the pitch-black surroundings. "When we came today, we saw such a vast area. In such a vast world, what can't be done? The enemy's strength is weakest in the countryside, but China is composed of countless such villages. As long as we can seize the leadership of these villages, what enemy can't be overthrown?"

"How many people are in one village? How many villages added together can equal the population of Shanghai? I actually feel launching an uprising in Shanghai might be better," Chen Tianhua said.

"Shanghai has a large population. I won't say anything else; even if the uprising succeeds in Shanghai, what do we eat? Where does grain come from?"

"We can buy it, right?"

"Buy? Where does the money come from?"

"Relying on collecting taxes should be about enough."

"Collecting taxes? Whose taxes? Why should those rich people pay taxes to us? The Concession is the wealthiest area in Shanghai; if we collect taxes into the Concession, what will foreigners do?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

Chen Tianhua stopped making a sound. Chen Ke could understand Chen Tianhua; what oil could be squeezed out of such a tiny village? Moreover, this was different from densely populated cities; it really felt so empty here. From Xingtai to here, the mules walked for almost a day. The two walked from the village to the riverside for more than twenty minutes. Compared with the city, the countryside is just like this. Small gathering points are scattered all over the vast land like stars. Every small village doesn't have too many people. It's absolutely impossible to support a revolution. Just communicating news takes a long time, and to fully utilize the human and material resources of these villages, what powerful organizational ability is needed! Chen Ke had read some materials about how much energy the Party poured into the grassroots back then; he could understand it theoretically. After personally arriving in the countryside, Chen Ke also felt a strong sense of powerlessness.

The two returned to Pang Zi's place; the gate was already closed. Knocking open the door, Pang Zi, who opened the door, invited the two to eat dinner together. Sorghum flour *wotou* (steamed bun), salted vegetables, corn porridge. There was little salt in the dishes, let alone oil. Coarse fiber, low oil, low salt. Chen Ke remembered a friend's joke from before: "Food from the 60s absolutely conforms to the so-called healthy diet standards of the 21st century." Thinking of these, Chen Ke also had a somewhat happy look on his face.

Pang Zi watched Chen Ke eating with great interest, looking quite happy, and felt somewhat surprised instead. "Mr. Chen seems tired of eating wine and meat and wants to change taste," Pang Zi said heartily.

Chen Ke wasn't angry either. "Stuff like wine and meat, one never gets tired of eating."

"My hospitality is inadequate; there's no chicken, duck, fish, or meat. Mr. Chen, don't take offense," Pang Zi laughed.

When Chen Ke walked through the village, he actually heard quite a few calls of chickens and ducks. He suddenly remembered a matter. "I see we have a river here; I wonder if we can catch earthworms and fish for fish and shrimp to feed chickens and ducks."

"Of course we catch them. Feeding only grain isn't enough for people to eat," Pang Zi replied.

"Brother Pang, actually there is a method of raising earthworms. Mix horse manure and cow dung with straw and rice stalks, ret it like composting, mix with soil, and raise earthworms in it. The earthworms will eat very stoutly and grow fast. At least in winter, chickens and ducks will still have enough things to eat. It's indeed much better than feeding grain."

These were very common breeding techniques in later generations' time-travel literature, but Chen Ke firmly believed Pang Zi absolutely hadn't seen them. Fooling Pang Zi a bit was still very easy.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke said, Pang Zi scoffed disapprovingly: "Mr. Chen just knows how to hoax people; earthworms can also be raised?"

"Brother Pang must have also caught earthworms. Then let me ask, where is it easy to catch earthworms? Is it muddy ground, or grassland, or under trees?" Chen Ke asked.

Pang Zi recalled for a moment; he really hadn't paid attention. Chen Ke discussed with Pang Zi while eating. As the saying goes, truth becomes clearer with debate. After a discussion, Pang Zi remembered that indeed, as Chen Ke said, wherever there was humus, earthworms were plentiful. Hearing Chen Ke speak methodically, it didn't seem like he was cheating people. Pang Zi had never believed fake foreign devils, but after listening for a while, he found he actually believed Chen Ke's words somewhat. This was truly a strange thing.

"Has Mr. Chen farmed land?" Pang Zi asked.

"Haven't farmed. But I have a friend who once raised earthworms to feed chickens; the effect was very good."

Hearing this, Pang Zi immediately confirmed Chen Ke was definitely telling lies. But just as this thought arose, Pang Zi felt hesitant. Pang Zi had also seen the world; whether someone was telling lies or not could be seen from the expression on their face. Chen Ke's expression was open and magnanimous; if he could deceive people like this, it could only be said that Chen Ke was truly too insidious a guy. There wasn't much food to begin with, so they finished eating quickly. Chen Ke yawned. "If there's nothing else, Brother Pang, I'll go to sleep first."

After Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua went to sleep, Pang Zi closed the door carefully and returned to his own room. Just now when Chen Ke went out to take a bath, Pang Zi secretly checked the backpacks Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua left in the room. Inside, besides a dozen books, there was a pile of small bottles. All sealed tightly. The rest were some change of clothes. Pang Zi simply couldn't figure out the principle of that strange zipper on the bag. But it was really convenient; opening with a pull, closing with a pull.

He took out Wu Xingchen's letter and read it again. The letter should be written by Wu Xingchen. Pang Zi had indeed invited a few old brothers over to discuss the matter of "making a disturbance" together. The letter spoke of this matter. The letter told Pang Zi that Chen Ke was a revolutionary and had extraordinary insight. Wu Xingchen thought letting Chen Ke participate should be of some help. Pang Zi knew Wu Xingchen was like him back then, hating fake foreign devils the most. Unexpectedly, not seeing him for a few years, he actually started befriending these people. It really puzzled him.

Pang Zi met Wu Xingchen in the Gengzi year. At that time, Jing Tingbin, as a military examination graduate, was also a famous figure in Xingtai. As a relative, Pang Zi practiced martial arts with Jing Tingbin. When the Hebei Yihequan entered Beijing in the Gengzi year, Pang Zi wanted to go to Beijing to watch the excitement behind Jing Tingbin's back. Arriving in the capital, he was also a person with kung fu and became a small leader.

At that time, Wu Xingchen was the helmsman of the Tiandihui in Zhili, but he concealed his identity and also became a leader. He had dozens of people under him and met Pang Zi often. The two hit it off, and Wu Xingchen urged Pang Zi not to trust the court. Later, before the court joined hands with foreigners to suppress the Yihequan, Wu Xingchen notified the brothers of various groups to run quickly. Many people didn't believe Wu Xingchen's words, but Pang Zi did. As a result, not long after the two led their subordinates to flee the capital separately, the suppression of the Yihequan happened.

The two were also considered "famous outside"; Pang Zi dared not go home, so he simply followed Wu Xingchen to Shandong to defect to Zhao Sanduo. Zhao Sanduo led the Yihequan to launch an uprising, dividing troops into three routes. Wu Xingchen stayed in Shandong, while Pang Zi followed Zhao Sanduo back to Hebei. When Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo "resisted foreign tax" and proposed "sweeping away and destroying foreigners," launching an uprising together, Pang Zi was very active as a capable subordinate. The uprising failed; Jing Tingbin was executed by *lingchi* (death by a thousand cuts), and Zhao Sanduo died of hunger strike in prison. Pang Zi had to flee to Shandong.

Arriving in Shandong, he learned that the Shandong uprising had also failed, and Yuan Shikai had bloodily suppressed the Shandong uprising. Wu Xingchen's whereabouts were unknown. Pang Zi had to flee to Cangzhou. He only returned to his hometown this year. He had always been in contact with surviving brothers over in Shandong. A while ago, he suddenly learned that Wu Xingchen was actually still alive; after the failure of the Shandong uprising, Wu Xingchen fled to Shanghai. Pang Zi asked the brothers in Shandong to notify Wu Xingchen to come to his place together to discuss great matters.

But he didn't expect Wu Xingchen to send these two foreign devils running over first. However, Pang Zi believed Wu Xingchen shouldn't have defected to foreigners. "Forget it; anyway, looking at the letter, Brother Wu will arrive in these two days. We'll talk then." Thinking of this, Pang Zi blew out the candle and went to sleep too.
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Chapter 19 Pang Zi (3)

When they woke up in the morning, there was no breakfast. The little bit of dinner from last night had already been fully digested, and Chen Ke felt his stomach growling. Being a guest at someone else's house meant following the guest's etiquette. Since Pang Zi didn't say anything, Chen Ke felt the two of them just had to stay hungry for now. These years weren't the 21st century with supermarkets and small shops everywhere. If you dared to go out and buy food, the news would probably reach Pang Zi's ears very quickly. Pang Zi not hosting guests well, forcing guests to go out and buy food personally to alleviate hunger—as the saying goes, guests should suit the convenience of the host; guests must consider the host's face. Chen Ke came to make friends, not to make enemies. What was the point of making Pang Zi lose all face?

Chen Ke began to reflect on himself: why didn't he bring a pile of gifts when visiting? Recalling Yan Fu's visit to him, even he brought pastries. Chen Ke thought he was really greatly mistaken. If he had brought a pile of food to the door, at least Pang Zi wouldn't have hosted them so poorly. Thoughts were just thoughts; past events couldn't be redone. Chen Ke observed Chen Tianhua secretly and saw him taking it as calmly as himself, so he felt relieved.

"Xingtai, let's not go out today for now."

Chen Tianhua hadn't seen Chen Ke go back on his word like this; he asked curiously, "Why? Didn't Wenqing say we were going to do a social investigation?"

Chen Ke told Chen Tianhua his concerns. Since Pang Zi didn't say anything, it wasn't appropriate to go out rashly. This worry was quite reasonable; Pang Zi's hospitality etiquette was rather poor, so they couldn't provoke any conflict now. Chen Tianhua also held this opinion, so the two simply holed up in the room talking, not even going out the door of the wing room.

It wasn't very convenient to talk about revolution, so the topic turned to personal issues. Chen Ke dared not mention his own family background, and he couldn't ask about Chen Tianhua's background either. There were few remaining topics; as they talked, they discussed marriage issues. Chen Ke was 25 this year; Chen Tianhua and Qiu Jin were the same age, both 30 today, five years "older" than Chen Ke. When asked why he didn't get married, Chen Tianhua gave a very traditional answer: "The Xiongnu are not yet destroyed; how can I have a home?"

Chen Tianhua thought Chen Ke was probably like him, so he asked Chen Ke casually. Chen Ke's answer was another kind of orthodoxy: "Haven't had time to find a wife yet."

"Wenqing's family didn't arrange a betrothal for Wenqing?"

"Been studying all along; where would the family have the mind to arrange such things for me? Originally they said they would wait until I finished my studies to arrange it, but then I ran out."

"There are actually such twists and turns," Chen Tianhua sighed. "I wonder what kind of girl Wenqing likes?"

"First, she can't have bound feet. Second, I want to find a lady from a good family, educated and polite. When I was at home, I was always criticized by my mother, who thought I acted like a savage. With a virtuous internal helper, at least there would be someone to discuss these issues with. Third, the prettier the better." After speaking, Chen Ke laughed heartily. Just after laughing twice, fearing he might disturb Pang Zi, he immediately stifled the laughter back into his belly.

"Going to the capital this time, Wenqing might be able to look for such a suitable one," Chen Tianhua teased.

"We'll see. Heaven knows what kind of virtue the young ladies of official families are educated into. If it's the kind who feels superior to others, I absolutely don't want her. But Xingtai, if you find someone suitable, I will definitely support you vigorously."

Chen Tianhua just chuckled but didn't answer whether he was willing or not.

Both were revolutionaries; even in idle chat, they naturally turned back to their profession as they talked.

"I met Liang Qichao when I was in Japan. At that time, hearing him talk about reform, I was somewhat moved. It was during the Russo-Japanese War; the Manchu Qing had no ability to restrain the belligerents, so they had to declare 'neutrality.' In January 1905, Japan's *Yorozu Chōhō* published an article predicting that China was about to be partitioned. We international students in Japan were in an uproar after seeing it. I wrote the *Opinion on Demanding Salvation*, demanding the Manchu Qing government implement constitutional government and save the nation from subjugation. Reform should be implemented, national policy should be determined early, giving localities the power of autonomy and giving the people the rights of freedom, writing, speech, and assembly. At the same time, citizens should undertake the obligations of serving as soldiers, paying taxes, raising public debt, and running around to enlighten the government."

"Oh, I haven't had time to read this great work yet. I must take a look when I have time."

"Wenqing, don't laugh at me; I was still ignorant then. Only after writing this book with Wenqing did I suddenly see the light. Everything I did before was actually wrong. But at that time, I was prepared to risk death to go to Beijing to submit a petition. If not for the comrades in Japan dissuading me in every way, I'm afraid I would have gone."

Chen Ke didn't know there was such a thing. Thinking that Chen Tianhua, the author of *Meng Hui Tou* (Sudden Look Back) and *Jing Shi Zhong* (Warning Bell) who loudly called for anti-Qing revolution, actually wanted to kowtow three times and bow nine times under the vermilion steps of the Forbidden City in Beijing, petitioning the Qing emperor to grant a constitution... this was undoubtedly injecting a stimulant into the dying Qing government and would inevitably cause great damage to the revolutionary cause. It was reasonable for the comrades in Japan to stop him with all their might.

"After we open up base areas, we will build our own government. The matter of saving the country doesn't need the Manchu Qing to worry about," Chen Ke said with a smile.

Seeing Chen Ke full of confidence, Chen Tianhua showed a hesitant look. A moment later, he finally asked, "Wenqing, when comrades talk about you privately, quite a few say you must be a child of a high official. Otherwise, it would be absolutely impossible to view problems from such a strategically advantageous position. To be able to look from the perspective of the world."

Chen Tianhua knew Chen Ke never talked about himself, so he didn't have much confidence in saying this. Seeing Chen Ke had no intention of answering, he immediately changed the subject. "Wenqing, can China be saved? When I talked about the subjugation of Poland and India before, I felt China had all the weaknesses of the national character of those two countries. I wonder if Wenqing can teach me about this matter."

"National character is nonsense." Chen Ke's answer was blunt. "We talk about the materialist view of history, which says productive forces determine social relations. Take the bullshit about Chinese people being a tray of loose sand as an example. In an agricultural country like China, look at the countryside; everyone probably wanders within a radius of a hundred *li* all their lives. If you don't have special relatives, who would you find outside a hundred *li*? China is so big, so it looks like a tray of loose sand. Wait until we engage in industrialization later, factories with thousands of people are built, cities with hundreds of thousands of people are built, and the folk customs will naturally have a foundation for change. Later, when the railway network is built and the people have money, being able to go out and travel the magnificent rivers and mountains, visit and make friends everywhere, the folk customs will be even more different. So the talk of national character is pure nonsense. The Chinese people are a great people because even an illiterate knows to establish a good moral order and have a strong government. With such people, there is absolutely no reason for China to perish. Our current gap is the gap between an agricultural country and an industrial country; it has nothing to do with national character at all."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Chen Tianhua nodded repeatedly. "Wenqing, these words are extremely brilliant. Might as well write them down."

The proposal was very good, and the two had nothing else to do anyway. Chen Ke simply sat cross-legged on the *kang*, discussing with Chen Tianhua while writing this article. Writing and writing, it became noon. Pang Zi called the two in the courtyard, "Two Mr. Chens, let's go out to eat."

With Pang Zi leading the way, plus many people having seen Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua yesterday, the situation of onlookers was naturally much better. At least the children didn't surround and watch like yesterday. There was a household at the east end of the village with a rather large courtyard. Chen Ke had also seen it before going to bathe yesterday; he didn't expect this to be actually an eatery. Pang Zi took the two in and called for the meal to start. There was no menu here either. Chen Ke waited for the boss to come over and gave the boss two silver dollars first. "Settle the bill after eating."

Pang Zi absolutely didn't expect Chen Ke to do this. He said a few polite words but didn't stop him. However, the eatery boss's face was quite awkward, making Chen Ke feel very wrong. He tentatively took out a few more silver dollars and stuffed them into the boss's hand. The boss's face improved greatly immediately, but the boss still had no intention of walking away. Chen Ke guessed Pang Zi probably owed quite a bit of meal money here. Watching the boss's face, he stuffed another five silver dollars over. Only then did the boss leave the table happily to prepare wine and dishes.

"This won't do, this won't do. Mr. Chen is too polite. I'm embarrassed now." Pang Zi finally gave Chen Ke a real smile.

"Just let Brother Pang treat the next meal. Everyone is brothers; what's there to be embarrassed about?"

While talking, wine and meat were served one by one. Pang Zi enthusiastically added wine and served dishes for everyone, very much having the boldness of a *jianghu* person.

Steaming smoked sausage was served on the dining table, smelling fragrant. Chen Ke tasted a mouthful; the main ingredients of the smoked sausage were pork belly and eggs, along with other spices. It tasted rich but not greasy. Paired with the white liquor brewed in the countryside, it was truly wonderful.

Chen Ke greatly praised the deliciousness of the smoked sausage. Pang Zi laughed, "I have a clan uncle who sells large pancakes rolled with smoked meat; that's what you call delicious."

"I've eaten quite a few Shandong pancakes rolled with vegetables; how is the method here different from Shandong?" Chen Ke was quite interested in this.

Pang Zi had traveled extensively, Chen Ke was also considered knowledgeable, and Chen Tianhua had also run around both abroad and domestically. Everyone talked about delicacies from various places, hitting it off quite well. A mouthful of wine, a mouthful of meat, eating while talking. As their interest rose, everyone listed the delicacies they had eaten one by one, talking from China all the way to Japan. Even the eatery boss couldn't help shouting with envy; it turned out there were so many delicious things in various places.

After eating and drinking their fill, the boss wanted to settle the bill. Taking advantage of being slightly drunk, Chen Ke said drunkenly, "Put it on the tab first; we'll talk next time." After speaking, he got up and pulled Pang Zi and Chen Tianhua out the door.

When everyone returned to Pang Zi's house, they were immediately much closer. Still the bowls with chips, still boiled water. Everyone chatted about everything under the sun. After chatting for a while, Pang Zi asked, "Mr. Chen, Big Brother Wu said you are a revolutionary. Are you guys really going to rebel?"

"Of course we are going to rebel. If not rebelling, what kind of revolutionary would I be?"

"Both Mr. Chens are overseas students; you don't believe in foreign religions, do you?" This question actually troubled Pang Zi quite a bit.

Chen Ke answered without hesitation, "We don't believe in foreign religions at all. If our rebellion succeeds in the future, we must eradicate foreign religions from China completely."

"Must eradicate completely; those who believe in foreign religions must all be killed. Must make sure they all die bad deaths!" Pang Zi responded through gritted teeth.

Chen Ke didn't mean to kill people, but seeing Pang Zi hate with gnashed teeth like this, he dared not say more about this, so he changed the subject. "Brother Pang, I am preparing to rise in revolution and must overthrow the Manchu Qing government. So there are many things and places I have to prepare. I wonder, Brother Pang rising to make a disturbance—to what extent do you plan to make it?"

"This..." Pang Zi refused to speak.

"Brother Pang, I won't ask to what extent you can make a disturbance; this is your family's secret, I cannot inquire. But I want to talk about how I prepare to make a disturbance; how about Brother Pang give me some pointers?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pang Zi's face had already darkened.

"I want to make a disturbance locally, nothing more than killing officials and rebelling, or making the local officials into decorations. Then I must have a gang of brothers who are dead set on following me. With this gang of brothers, I also have to let them eat and drink their fill." Chen Ke said, "Suppose there are such 200 brothers, each person eats one catty of grain a day. This is 365 days a year, which is 73,000 catties of grain. Where does this grain come from? Brother Pang, can one *mu* of land in our Hebei yield four hundred catties of wheat?"

Hearing Chen Ke talk about numbers in such detail, Pang Zi felt a bit guilty. "Not that much."

"Two hundred brothers following me, even if the monthly expense is half a tael of silver, hmm, let me calculate, this is 365 days a year, hmm... a year requires 3,190 taels of silver in expenses. Brother Pang, it's not easy to scrape together this money." Chen Ke said.

"Hitting a few big households should be about enough." Pang Zi was young after all; once Chen Ke started, he couldn't help but follow.

"Everyone is fellow villagers; if you hit big households, maybe among the brothers following you there are those related to the big households. If someone pleads with you, do you hit or not?" Chen Ke pursued.

"This?" Pang Zi felt he really hadn't considered this matter.

"If it's just a small disturbance, it's nothing. If you want a big disturbance, a long-term disturbance, it won't do without careful consideration first," Chen Ke summarized.

"How to make a big disturbance, how to make a small disturbance?" Pang Zi became thoroughly interested.

Looking at Pang Zi's enthusiastic demeanor, Chen Ke said, "For a big disturbance, you first find some brothers, get a few guns, surround the yamen, and say you want to rebel. The government will definitely come out to persuade everyone. Then the brothers still shouldn't agree. The government will definitely ask in the end, what exactly do you want? At this time, Brother Pang, you come forward and say, we want to organize a bodyguard agency. The government will absolutely agree."

"Good!" Pang Zi slapped the table.

"Then Brother Pang's bodyguard agency starts to organize some horse caravans or something, transporting goods at the train station. It's also a money-making business. Earning some money here, in the countryside, Brother Pang shouldn't hit big households either; you should pull the common people to reduce rent and interest. In the village, for weddings and funerals, borrowing a little money casually might ruin a family. Brother Pang, you have a bodyguard agency; pull the fellow villagers and big households to reduce rent and interest. They won't dare not to reduce. Relying on fellow villagers, each family gives you a little money and grain; many a little makes a mickle—tens of thousands of catties of grain is nothing."

"Wonderful!" Pang Zi's eyes burned. "Mr. Chen speaks wonderfully."

Chen Ke smiled. "Then later, I feel that if Brother Pang makes a big disturbance, in the end, you still have to revolt."

Hearing Chen Ke talk about revolution, Pang Zi immediately lost interest. He asked, "How about this small disturbance?"

"Small disturbance, forgive me for speaking frankly, Brother Pang, you can make a disturbance however you want. Anyway, once the disturbance starts, the government will send people to arrest and kill you and your brothers; the end is definitely death. So any way of disturbance is fine." Chen Ke said bluntly.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pang Zi slapped the table and stood up. "Fuck your mother!"

Parting on bad terms was just like this; Pang Zi left the table angrily. Chen Ke wasn't angry either; after finishing the water in the bowl, he returned to the wing room with Chen Tianhua and continued writing the morning's article. At dusk, the two went out to bathe just like yesterday.

On a northern autumn night, the stars in the sky were brilliant. With the atmosphere unpolluted, the starry sky seemed to hang so low it was within reach. Various insect chirps in the vegetation, and the sound of wind blowing through the jujube forest surrounding the village, were so comfortable they made one somewhat drowsy.

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walked slowly on the ridges of the fields outside the village after bathing; talking inside the room was always inconvenient. Chen Tianhua saw there was no one around, so he said, "Wenqing, why don't you start an uprising here together with this Brother Pang?"

Chen Ke knew Chen Tianhua hoped very much to rise up and overthrow the Manchu Qing immediately. He didn't expose Chen Tianhua's thoughts directly either, just praising, "Xingtai asks well. Why do you say uprising instead of revolution?"

"Having heard the revolution Wenqing talked about, I dare not speak of revolution rashly now."

"Even if Brother Pang starts an uprising now, it's not a revolution. What's more, whether Brother Pang really wants to start an uprising is still ambiguous; why should I mix in?" Chen Ke's voice was calm, as if discussing what to eat for dinner.

Hearing Chen Ke so obviously refuse to participate in Pang Zi's rebellion, there was a little excitement in Chen Tianhua's voice. "Wenqing, are you just going to let this opportunity go in vain? At least you have to explain revolutionary principles to Brother Pang."

"Revolutionary principles? Hehe." Chen Ke laughed. "I already explained them today. Brother Pang can't listen to them; I have no way either."

"Explained?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat strange.

"Revolution means having money, having people, mobilizing the people. What we discussed ourselves isn't revolution, merely revolutionary theory."

"Wenqing thinks Brother Pang can't understand revolutionary theory?" Chen Tianhua felt he somewhat understood Chen Ke's meaning.

"It's not that Brother Pang can't understand revolutionary theory, but that Brother Pang can't listen to revolutionary theory. In Brother Pang's view, rebellion is going against the government. This isn't wrong, but how to go against it, what to do—Brother Pang himself doesn't know now. I suggested he demand rent and interest reduction together with the people; Brother Pang refused to listen. I have no way either." Chen Ke still said leisurely.

Chen Tianhua stopped talking. The two walked for another while. Only then did Chen Tianhua break the silence. "Wenqing, can you tell me, if Brother Pang did as you said, what would he encounter?"

"Landlords would rise up collectively to oppose him." Chen Ke answered without hesitation. "Tianhua, the world today is a world of rentiers. The Manchu Qing controls political power, taxation, customs; they live on this. Officials control local power; so-called corrupt officials are just these people using the power in their hands to feed on profits. Landlords and gentry live on land rent. Rich people lend money. Compradors live on controlling some domestic sales channels. Those who have studied live on monopolizing this knowledge. The whole of China—Manchu Qing, officials, landlords, rich people, scholars—collude to squeeze the people together. The people who honestly rely on labor cannot live instead."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chen Tianhua answered depressedly, "The people have it hard."

"Injustice provokes outcry. If the world were peaceful, who would be willing to revolt with you? For the people to survive, they can only rely on revolution. The dry firewood of this revolution has long existed among the people. Our People's Party is but a little spark. A single spark can start a prairie fire. It just depends on where your spark falls. Exactly how to mobilize the people, and what purpose this revolution is to achieve."

"Is this the difference between people's revolution and property owners' revolution that Wenqing mentioned?" Chen Tianhua sighed.

"Brother Pang is a rebel, but he is not yet a revolutionary. We have so many things to do; it's impossible to spend huge energy to get him to join the Party now. So my words were unpleasant today, but there was no way. Just do my best."

Chen Tianhua thought through what Chen Ke said as a whole, and finally nodded. "It can only be so."
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Chapter 20 Beijing

After discussing the attitude towards Pang Zi, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua returned. The gate was still tightly closed. After knocking, the ones who opened the door were people Chen Ke had never seen before; unexpectedly, there were two of them. In the darkness of the night, their appearances couldn't be seen clearly; he only heard them ask viciously in Shandong dialect: "Who are you looking for?"

Chen Ke was stunned, but he soon thought that these two were probably the people Wu Xingchen mentioned who were preparing to rebel. Since they had arrived, Wu Xingchen should have followed them here too.

"We live right here," Chen Ke replied.

While they were speaking, two more people came over. Looking at the dark and tall figure of one of them—who else could it be but Wu Xingchen? After approaching, it was indeed Wu Xingchen and Pang Zi.

"Brother Wu..." Before Chen Ke could finish, Wu Xingchen didn't let the two enter the door but pulled Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua away to a distance. Seeing the situation was like this, Chen Ke stopped making a sound. Not until they reached a secluded place outside the village did Wu Xingchen ask anxiously, "Wenqing, what did you say to Brother Pang?"

Chen Ke didn't like Wu Xingchen's tone, but he didn't want to bicker with Wu Xingchen either, so he simply told the truth. "Said some words he didn't like to hear."

After hearing Chen Ke finish, Wu Xingchen was speechless for a long time. When he spoke again, his tone was unusually soft, but there was uncontrollable helplessness in his voice. "Wenqing, Brother Pang just said that no matter what, he doesn't want Wenqing and Xingtai to participate in this meeting."

"Did Brother Wu bring your own horses, or rent animals?" Chen Ke asked directly.

"Uh?" Wu Xingchen was somewhat puzzled, but understood after a moment. "Wenqing is preparing to leave?"

"Brother Pang feels unhappy; I can actually understand. Since it's like this, there's no meaning in me sticking around here. If it really doesn't work, I'll just rush back to Xingtai overnight tonight."

"It's not necessary to go that far, right?" Wu Xingchen felt Chen Ke was also overreacting a bit.

"The few friends who came this time are all going to do big things; they may not necessarily be willing to let me meet them. Since Brother Pang said so, why should I ask for trouble?"

Wu Xingchen knew Chen Ke spoke reasonably. He originally wanted to let Chen Ke have a good talk about revolution with these people, but he didn't expect it to turn out like this. However, he and Pang Zi had talked for a while just now; Pang Zi refused to agree to let Chen Ke continue staying here no matter what, and he couldn't persuade him otherwise.

"It can only be so." Wu Xingchen sighed and had to agree to Chen Ke's departure.

Beijing in 1905 was vastly different from Beijing in the 21st century. If he had to say, Chen Ke actually preferred the appearance of Beijing in 1905. Of course, in Chen Ke's feeling, Beijing in 1905 was more like a toy than the center of power of the Manchu Qing. The ancient buildings visible everywhere were actually built with quite a flavor. Modern architecture used a large amount of reinforced concrete structures, while these ancient buildings didn't have this problem. The result was that compared with modern buildings full of geometric styles, those city gates, towers, and walls were full of a flavor of "exhausting all ingenuity" unique to the old era.

But this was merely a visual impression. The traces of the Eight-Nation Alliance ravaging Beijing were far from being eliminated. Those broken city walls and walls blackened by flames were still silently telling of the tragic experience. The ancient imperial capital had far from recovered. On the avenues outside the city gates, ragged adults could be seen selling emaciated children, yet no one showed interest. Most pedestrians were dressed shabbily, and in Beijing, even those wearing mandarin gowns and jackets couldn't be called brightly dressed. An unspeakable decadence and depravity, like a stream of rotten air, shrouded Beijing city and couldn't disperse. Chen Ke had no good feelings toward the humans filling this city. The streets were full of people wearing queues, dressed in long gowns or short clothes; slick Beijing accents and various accents from other places filled both sides of the streets. Among the cities of 1905 Chen Ke had seen, only Shanghai could compare with Beijing. But it was completely different from Shanghai. Beijing was China's political center; Shanghai, as an important area where foreign forces penetrated China strongly, had a completely different style.

Even so, this city of Beijing, which could still be considered to have quite a flavor, was just at the level of a third-rate provincial capital in the eyes of Chen Ke, who had seen the 21st century. It couldn't trigger Chen Ke's good feelings in the slightest.

Leaving Pang Zi's place, Chen Tianhua didn't discuss Pang Zi excessively either. On the way, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua had been discussing how to gather comrades in Beijing. Compared to a local hero like Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua felt scholars suited his taste better. Arriving in Beijing, following the address given by Wu Xingchen when they parted, the two found their new residence. Chen Ke always felt Wu Xingchen was a guy with quite a few methods. Wu Xingchen went north first; he rented a house for everyone in Beijing. It was said this residence was actually the house of a former official. Chen Ke suspected quite maliciously that this official's family probably suffered some misfortune in the Gengzi year, but this matter wasn't easy to verify.

Opening the door with the key, Chen Ke was very satisfied. A very ordinary *siheyuan* (quadrangle courtyard), without any furniture. The house should have been uninhabited for at least half a year. Chen Ke pulled Chen Tianhua to start cleaning. Chen Tianhua was also a person who loved cleanliness. The two cleaned thoroughly, even sweeping the roof beams clean. The wonderful thing was that there was actually a well in the courtyard; the water drawn was slightly bitter, unpleasant to drink, but acceptable for bathing. By the time the two sprinkled water in the courtyard and took a bath, it was already afternoon. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua moved the grand master's chairs from the main room out and placed them in the courtyard. Just as the two sat down, Chen Ke suddenly remembered something: there was no bedding in the house. Neither of them knew where to buy this stuff. So the two, whose buttocks hadn't even warmed the seat, got up hurriedly to go shopping.

The rickshaw puller stopped outside the door was slightly stunned upon hearing their request. "Two masters, the place I know is relatively expensive." It seemed the puller was also an honest person.

"Expensive is expensive; just pull us there."

Since Chen Ke said so, the puller didn't speak anymore; pulling the two, he started moving. Chen Tianhua sat in the cart looking left and right, while Chen Ke leaned on the seat closing his eyes to rest his mind. Along the way, he only heard the surroundings becoming livelier and livelier. Chen Ke was also tired these few days, plus having cleaned for a while, he was actually somewhat sleepy now. When Chen Tianhua shook him awake, Chen Ke had actually slept for a while. Opening his eyes, Chen Ke finally knew why the puller said "expensive." Heaven knew what the puller was thinking; the cart actually stopped in front of a silk and satin shop.

Looking left and right, this was actually a bustling downtown area. Looking at this silk and satin shop again, people were also going in and out. Chen Tianhua's face was already somewhat wrong; it looked like he felt pitted by the puller. Chen Ke didn't say much either; getting off the cart, he paid the fare, and then strode into the silk and satin shop.

"Two masters, please sit." A waiter came up to welcome them.

The people coming to the silk and satin shop were all wearing long gowns and mandarin jackets, dressed in silk clothes; the very few women were also wearing gold and silver. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's short hair and short clothes were very eye-catching. Chen Ke waved his hand. "No need to sit. Waiter, do you sell bedding here?"

"What?" The waiter felt somewhat strange hearing this.

"We want two sets of bedding, no, three sets of bedding." Chen Ke continued. Chen Ke was already the object of everyone's attention; hearing his words, low laughter already drifted over.

"This master, we only sell quilt covers here, not quilts." The waiter replied hurriedly.

"Then are there places selling quilt covers nearby?" Chen Ke asked next.

"There don't seem to be any on this street." The waiter replied.

"Then do you have silk quilt covers here?" Chen Ke asked again.

Hearing this, the waiter was almost somewhat respectful. "This master, we don't have the silk quilt covers you mentioned here either."

Chen Ke nodded. "Then tear off two pieces, oh, three pieces of satin face for me."

"This way please."

Just as Chen Ke stood up and was preparing to follow the waiter to choose satin, he saw several small rooms inside the silk and satin shop. A middle-aged man was looking at him with strange eyes. Looking carefully, he looked somewhat familiar, but he couldn't recall exactly where he had seen him. Chen Tianhua had also stood up. Chen Ke turned his head and asked in a low voice, "Have we met that person opposite us?"

"We have; it's that official's steward we met in Tianjin that day." Chen Tianhua replied.

"Oh," Chen Ke also remembered. "Is it that Steward Yang?" he said in a low voice.

"The one surnamed Yang is the car dealership boss; the steward is surnamed He." Chen Tianhua corrected.

Seeing the two short-haired guys, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua, looking at him and muttering, Steward He was already certain that these two were definitely the guys he met last time. The meeting last time was very short; actually, he couldn't remember their faces clearly either. But this hair and clothes were so rare; plus these two noticed him, Steward He believed he absolutely didn't mistake the person.

Last time Chen Ke just walked away laughing haha; from a long distance, one could still hear Chen Ke laughing non-stop like he was possessed. What the steward saw in the car dealership boss's eyes was a kind of mockery. For Steward He, face was a matter bigger than the sky. He was actually laughed at by two young punks. If he hadn't been pulling the car dealership boss to talk business at the time, he would have grabbed these two guys of unknown origin to clarify things right then. In the end, he still failed to gain an advantage from the car dealership boss that day. Steward He held back a bellyful of anger. Unexpectedly, he actually saw those two short-hairs here again. In these years, those without queues were either scholars or soldiers. But most people kept long hair like foreign devils. In Steward He's view, Chen Tianhua was definitely a student who had studied abroad. And Chen Ke's short hair looked more like a monk who had just returned to secular life.

At this time, the waiter was already standing in front of the counter next to Steward He. "These two masters, please look here."

Chen Ke saw Steward He's expression was unkind. He himself didn't feel he had any real conflict with Steward He. Chen Ke smiled at Steward He, only to see Steward He's round face twitch, as if beaten by someone. Chen Ke didn't care about that much; he walked generously to the counter. The clerk inside the counter took out a bolt of satin. Chen Ke slid the back of his hand over the back surface; the feel was acceptable.

After settling the price, the clerk tore off the satin face. Chen Ke looked at Steward He not far away. This steward had a face looking ready to beat someone. Just now he saw waiters taking quite a few silk samples into that small room; presumably, it should be specially for noble ladies to use. It seemed the steward was serving at the door and dared not leave his post without permission. Seeing Chen Ke looking at him again with a cold expression, the steward's already unhappy face became even gloomier. Just at this time, the door curtain was lifted, and three women walked out from inside. In the middle was a middle-aged woman; behind her followed two young girls. At this time, the steward was facing the three women, looking like he was serving carefully.

*So that's how it is*, Chen Ke thought to himself.

Among the three women, the middle-aged woman's appearance was very ordinary, with a pointed face, thin and emaciated. Her skin was dull, but her eyes were very bright. The two young girls stood behind the middle-aged woman looking straight ahead; this rule already showed considerable family education. The girl who looked older was closer to Chen Ke. He stared very seriously at that older young woman for a while. She was quite a handsome girl, with fair skin, an oval face, two slender eyebrows, and a pair of quite bright almond eyes. Her nose was slightly upturned, and her lips were plump. There was great calmness between her brows. From the corner of her eye, she probably saw Chen Ke looking over; the woman's long eyelashes moved slightly, but her gaze didn't turn.

The steward saw this small movement. He turned his body around, and a murderous gaze pressed straight toward Chen Ke. Chen Ke stared back at Steward He without showing weakness for a while before turning around. Coincidentally, the clerk had already torn the satin. Chen Ke paid the bill and asked again, "Is there needle and thread for sale here?"

"Needle and thread, we do have." The clerk replied.

"Give me a few big needles that can sew bedding."

By the time Chen Ke finished selecting needles, the group of people had walked so far that not even their shadows could be seen.

The rickshaw puller who brought them had already disappeared. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua first went to a nearby cloth shop to buy quilt lining, then hired a cart and asked the puller to take them to a place selling quilt covers. After arriving at the place, Chen Ke almost choked with anger; it turned out this quilt cover shop was less than two streets away from his residence. It seemed he had actually been tricked by that puller who looked honest originally.

Buying quilt covers, they went back to sew quilts and mattresses. It was already dark. Chen Ke and the other ate outside together. After returning home and talking about revolution for a while, everyone went to sleep.

Most of the residents on this street were officials. Early in the morning, there were quite a few sounds outside. Chen Ke looked up; it wasn't light yet. He didn't know what demons those people outside were raising. He put on clothes and opened a crack in the door; there was bright firelight outside, and several small sedans passed by the door. It seemed they might be officials going to court. Closing the door, Chen Ke went back to continue sleeping.

After waking up again, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua ate breakfast outside. They began to stroll around the capital.

Truly, enemies are bound to meet. Just as the two arrived at the gate of Fayuan Temple, they saw those four people from yesterday coming out of the temple. The steward walked at the very front; upon seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua at the gate, all three were stunned. The steward frowned but didn't speak. Immediately after, the three women behind also saw Chen Ke. The leading middle-aged woman was slightly startled upon seeing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua at the gate, but didn't speak. The older woman glanced at Chen Ke and then followed the middle-aged woman down the steps. The younger one, however, looked carefully at Chen Ke's head. She was probably fifteen or sixteen, maybe younger. Her appearance gave Chen Ke the feeling of a young girl not yet fully grown; her forehead and nose bridge were quite high, eyes very large, bangs in front of her forehead, and long hair braided into a queue following behind her head. Seeing Chen Ke looking at her so unscrupulously, the girl blushed, turned her head, and quickly caught up with the two older women in front. The steward also turned his head back and glared fiercely at Chen Ke and Chen Tian. A Western-style carriage was parked at the gate; the three women got into the carriage, and the steward followed in. Two domestic servants and a coachman sat properly in front, and the carriage started moving with a rumble.

By evening, when Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walked back to their residence carrying pig head meat and a few sesame seed cakes, a carriage caught up from behind. The coachman suddenly waved his whip to drive the horses, but the whip didn't hit the horses; instead, it swept toward Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua was walking on Chen Ke's left; if he wanted to dodge, he would definitely bump into Chen Tianhua. Hearing the wind sound, Chen Ke raised his hand and grabbed, catching the whip tip exactly in his hand. The coachman struck quite ruthlessly; the whip tip lashed onto Chen Ke's palm, shaking it painfully. Chen Ke turned his head angrily. He saw this carriage was exactly that carriage from the morning. The steward sat on the front left of the carriage, glaring at Chen Ke angrily. The carriage wasn't moving too fast. Chen Ke grabbed the whip tip tightly, but the whip handle was in the coachman's hand. The carriage continued to move forward, and the middle of the whip was already tightening against the steward's chest.

Chen Ke had no intention of letting go. Without the steward's order, the coachman didn't dare let go either. The horse whip slid up along the steward's chest and was already stuck on the steward's neck. Chen Ke still didn't let go. Unfortunately, the tail of the horse whip was a rope loop, looped on the coachman's wrist. In the urgency, the coachman couldn't loosen the rope loop. The coachman was also considered clever; he stopped the carriage hurriedly, avoiding making a huge fool of himself. Chen Ke flung the whip tip in his hand forcefully, hitting the carriage canopy with a *pa*. The steward was already quite angry with Chen Ke; seeing Chen Ke repeatedly for more than a day, this anger was even greater. With such a scene, the steward could no longer endure it; he pushed the coachman aside and jumped down from the carriage.

Chen Tianhua saw the steward jump out and looked slightly nervous. Offending the government in these years wouldn't make life easy. He looked at Chen Ke and saw Chen Ke's square face was gloomy like water, and the gaze in his beautiful eyes was icy cold. Watching the steward jump down, before the steward could speak, Chen Ke spoke first. "What's your name? Which family's person? Is this how your master teaches you to handle things?"

"Which family's little brat are you?" The steward had never been mocked like this by such a young person. Hearing Chen Ke's words, his face flushed red.

Chen Ke laughed loudly. "Is an old guy like you worthy of asking me?"

The tit-for-tat verbal conflict intensified the situation immediately. The faces of the domestic servants behind the steward changed greatly; rolling up their sleeves, they leaned forward, staring at Chen Ke with a provocative look.

Chen Ke fished out a name card from his pocket, put away his fierce appearance, and handed it to the steward grinningly. "If you want to find someone to report to the officials, then take this name card and go. It's also good to know who I am. Steward He, your family members are still in the carriage. You say if we fight like this and disturb the family members, how will you explain to your master when you go back?"

Hearing this, the steward's face changed slightly. If he really disturbed the family members in the carriage, he couldn't bear it. Moreover, Chen Ke looked like a rascal; presumably, he wasn't that easy to deal with either. Glancing at Chen Ke's name card, he saw a string of foreign text on it. Plus Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's attire, hairstyle, and style, presumably, they were also compradors from somewhere.

During the steward's moment of pondering, the coachman trotted into a house diagonally opposite Chen Ke's door. The coachman shouted two sentences inside, and soon two domestic servants rushed out.

Seeing the situation was wrong, Chen Tianhua became alert all over. Chen Ke laughed loudly instead. "So we are neighbors." He pointed to his own residence. "We live right here now. As the saying goes, a distant relative is not as good as a close neighbor. Us making a scene like this only lets others see a joke. If you, Steward, are unconvinced, then tomorrow morning, hmm..." Chen Ke raised his wrist and deliberately looked at his wristwatch. "Come to my place at nine tomorrow morning; I'll treat you to a cup of tea." After speaking, Chen Ke handed the name card in his hand forward again. "You keep it first."

The steward was quite embarrassed; taking it wasn't right, not taking it wasn't right either. Just at this time, Chen Ke saw the curtain of the carriage window open slightly. He took back the name card and nodded slightly toward the carriage window to signal. Regardless of how Steward He planned to make a scene, he walked swaggeringly toward the residence with Chen Tianhua.

Hearing a middle-aged woman give low instructions from behind, the steward immediately called out to Chen Ke from behind. Turning back, he saw the steward's face was as usual. "What is this little brother's surname?"

"Avoid the honorable; surnamed Chen." As Chen Ke spoke, he took out the name card again. "This is my name card." After the steward took it, Chen Ke continued, "I won't disturb you today. Steward He, nine o'clock tomorrow morning, I'll wait for you at home."

The steward thought for a moment and nodded. "I will definitely visit tomorrow."
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Chapter 21 He Ruming (1)

Textbooks are very important things. In Chen Ke's ambitious plan, he wanted to rewrite the textbooks from primary school to high school himself. Junior high and high school textbooks were okay; the impression was relatively deep. Primary school textbooks wouldn't do. The plan for him and Chen Tianhua on the way this time was to write a primary school mathematics textbook. The outline was basically discussed. Since they had to meet Steward He the next day, they didn't want to work on anything complicated, so they simply continued to perfect the outline.

The weather in October was already quite cool; after dark, the temperature dropped quickly. Through the window opened for ventilation, the cold wind poured in chillingly. After writing a paragraph, Chen Ke got up to close the window, but heard a familiar instrument sound. Someone was playing the piano.

Listening to the direction, it should be the household diagonally opposite. Steward He said the piano was broken, but if the piano was broken on the ground and unusable, presumably he wouldn't just be exasperated. After listening for only a moment, Chen Ke couldn't help shaking his head and sighing. The quality of that piano was passable, and the player was also very familiar with the notes of the keyboard, but Chen Ke could hear that it was clicking keys one by one, with absolutely no mention of fingering. He didn't know how the teacher taught.

Seeing Chen Ke listening intently, Chen Tianhua also listened for a moment and laughed, "Not as good as you, Wenqing."

"If an instrument is played badly, it's simply torture." While sighing, Chen Ke closed the window. "Once there was a master who caught a thief stealing things. That person asked the thief whether he admitted to beating or punishment. The thief asked what beating was and what punishment was. The master said, beating means thirty strokes of the stick, punishment means listening to me play ten tunes on the *erhu*. The thief naturally admitted to punishment. Upon hearing only the third tune, the thief was already crying and begging: better to beat me with thirty strokes."

Chen Ke spoke simply. Chen Tianhua didn't think much of it at first, but after savoring it, he burst into laughter. "Wenqing is very mean."

"What mean? I just don't know how the teacher taught the piano."

After asking clearly the reason for Chen Ke's sigh, Chen Tianhua said, "Wenqing, there is one thing I feel you don't know because you stayed overseas for a long time."

"What matter?"

"Do you know that women of big households strictly observe rules? The so-called 'not stepping out of the main gate, not passing through the second gate.' This is not a joke. In these years, those who teach musical instruments are all family members; it's impossible to hire any teacher to teach musical instruments to young ladies. That family opposite is still playing the piano, which is considered very enlightened. I know noble women overseas mostly learn musical instruments, but in China, playing musical instruments is regarded as a lowly service."

"Lowly service? Ancient gentlemen stressed *qin* (zither), chess, calligraphy, and painting; it seems gentlemen are extremely lowly."

"The Manchu Qing has ravaged culture very deeply." After speaking, Chen Tianhua sighed.

When the two talked about this, they were very depressed. "Wait until the revolution succeeds; we will teach music from primary school. No, no need to wait for the revolution to succeed; once the base area is built, we will start music classes."

"But don't build the base area in Fengyang." Chen Tianhua suddenly added a sentence. These words were extremely "vicious"; hearing them, Chen Ke burst out laughing. Speaking to this point, the mind to write the book also faded. Chen Ke suddenly asked, "Xingtai, let me teach you to sing a song. It's called 'The Internationale'."

Chen Tianhua knew some things about Germany; he also hoped very much that China could rise rapidly like Germany and become a world power. Regarding the defeated country France, because France also invaded China multiple times, Chen Tianhua had no good impression of it. Hearing Chen Ke talk about the origin of "The Internationale," he learned that the French people had also once established a regime chosen by the people themselves. Speaking of which, the Chinese people's rebellious spirit had always been sufficient: "Emperors take turns; next year it comes to my house." If counting only people's uprisings, adding up large and small ones in Chinese history, there must be tens of thousands. Chen Tianhua was well-read in history books and had seen many records. But since Chen Ke attached such importance to it, presumably this song should have extraordinary points. As soon as Chen Ke taught the song, Chen Tianhua was immediately moved by the lyrics and melody.

"Arise, ye prisoners of starvation! Arise, ye wretched of the earth! For justice thunders condemnation, a better world's in birth. No more tradition's chains shall bind us, arise, ye slaves, no more in thrall! The earth shall rise on new foundations, we have been naught, we shall be all!"

In revolutionary propaganda, it was always believed that the Manchu Qing regarded Han people as slaves. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing, restoring China, and letting Han people "be the masters of the world" again—this was originally the long-cherished wish of the Revolutionary Party. In Chen Tianhua's view, this world was not just the world of China, but the world of the globe.

"The Internationale" didn't have much modulation originally, and Chen Tianhua was proficient in *tanci*; after just a few times, he could sing the whole song with Chen Ke. This passionate music was not just a song, but a horn of battle, a call to arms for revolution. Even humming in a low voice made the blood of the two young men boil. Almost coincidentally, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua sang loudly at the same time:

"There has never been any savior, nor do we rely on immortals or emperors! To create human happiness, we rely entirely on ourselves! We want to take back the fruits of labor, let thoughts break through the cage! Quickly burn that furnace fire red; only by striking while the iron is hot will we succeed! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race!"

In the night, a few families' dogs barked a few times in low voices, then quieted down immediately. Chen Ke only felt a surge of heroism in his chest. Since revolutionary work got on the right track, Chen Ke felt tied down instead. That feeling of struggling to move forward came more from thoughts than from external resistance. As a science student, as a youth who knew a little history, Chen Ke hoped to make preparations to the maximum extent. He knew doing this wasn't wrong, and he also knew doing this was wrong. Revolution is a passion; as a leader, one must be like a fire, able to agitate and burn everything around oneself. But Chen Ke himself was more like a cold machine than an enthusiastic revolutionary.

Just dyeing cloth and making medicine, or even writing books and lecturing, Chen Ke could do and felt he could do well. But after all, he hadn't engaged in revolution. Even if Chen Ke had passion, hoping to achieve the revolutionary cause on one hand and hoping to be foolproof on the other, the result shown was more perverse air. Chen Ke knew he wasn't a qualified revolutionary. Singing this "Internationale" today, Chen Ke suddenly felt the righteous energy of a revolutionary filling the song, that courage to press forward with indomitable will. The young man's emotions resonated greatly. He pulled open the door, disregarding what thoughts the neighbors would have after hearing it, and roared loudly to the pitch-black night sky:

"Who created the human world? It is us, the working masses! Everything belongs to laborers; how can parasites be tolerated?! Most hateful are those poisonous snakes and wild beasts, eating up our flesh and blood! Once they are wiped out completely, the bright red sun will shine all over the globe! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race! This is the final struggle; unite until tomorrow, the Internationale shall be the human race!"

Starting from when Chen Ke just roared two sentences, the dogs that had quieted down immediately barked fiercely. Regardless of any changes around, Chen Ke sang this song twice in one breath. He only felt the depressed air in his chest swept away. He simply sat down on the steps at the door. The barking soon disappeared. After a moment, the piano sound from the opposite side rang out again. At first, it was messy; the player tried a few times and actually gradually played a bar of "The Internationale." Then, the music stopped abruptly. Just as Chen Ke was waiting quietly for the playing, he heard Chen Tianhua shouting in the room, "Wenqing, you didn't teach me this part of the lyrics; come in quickly and write it down."

Responding, Chen Ke walked back into the room. But he couldn't help looking back.

Until he went to sleep, the piano over there never sounded again. Who exactly was playing the piano? Would it be the older one, or the younger one? Please don't let it be the male master of that family, right? Thinking of an uncle with a braid playing the piano to respond to him, Chen Ke felt his hair stand on end. "Can I fucking be lovestruck too?" Chen Ke felt he was really unreasonable. Wrapped in the quilt made yesterday, Chen Ke fell asleep very quickly.

At 9:00 AM, Steward He came to the door on time. As soon as he entered, Steward He looked around Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's residence. The courtyard was clean, and water had been sprinkled on the ground; there was no floating dust at all. Besides this impression, the whole courtyard felt cold and cheerless, lacking popularity.

The three arrived at the living room and took their seats. The steward first looked around the main hall. "Two gentlemen, the house is cleaned really clean."

"Just the two of us living here; it's easy to clean," Chen Ke replied.

"I wonder what the two gentlemen are doing in Beijing?"

"Entrusted by others to visit friends in Beijing; no big deal."

"Oh." Hearing Chen Ke's shameless boasting, the steward could only nod. "My master learned that Mr. Chen is a neighbor and wants to ask when it is convenient for Mr. Chen; my master wants to invite Mr. Chen to sit at home."

"I am convenient anytime; as long as Brother He's master is free, I can go pay a visit now." Chen Ke answered very straightforwardly.

"My master says he is waiting for Mr. Chen at the residence now."

The steward's reply was so straightforward that it startled Chen Ke greatly. But his words had already been released; he definitely couldn't take them back. "Then trouble Steward He to lead the way."

Getting up and leaving his own courtyard gate with the steward, they didn't go directly to the house opposite. On this street, there was a pastry shop selling things that tasted good. Accepting the lesson from Pang Zi's time, Chen Ke went in and bought eight colors of pastries according to etiquette, wrapping them well. Only then did they arrive in front of the neighbor's house opposite. The steward standing at the door wasn't surprised at Chen Ke's move at all; he ordered a servant boy to take the gift and led the two toward the main hall himself.

Although they were neighbors opposite each other, these two rows of houses were vastly different. Chen Ke's residence was a *siheyuan*; although it had brick floors, it was still an ordinary *siheyuan*. The row opposite was vastly different, with a front courtyard and a back courtyard. The area was three or four times larger than Chen Ke's residence. The steward led the two into the side hall; in the center, a man about forty years old was waiting for them.

This host, even placed in the present, would be an old handsome man. He looked quite like that Handsome Chen who transcended the realm of playing with equipment. His long hair was tied into a ponytail hanging behind his head; the old handsome man actually didn't have the flavor of the early 20th century at all. He didn't wear a long gown and mandarin jacket; a slightly old brocade robe fitted him well. A wide brocade belt was bound around his waist. Wearing a pair of glasses, two tufts of mustache were neat and tidy. Chen Ke actually didn't hate long hair at all; in the 21st century, long hair represented uninhibitedness and freedom. Chen Ke just hated the Manchu Qing, so he hated queues.

On the way, Chen Ke had asked Steward He; the intelligence obtained was that the neighbor opposite was named He. The steward didn't reveal anything else.

Seeing the old handsome man stand up, Chen Ke spoke first. "Hello, Lord He. This humble one is Chen Ke; this one here is Chen Xingtai, my cousin."

Official He had also sized up Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke greet him first with a respectful expression, Official He felt somewhat surprised.

After the host and guests took their seats, both sides announced their names. Official He was named He Ruming; he was originally an official of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. In the Gengzi year, the Tianjin Machinery Bureau was destroyed in a day. He Ruming spent a few years with an official rank but no post, and was only recently transferred to the Ministry of Personnel yamen in Beijing.

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua's self-introductions were much simpler. Chen Ke claimed to have studied in the United States and Europe for a few years. Chen Tianhua was a student returned from studying in Japan. Both had just returned to China and set up a medical college with British people in Shanghai.

"Does Mr. Chen Ke have the courtesy name Wenqing?" He Ruming asked brightly.

No matter what He Ruming said, Chen Ke wouldn't be more surprised than now. His great name was actually known by this official he had never met; this was unreasonable no matter how one looked at it. Chen Tianhua also showed a surprised look on his face. He thought this Official He was an old acquaintance of Chen Ke's family.

"It is exactly this humble one." Chen Ke answered somewhat apprehensively.

"I wonder if Wenqing is the one who wrote *The Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*." Seeing Chen Ke's uneasy look, He Ruming continued to ask very happily.

"Taking the liberty to ask, did Lord He receive the book sent by Mr. Yan?" Chen Ke felt there was only this one possibility.

"Correct. I am an old acquaintance of Mr. Yan. Thanks to Mr. Yan's care, he sent Wenqing's book over."

This handsome man was actually his reader; this surprised both Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua quite a bit.

"It was written by this humble one and this brother beside me together."

He Ruming originally had a smile on his face. After hearing Chen Ke finish, He Ruming sized up Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua carefully. "I also saw Wenqing's *Huangpu Review*, only there is one thing unclear."

"Please speak."

"Mr. Chen, with such talent, why don't you serve the court?" He Ruming's expression already showed some dissatisfaction. "And that specific medicine; Wenqing can make such good things, yet published it. Once foreigners see the prescription, won't they imitate it? Wenqing's act only benefited the foreigners. I wonder why." Except for tea, silk, porcelain, and minerals, the Great Qing didn't have any modern inventions that could lead foreigners. Chen Ke had such good medicine but cooperated directly with the British; this made He Ruming very dissatisfied in his heart.

Chen Ke laughed, "If the court had my medicine, they would only present the prescription to the British. Lord He, now the court has absolutely no confidence in front of foreigners. In their view, face is most important. Currying favor with foreigners is more important. As for how to set up domestic industries, I don't think highly of the court."

Hearing this, He Ruming felt it very piercing to the ear, but he had to admit inwardly that Chen Ke wasn't wrong. Although he wanted to reprimand Chen Ke, He Ruming suppressed his displeasure and just shook his head gently.

Seeing the changes on He Ruming's face, a thought moved in Chen Ke's mind. He said, "If Lord He wants to do something beneficial to the country and the people, I actually have a project. Originally I wanted to contact foreigners to do it together, but Lord He is right; why benefit foreigners?"

Hearing this, He Ruming didn't show great interest; on the contrary, his eyes became vigilant. As the saying goes, one who is unaccountably solicitous is hiding evil intentions. Chen Ke had a record of cooperating with foreigners. He didn't look for foreigners to cooperate this time but talked about it with him, whom he met by chance; He Ruming felt Chen Ke probably had a conspiracy.

"Lord He, this project, except for doing it with seniors of the Westernization faction, absolutely cannot be done with others. I originally wanted to contact seniors of the Westernization faction, but suffered from having no way. Meeting Lord He today can be considered God's will. I wonder if Lord He can allow me to speak." Chen Ke said frankly.

After hearing this, He Ruming pondered for a while before nodding.

"As the saying goes, firewood, rice, oil, and salt; this firewood is the first priority. Now Beijing mainly burns coal; common people all use coal balls. I have a design using honeycomb briquettes. It's twice as good as using coal balls. If this project is let to foreigners, letting them earn the common people's money for nothing, I think it's unnecessary," Chen Ke said.

Seeing He Ruming had no intention of opposing, Chen Ke asked He Ruming for paper and pen. Drawing while speaking, he explained the principle of honeycomb briquettes to He Ruming once. He Ruming seemed to understand but not fully. Chen Ke then explained the principle of coal. Although He Ruming was an official of the Westernization faction, he came from a mechanical background in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau and had absolutely never studied chemistry. Chen Ke could only simply narrate the concept of elements again, and then explain the principle of combustion. He Ruming's home had glass cups; Chen Ke simply asked for a basin of water, lit a candle inside, and inverted the glass cup over the candle. As the candle went from burning to extinguishing, the water in the glass cup was sucked up.

Through this experiment, He Ruming finally understood the existence of oxygen in the air. After explaining the principle of combustion, Chen Ke talked about how fanning the fire could make the coal burn more fiercely.

These common daily things were naturally well known to He Ruming. But listening to the chemical principles Chen Ke explained, many things He Ruming only knew before but didn't understand the principles of suddenly became clear at this time.

He Ruming asked Chen Ke to say the principle of honeycomb briquettes again; this time he finally basically understood all the principles.

"Good stuff!" He Ruming patted the table lightly. This old handsome man was somewhat excited. Although he was also of the Westernization faction, speaking of it, in so many years, it was really the first time he understood so clearly and plainly what combustion was all about. "Wenqing speaks reasonably; such good stuff must absolutely not be let to foreigners to do."

Chen Ke also smiled and nodded, but his throat moved with a swallow. Only then did He Ruming remember that just now Chen Ke very impolitely drank the tea in the cup in one gulp, and he actually hadn't asked anyone to refill the tea. The old handsome man shouted hurriedly, "Serve tea." Then he apologized again.

Chen Ke drank the tea in one gulp; having spoken for this long, he was really somewhat parched.

After the servant went out, Chen Ke said, "Lord He, this matter precisely cannot be let to the court to do. It can only be let to the seniors of the Westernization faction to do. I know Lord He is unwilling to discuss the rights and wrongs of the court, but if Lord He really wants the common people to benefit, it's better for Lord He to take the lead and let the seniors of the Westernization faction do this matter."
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Manchu Qing officials were all slick old hands; they wouldn't express their attitude immediately upon encountering anything. When Chen Ke proposed that He Ruming preside over the manufacturing of honeycomb briquettes, He Ruming's immediate reaction wasn't to think that he was about to get rich, but to consider whether Chen Ke doing this was a trap. As the saying goes, "One who is unaccountably solicitous is hiding evil intentions." Chen Ke had no reason to give such wealth to him for nothing. And Chen Ke's seemingly frank expression and provocative words actually made He Ruming alert.

"Wenqing need not be anxious." A prevaricating smile unique to officials immediately surfaced on He Ruming's face.

As soon as Chen Ke saw this expression, he knew He Ruming would definitely not give his word easily. He could understand this mentality, so he also smiled and said, "This is me being impetuous. Lord He, please forgive me."

"Wenqing didn't come to Beijing this time just for this honeycomb briquette matter, I presume?"

"Ordered by Yan Fu, I came to Beijing to visit a few teachers and seniors."

Hearing this, He Ruming's eyes lit up. "Can Wenqing tell me, to see what I can do for Wenqing?"

What was needed in officialdom was various connections. He Ruming was also newly appointed in Beijing; if he could help Chen Ke, he could also hook up with some new lines on the way. He wouldn't easily let go of such a thing that benefited others without costing himself.

"Mr. Yan asked me to visit Mr. Gu Hongming of the Imperial University of Peking first."

"Haha, Wenqing wrote such thick books; presumably they are written excellently. No need to think, Mr. Gu must like them very much." He Ruming talked about Chen Ke's works for the first time. "I actually haven't had time to read Wenqing's books yet. After receiving Mr. Yan's letter, I was preparing to come to Beijing to take office, but I was terribly busy."

"I wonder what official position Lord He holds now?"

"A fifth-rank official in the Ministry of Rites. Not worth mentioning. By the way, how come I heard Wenqing had some unhappiness with my steward? I wonder what happened."

"It was all a misunderstanding; nothing serious. Lord He need not mind."

"When does Wenqing plan to visit Mr. Gu Hongming?"

"Going this afternoon."

"Can I send a carriage to take Wenqing there?"

"Many thanks, Lord He; I plan to walk there."

"Why is this?"

"Wherever I go, I definitely walk there; it can be considered looking at the local customs and practices of Beijing."

"Listening to Wenqing's accent, could it be that you are not a Beijinger?"

"How is that possible? I haven't been to Beijing before."

"I have been to Beijing before; this place has changed quite a lot in the last year or two," He Ruming laughed. Then he talked about his anecdotes.

Since most roads in Beijing city were dirt roads, thick mud and dust accumulated on the road surface over time. "When sunny, sand is deep enough to bury feet, and fine dust blows on the face; when rainy, mud fills the road, and foul smells steam to the sky." This mud and dust came firstly from the weathering of the road surface itself; secondly from residents dumping garbage indiscriminately; and thirdly from severe sandstorms. "Several times or more than ten times a month, or even the whole month is like this." "Whenever the wind blows, dust and mist fill the sky, blotting out the sun." Unknown how much loess dust and sand fell on Beijing city in a year.

Furthermore, the middle of those main traffic roads was originally the imperial carriage way. Once the emperor came out, yellow earth had to be paved on the carriage way once. Over time, the carriage way gradually rose above the ground. Xia Renhu said in *Jiu Jing Suo Ji* (Miscellaneous Records of Old Beijing): "Before Beijing built macadam roads, there were raised paths in the center of its thoroughfares, less than two *zhang* wide and three or four *chi* high. When it rained, the mud was slippery, and carts often overturned; the situation was very dangerous. Asking the old folks, they said this was originally the imperial carriage way. When the emperor first drove past, yellow earth had to be paved. Originally it was level with the ground. Over time, residents' stove ash also accumulated there. Over time, it became worse, until it formed high ridges."

The raised paths rising above the ground also had the factor of "residents' stove ash also accumulated there." It turned out that the residents of Beijing back then dumped all the garbage swept from their courtyards onto the road surface outside the door. As a result, "stove ash and cinders, broken porcelain and tile debris piled up like mountains." In this way, not only was the road surface of the main traffic roads three or four *chi* above the ground, but even the "street in front of residences was more than a *zhang* higher than the house; people had to go down steps, like falling into a pit or valley." (*Yanjing Zaji* / Miscellaneous Notes on Beijing)

From this, one can imagine what level the street environment of Beijing city in the late Qing dynasty had reached!

At that time, the bad habit of urinating and defecating everywhere was also prevalent in the capital. According to *Yanjing Zaji*: Since the Jiaqing era, there had been paid public toilets in Beijing city; "those who enter must pay one coin." But people still urinated and defecated openly in the streets, and residents also dumped chamber pots onto the streets. Plus the cow dung and horse urine from passing animal carts, some streets were "full of feces by the wall and full of dirt on the street," and a foul smell permeated the streets and alleys. The Tongrentang in Dashilan was a famous pharmacy back then, with booming business every day, but the front of the door became a place where street people "gathered to urinate and defecate." In the famous Changdian, people could "urinate and defecate at will" behind the big screen wall opposite the Lu Zu Temple back then. Because some street surfaces in Beijing city were extremely filthy, such a "medical prescription" circulated back then: "*Renzhonghuang* (feces), *renzhongbai* (urine), cow urine, puffball, stove center earth, equal parts. Mix evenly with rootless water (rain/snow), dry in the sun, grind into fine powder with a cart wheel, and send it into the nose with the northwest wind to take it; it makes people's desire for fame and fortune disappear naturally." Although its satire was very sharp, it vividly reflected the street environment and city appearance hygiene status of Beijing back then.

At that time, not only was the street environment of Beijing city bad, but the traffic was also chaotic and disorderly. On the main traffic roads in the city, not only were the raised paths higher than the ground, high and narrow, but stalls were also set up on both sides to sell goods. Carts, horses, and pedestrians crowded onto the road together. Once there was a traffic jam, often one couldn't move for half a day. In addition, "In midsummer, there was the game of racing fast carts; noble young masters galloped for pleasure," and "those who couldn't dodge in time were killed on the road instantly." (*Yanjing Zaji*)

The alleys and *hutongs* in the city were also disorderly in comings and goings. "Rickshaw pullers had the habit of regarding yielding as a shame," so they quarreled and cursed, blocking for a long time; neither pedestrians nor carts could move.

The above situation changed quite a bit after the implementation of the "New Deal" in the late Qing dynasty, and factors of modern road administration appeared.

First, to change the situation of "roads not being governed" and the "Street Management Office" being "a mere formality," the Inner and Outer City Works and Patrol Bureau was established, responsible for street management and patrol affairs. In 1905, the Inner City Road Works East and West Bureaus and the Outer City Road Works East and West Bureaus were established, specifically responsible for the construction projects of streets and roads in the capital. Starting from 1904, more than a dozen stone slag road surfaces were built successively. Especially in 1909, for Cixi's funeral, when building roads in the Haidian area, they first filled and leveled with crushed stones, then poured lime water, and then rolled flat with a steam roller. This paving method was called "sawyer's work" at the time. This kind of road surface was flat and solid, receiving unanimous praise from the court and the public. (*Jinghua Bai Er Zhuzhici* / One Hundred and Two Bamboo Branch Poems of the Capital)

When Chen Ke arrived in Beijing, it was already October 1905. Quite a few of the stone slag roads built starting from 1904 had been completed, especially the construction of main roads. The appearance of the capital had improved quite a bit. And the biggest improvement was the establishment of a modern police system. He Ruming was transferred from Tianjin; he praised Yuan Shikai's achievement in establishing the modern police system greatly. In his words, he flattered Yuan Shikai like a flower.

The establishment of police institutions in the late Qing dynasty was the result of the reform and evolution of China's traditional political structure. Its appearance indicated that the old-style *baojia* and constable system could no longer adapt to the needs of social development. "Today, treacherous people fill the markets in all provinces of China, some named 'green skins' (hooligans), some named 'bare sticks' (ruffians)... These people eat without plowing, clothe without weaving, idle about, have no permanent profession, rely on their deceitful tricks, and run amok in the markets... All because there are no patrols coming and going to suppress in the inland cities and towns... Because unworthy gentry often protect them, and runners collude with them... And as for patrol runners and constables, there are actually none. When theft and robbery cases occur, they cannot be prevented beforehand; afterward, only rewards and bonuses are offered. The cost is high, yet it is difficult to solve the case... And the malpractices of runners are accumulated and hard to reverse." It was precisely in view of the accumulated malpractices of the old-style public security system that the establishment of the police system became the general trend. "It is rumored that Governor-General Yuan recently hated deeply that the clerks and runners of various prefectures and counties monopolized public affairs and harassed the people, and intended to recruit four battalions of patrol police to go to nearby prefectures and counties to suppress the locality and handle civil cases concurrently."

The police system showed its unique superiority as soon as it was established. "Guardian of the Crown Prince Yuan selected soldiers from the Patrol Police Battalion to patrol inside and outside the city day and night, cleaning up the streets, questioning treacherous people, changing shifts on time at night, being especially cautious. Petty thieves restrained their tracks because of this; the common people praised it, and there was a style of not closing doors at night." "Tianjin port is a place where people from all directions mix, most difficult to clean up. Since the founding of the patrol police for four years, the current situation has been achieved. Although it is not 'no one picks up lost articles on the road' and 'doors are not closed at night,' thieves have increasingly restrained their tracks in the villages. How can one not know the efficacy of the patrol police?" Not only did Chinese people praise it, but foreign newspapers also evaluated: "After Tianjin was returned, the patrol police were reorganized even more, and the roads were seen to be cleaner; it was truly unexpected. If everywhere in China were like this, why worry about not strengthening itself and becoming a strong country in the world?"

Honestly speaking, Yuan Shikai indeed played quite a big role in the establishment of the police system, and his political achievements were impressive. Starting from 1904, Beijing also gradually introduced the police system. Chen Ke saw police maintaining social order on the street this time. It was just that Chen Ke naturally wouldn't care too much about such things. No matter what these police were like, compared with the police system Chen Ke had seen in the 21st century, they were just childish stuff.

He Ruming said some words of praise of his own. Seeing that Chen Ke just listened attentively without the slightest intention of being moved, he felt this person Chen Ke really didn't know the immensity of heaven and earth. The expression on his face became somewhat angry.

Chen Ke saw it and said hurriedly, "Lord He, I have been overseas all along and haven't returned to China for long. I am truly ignorant about domestic affairs; many thanks to Lord He for teaching me."

Hearing this, He Ruming couldn't say anything more. He smiled gently. "So that's how it is." After speaking, he picked up the tea cup. "Two, drink tea."

Chen Ke knew the etiquette of serving tea to see off guests, so he rose to take his leave. The steward saw the two to the door. Watching the two return to the courtyard opposite, the steward felt very surprised. Originally it was just an ordinary courteous meeting; he didn't expect the two could actually talk so deeply with his master. Not until the opposite gate closed did the steward look at the opposite gate a few more times, then turned and returned to his own courtyard.

"Wenqing, why didn't you mention the honeycomb briquette matter first?" Chen Tianhua asked somewhat dissatisfiedly as soon as he returned to the room.

"This wasn't premeditated by me, but something I thought of suddenly," Chen Ke replied.

"Why?" Chen Tianhua was somewhat strange.

"I want to develop our Party members in Beijing; finding others is not as good as finding the Westernization faction. Without a meeting gift, it's extremely difficult to get to know the Westernization faction. This honeycomb briquette is my meeting gift."

"If the honeycomb briquette can be done, I'm afraid those Westernization faction members won't be willing to revolt," Chen Tianhua replied with a slight frown.

Chen Ke looked at Chen Tianhua seriously. "Tianhua, believe me. If the Westernization faction doesn't take up this honeycomb briquette matter, they won't revolt. If this honeycomb briquette matter is really set up, they will revolt instead."

Looking at Chen Tianhua's puzzled expression, Chen Ke took out paper and pen. "Let me explain this matter to you in detail."

While Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua were discussing future development, He Ruming had already called the steward to him, asking him to explain truthfully how exactly he met Chen Ke.

Looking at the master's very serious expression, the steward dared not conceal anything. He narrated the ins and outs of meeting in Tianjin, Chen Ke laughing very rudely, then meeting by chance in Beijing, seeing the arrogant appearance of these two guys, the steward finally couldn't hold back and let the coachman whip Chen Ke once.

The steward was originally somewhat worried that the master would scold him for this. Unexpectedly, after listening, what He Ruming confirmed repeatedly was whether he had seen Chen Ke before. The steward thought over and over again, then said with certainty, "Before meeting at the Tianjin car dealership, I indeed hadn't seen these two people."

"Listen to these two people's accents; where exactly are they from?" He Ruming pursued.

"This... I really couldn't tell where Chen Ke is from. The words he spoke were neither Beijing dialect nor Tianjin dialect. But I have never heard this kind of accent." The steward said with difficulty. "As for that Chen Xingtai, he should be from Hunan; that's correct."

He Ruming recalled today's meeting again; there was nothing else special. But the suggestion about Chen Ke manufacturing honeycomb briquettes greatly exceeded He Ruming's expectations. Chen Ke could cooperate with the British, so presumably, he wasn't an incompetent person. Not to mention getting Yan Fu's recommendation. Hearing the benefits of honeycomb briquettes Chen Ke mentioned, it was also quite tempting. But He Ruming had worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for more than ten years and knew the court's efficiency deeply. If the court were to do this matter, just persuading those lords would take many years. By the time money was obtained and work started, no one knew how long it would take. And the people handling the money would skim off profits... thinking of this, He Ruming only felt somewhat of a headache.

Seeing He Ruming pondering silently, the steward asked, "Do you want me to go inquire about their background?"

He Ruming shook his head gently. "This person's name card says clearly that he cooperates with the British in Shanghai. But this person is obviously a northerner. How did he run to Shanghai? I'm afraid there's a big story in this." He Ruming thought again. "Investigate carefully and clearly."

The steward was just about to leave, but He Ruming stopped him. "By the way, where were the books Mr. Yan Fu sent last time put when moving house? Find them for me and send them to the study."

Hearing this, the steward was slightly stunned. "Master, Fourth Miss and the Eldest Miss are reading that set of books now."

"Uh? How would they think of reading such books?"

"Fourth Miss saw they were books sent by Mr. Yan Fu, and you hadn't read them, so she took them first. Later, Miss was also reading them."

"Understood, you may go down." He Ruming sent the steward away. He walked toward the back courtyard himself. He didn't enter the main room but went to the wing room. As soon as he entered, he saw two young women sitting at the table; they were indeed the two girls Chen Ke had seen. A stack of books was on the table. The older one was flipping through them listlessly. The younger one held a piece of embroidery and was busy at the table. Seeing He Ruming enter, the younger one stood up hurriedly. "Daddy, you're here. Has that guest left?"

"Left." Seeing his daughter, He Ruming immediately had a smile on his face.

"He left, so I can play the piano, right?"

He Ruming's daughter was named He Ying; she was the eldest daughter, with two younger brothers below her.

"We are about to eat lunch; what piano are you playing? Your brothers are still reading books right now. Talk about it in the afternoon." Although he refused his daughter's request, the feeling of love for his daughter in He Ruming's tone couldn't be covered up no matter what.

"But Auntie played yesterday." He Ying felt it was unfair, and there was some grievance in her tone. The auntie she mentioned was He Qian beside her. He Qian was He Ruming's fourth sister, the youngest. After He Ruming's parents passed away, she lived with her elder brother He Ruming.

Seeing his daughter acting like a spoiled child, He Ruming also couldn't hold up somewhat. "You are about to get married soon; finish the embroidery quickly. Otherwise, if your mother yells at you, I won't care."

Hearing this, He Ying sat back on the stool, lowered her head, and picked up the embroidery, but refused to continue working. Seeing his daughter like this, He Ruming also felt it was inappropriate. He whispered, "Your mother is going out this afternoon. Before she comes back, you can play the piano, but you must finish today's embroidery."

Just as He Ruming finished speaking, He Ying's face immediately lit up. "Many thanks, Daddy." After speaking, she picked up the needle and continued embroidering quickly.

Seeing He Ruming finish explaining the daughter's matters, He Qian put down the book and looked up asking, "Big Brother looking for me, what instructions do you have?"

"I want to read these books. Lend them to me first."

"Why did Big Brother think of reading books by the Revolutionary Party?" He Qian laughed.

"What?" Hearing this, He Ruming was shocked.

"This is a rebel's book; doesn't Big Brother know?"

Yan Fu was actually entangled with rebels? He Ruming couldn't believe this fact no matter what. However, in these years, whether it was the Royalist Party like Kang Youwei who hoped for the Guangxu Emperor's restoration, or those guys shouting for constitutionalism, they could actually all be classified as rebels. They all opposed the Old Buddha who was actually in power now. Since the Gengzi Incident when the Old Buddha declared war on all nations, the court had actually struggled to move a step. He Ruming's political views were quite conservative; although he was of the Westernization faction, he leaned toward the Empress Dowager's faction. In his view, whether it was the Emperor's faction or those constitutionalists "playing new policies," or the more radical Revolutionary Party, they were all birds of a feather—guys who couldn't accomplish anything but were good at spoiling things. In comparison, although Cixi made many mistakes, she was still much more mature politically.

Seeing He Ruming's solemn expression, He Qian laughed, "Big Brother, the person who wrote this book is quite clever. With those people in the court, they absolutely won't see that he is a rebel. I'm afraid they will even cite him as support."

Looking at his sister He Qian's appearance of commenting on court politics, He Ruming felt quite regretful. He Qian was more like He Ruming's father, quick-witted and intelligent. He Ruming had three brothers but only this one sister. When Old Master He was alive, he doted on her immensely and simply didn't raise He Qian as a woman. Whatever He Qian wanted to learn, Old Master He would teach He Qian. After He Qian read books, her judgments on the court were basically never wrong. He Ruming firmly believed that if He Qian were a man, with the two siblings joining forces, He Ruming's achievements would probably be much higher than now.

"How is the book written?" He Ruming didn't doubt his sister's eyes.

"Excellent. After I read it, many things suddenly became clear." Speaking to this point, He Qian suddenly asked, "I wonder what relationship the author has with today's guest?"

Facing his intelligent sister, He Ruming didn't want to hide anything either. "The one who came today is the author of this book."

He Ruming also wanted to hear his sister's opinion. Most importantly, He Ruming didn't really want to read all these dozen thick books once. Since He Qian had read them, letting He Qian explain the content of the books to him was a very convenient thing.
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Chapter 23 He Ruming (3)

He Ruming's father was a traditional member of the gentry; he never hoped to put all his eggs in one basket. Under his arrangement, one of He Ruming's two younger brothers was in the Nanyang Navy, and the other in the Jiangnan Machinery Bureau. Although the old man was gone, He Ruming still had a sister to discuss things with. After recounting Chen Ke's situation and today's meeting experience to his sister, He Qian asked, "Regarding the honeycomb briquette matter Chen Ke mentioned, why didn't Big Brother agree right then?"

"That matter is obviously not easy to do," He Ruming replied.

"Does Big Brother think Chen Ke doesn't know that?" He Qian asked.

"Uh?" He Ruming really hadn't thought about this.

"In Chen Ke's book, the understanding of industrialization is quite deep; in my view, it's impossible for him not to know how difficult this matter is. Big Brother, you wouldn't feel his vision is insufficient just because he is young, would you?"

"Are you saying that Chen Ke came to trick me?"

"Why would he come to trick Big Brother? Is Big Brother that easy to trick?"

Hearing He Qian's seemingly contradictory words, He Ruming was somewhat puzzled. Fortunately, He Qian didn't have the habit of keeping people in suspense either. She explained her view: Chen Ke genuinely hoped for someone to cooperate. Since Yan Fu valued He Ruming relatively highly and sent the book specially, Chen Ke just pushed the boat with the current to talk about cooperation with He Ruming.

"In my view, since he already has a plan, he is now looking for people with intention to cooperate. Mentioning this matter to Big Brother today doesn't equate to this Chen Ke preparing to hang himself on Big Brother's tree. If Big Brother doesn't contact Chen Ke about this matter afterward, I think Chen Ke will absolutely not talk about this matter with Big Brother again."

Hearing his sister's explanation, He Ruming held back for a long time before choking out a sentence: "This Chen Wenqing is actually quite arrogant."

He Qian knew that although her big brother's official rank wasn't high, he cared very much about face in officialdom. Actually, her original intention wasn't to provoke a conflict between her big brother and Chen Ke. On the contrary, she hoped her big brother could seize any opportunity to go up a level. After the Tianjin Machinery Bureau was destroyed in the Gengzi year, the old Beiyang faction had been unable to recover. He Ruming had been idle at home for several years and managed to climb up connections to take office in Beijing with great difficulty. Now wasn't the time to "revitalize official prestige." On the contrary, now was the key period to climb up new connections by doing things seriously. Regarding her big brother's nature of loving face, He Qian actually disapproved very much. Compared to He Ruming, who was already in his early forties, that twenty-five-year-old Chen Ke He Ruming mentioned seemed more mature instead.

"Big Brother, you are of the Empress Dowager's faction, and that Yuan Weiting (Yuan Shikai) is also of the Empress Dowager's faction. We were in Tianjin and saw with our own eyes how Yuan Weiting rose. Although there was also the reason of luck, reorganizing the Beiyang New Army and establishing the police system—this wasn't luck, right? This Chen Ke has Yan Fu's recommendation; Mr. Yan Fu must want Chen Ke to achieve great things in the capital. According to what you told me, if Chen Ke's honeycomb briquette plan is introduced directly to Yuan Weiting? Do you think Yuan Weiting can do it?"

"Just relying on him? How could he possibly meet Yuan Weiting?" He Ruming was very disdainful.

"What if Yan Fu wrote a letter to Yuan Weiting? Holding Mr. Yan Fu's letter, I don't believe Yuan Weiting wouldn't be willing to see him."

Truly a word to awaken the dreamer; hearing this inference from his sister, He Ruming suddenly realized something. Following this train of thought, He Ruming immediately flew into a rage. At any rate, he was a fifth-rank capital official; feeling he had to give Yan Fu some face, only then did he meet Chen Ke personally. Unexpectedly, this Chen Ke looked respectful and submissive, but in his heart, he didn't put He Ruming in his eyes at all. According to his sister He Qian's inference, Chen Ke merely acted out of respect for Yan Fu; since Yan Fu sent the book to He Ruming, only then did he talk about the honeycomb briquette matter to He Ruming. But in Chen Ke's heart, he absolutely didn't take He Ruming seriously. In this plan, whether there was He Ruming or not was fundamentally irrelevant.

"Humph. This fellow puts on quite an air. Does he insist on waiting for me to beg at his door?" He Ruming said indignantly.

Although knowing her big brother had such a temper, He Qian still couldn't help sighing in her heart. In He Ruming's view, Chen Ke was arrogant and rude. But He Qian felt Chen Ke was already very considerate of He Ruming's dignity. Of course, He Qian felt Chen Ke wasn't mature enough either. Although Chen Ke had good intentions, if it were He Qian, she fundamentally wouldn't mention this matter to He Ruming. Most of the time, good intentions won't be rewarded.

However, since things had already developed to this stage, He Qian had to push this matter in a direction beneficial to He Ruming no matter what. But He Qian couldn't help having a little complaint in her heart: "If only I were the big brother. Many things would be handled better."

Thinking of this, He Qian couldn't help thinking of Empress Dowager Cixi in the Imperial Palace in Beijing. Influenced by the family, He Qian was also of the Empress Dowager's faction. He Qian suddenly sympathized very much with that old lady deep in the palace. I'm afraid she also faced a large group of officials similar to her own big brother; on one hand, she had to suppress various guys plotting misdeeds, and on the other hand, she had to try every way to promote the New Deal, striving to maintain the Great Qing's country.

He Qian and her big brother He Ruming actually had a very good relationship; even so, most of the time, to consider her big brother's bit of "ridiculous dignity," He Qian had to speak and act "tactfully." He Qian actually missed the time when her father was alive very much; at that time, the old man's word was law at home. If he saw He Ruming's performance like this, he would probably have darkened his face and scolded him roundly long ago. Is face that important? Why did He Ruming hold onto it tightly and not let go? Back then, it was He Ruming who taught He Qian the *Analects*, but He Qian firmly believed that Big Brother He Ruming had never learned the *Analects* at all. He just recognized the characters in the *Analects*.

But no matter how she complained in her heart, He Qian wouldn't show it. Not only could she not show it, but He Qian also tried hard to persuade He Ruming following his habits, insisting on limited cooperation with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke might spread this honeycomb briquette project, He Ruming's early participation was a necessity.

Chen Ke didn't know someone was already calculating him; he was explaining his idea to Chen Tianhua.

The biggest advantage of the honeycomb briquette project lay in greatly improving the efficiency of fuel use. And large-scale use would inevitably be able to comprehensively reduce the living expenses of Beijing residents. In this aspect, with such a broad market, this project absolutely had no problem.

"The trees around Beijing have been chopped down, so once the wind blows, the sky is full of sand and dust. The fuel for Beijing citizens has also long been coal. Western Hills anthracite, market demand, all are there. As for honeycomb briquette equipment, although the Tianjin Machinery Bureau is already dilapidated, the remaining bits and pieces are enough to use at any rate. If it really doesn't work, buying equipment from the Jiangnan Machinery Bureau is also in time. Moreover, this can also promote new-style iron stoves. The iron output of Hanyang Iron Works is enough to manufacture these things." Chen Ke proposed the basic conditions in various aspects one by one.

"Then isn't everything ready, only owing the east wind?" Chen Tianhua asked hesitantly. If it were before, after getting this news, Chen Tianhua would immediately be overjoyed, thinking that promoting China's progress, even a tiny bit of progress, was a great good thing and could be started immediately. Following Chen Ke for so long, Chen Tianhua's enthusiasm remained, but his angle of considering problems was much more comprehensive. What's more, Chen Ke was absolutely not a person who would act recklessly once he had an idea; being able to propose these, there must be a more profound follow-up move inside. Serving the Manchu Qing for nothing was absolutely not Chen Ke's style.

"The greed of Manchu Qing officials is like wild dogs. For any opportunity to make money, the handlers will absolutely not stop until they scoop all the money into their own pockets. Xingtai, what is the future regime of our People's Party for?"

"Hmm, developing productive forces. Promoting national progress." These days, following Chen Ke, these words had become a habit for Chen Tianhua. Of course, this wasn't Chen Tianhua learning Party jargon, but the certainty finally obtained after such long profound study and discussion.

"So when we plan this matter, we absolutely cannot treat it with our attitude. We must follow the current train of thought of the Manchu Qing; otherwise, that would not be seeking truth from facts."

"But if this matter is done, won't it benefit the Manchu Qing for nothing?" Chen Tianhua still didn't believe Chen Ke really hoped to get this matter done.

"What we need to do now is to get this matter started; do you think this matter can succeed? It is destined to fail."

"If Wenqing takes the lead, I think this matter can definitely be done."

"Why should I get this matter done? My doing this matter is in itself to intensify contradictions. Blocking people's way to wealth is worse than killing their parents. In these years, many people want to make money but simply can't find a way. We give them opportunities, give them hope. Then the corruption of the Manchu Qing will inevitably destroy these opportunities. Making those who had hope despair again. Hmm, I should say, they will be even more desperate. At this time, we develop Party members and ask Party members to follow us to revolt; isn't it much more effective than that empty-mouthed persuasion?"

"..." Chen Tianhua was speechless. He knew Chen Ke wasn't a childish person, but such means, such planning, didn't look like the actions of an upright gentleman no matter how one looked. And in Chen Tianhua's impression, Chen Ke was a true gentleman.

"Xingtai, the Manchu Qing will inevitably perish. We are saving some people from this broken ship now; could it be that we are wrong? Have we spoiled our conscience?" Chen Ke understood the reason for Chen Tianhua's silence and said.

Since ancient times, heroes have not been kind types! Such a sentence suddenly flashed through Chen Tianhua's mind. Being with Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren in the Huaxinghui, Chen Tianhua hadn't not seen any schemes and intrigues. But those calculations were all small tricks without exception. Either sadness and revenge, awakening the gentry's memories of those broken matters of being oppressed. or empty promises, vigorously advocating what prominent official positions and huge power everyone could get after the revolution succeeded. Utilizing the urgent mood of fellow villagers trying to scoop a profit. Or a two-pronged approach, both inciting sad hatred and promising official positions. The result was just failure after failure.

Chen Ke's calculation this time was completely different from those conspiracies Chen Tianhua had seen before. The Huaxinghui's conspiracy, to put it nicely, was "seeking wealth and honor in danger." regarding Chen Ke's plan this time, Chen Tianhua felt that after the final destruction ending could be seen long ago, those who could not be completely beaten down by this blow would inevitably follow Chen Ke on the road of revolution.

This feeling wasn't some theoretical summary. Getting along with Chen Ke for so long, Chen Tianhua felt there was something indescribable about Chen Ke, as if he could see through the future. No matter what kind of tragic ending, if one believed Chen Ke's explanation, it was just a small setback. The sky wouldn't fall, and the earth wouldn't sink. As long as one walked on the correct road, there was an infinite future to be seen.

Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's arrangement very much, but had a sense of incongruity from the bottom of his heart. He looked at Chen Ke carefully; Chen Ke was drawing some sketches at this time. Whenever working, Chen Ke had an indescribable focus. As if even if the sky collapsed and the earth split, Chen Ke wouldn't waver in the slightest. From seeing Chen Ke until now, the Chen Ke Chen Tianhua saw had always been doing things like this. Chen Ke never engaged in wishful thinking; he just did his own things calmly and firmly.

Looking at Chen Ke's familiar demeanor, Chen Tianhua felt Chen Ke was so incomprehensible. This person was enthusiastic and also indifferent; kind, yet also having an indescribable cruelty. Except for a very few times, Chen Ke never revealed his emotions. Chen Tianhua was also 30 years old this year, standing firm at thirty, and Chen Tianhua had had so many experiences. In terms of insight alone, he was also a person of the moment. But Chen Tianhua found that he was still very easily influenced by the outside world. To put it unpleasantly, as long as others spoke reasonably, Chen Tianhua would be influenced involuntarily. In comparison, Chen Ke was only twenty-five, but this person was firm to a terrifying degree. Nothing could make Chen Ke change his mind. No theory of others could make Chen Ke change his original intention.

It wasn't that Chen Ke could be consistently correct; regarding some things, Chen Tianhua felt what Chen Ke did wasn't that correct. But Chen Ke was also changing gradually. If it were when they first met, Chen Ke would absolutely not have proposed such a "conspiracy" directly. At that time, Chen Ke would have tried harder to persuade others. Instead of waiting for others to be at a dead end like this, and then extending his hand only when others fell. Chen Ke was changing, like a sword being slowly drawn from the scabbard; the revealed light was still gentle as water, but the closer one got to this sword, the more one could feel that piercing sharpness. This was a high spirit that made people feel dangerous. Chen Tianhua didn't want to criticize; this faint feeling actually had the flavor of really being able to split this dark world.

The drawing was done quickly. Chen Ke put down the pen and looked at his wristwatch. "Time to visit Mr. Gu Hongming. Pack up; let's set off."

There were many people on the streets. Since the capital began to imitate Tianjin to establish a police system, there were not only patrol police but even traffic police on the streets. The only thing Chen Ke wasn't used to was that the traffic imitated Japan; vehicles all kept to the left. It ran counter to the right-hand traffic of New China. "When liberated, we must restore right-hand traffic," Chen Ke thought to himself.

On the way, they also saw disputes between vehicles a few times. And at the locations of disputes, there were also traffic police mediating conflicts and maintaining order. There were also some notices at every intersection; Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua stopped to watch—they were nothing more than notices introducing various new orders. Starting from 1904, Beijing began to repair new streets; at least the road surface from Chen Ke's residence to the Imperial University of Peking was a crushed stone road. Moreover, people were constantly sprinkling water on the road surface all day, so the dust wasn't flying that much. With people managing and maintaining order, the market naturally looked quite peaceful. The populace walked briskly, looking nothing like having no means of livelihood.

No wonder those Qing fans would declare that the failure of the Late Qing New Deal was a tragedy; if one just looked at this section of road surface, perhaps it could provide quite a few "powerful evidences" for Qing fans. Chen Ke thought mockingly. Chen Tianhua was also observing the surroundings; looking at this road surface, the police, and the orderly street scene, he misunderstood the trace of a smile at the corner of Chen Ke's mouth. "Wenqing, as long as the New Deal is adopted, China's affairs can also be handled well."

It wasn't convenient for Chen Ke to discuss sensitive issues on the street. He just answered in a tone full of mockery: "Flash of lucidity before death (terminal lucidity)."

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua frowned slightly. Chen Ke's evaluation was so vicious; to Chen Tianhua's ears, it was a bit excessive. To say such a scene was terminal lucidity was a bit too mean. But discussing these things loudly at this time was indeed inappropriate. Chen Tianhua decided to discuss this issue again when it was safe.

The gatekeeper of the Imperial University of Peking was in his thirties, a tall and thin fellow. Hearing Chen Ke's request to see Gu Hongming, he looked at these two short-haired youths with a suspicious look.

"Mr. Yan Fu sent us from Shanghai."

Hearing this, the gatekeeper immediately changed to an expression of sudden realization. Chen Ke handed Yan Fu's letter to the gatekeeper, asking him to deliver the letter to Mr. Gu Hongming. While waiting for the gatekeeper to trot into the school, seeing no one around, Chen Ke laughed, "Xingtai, you fought against injustice for this school back then."

Chen Tianhua didn't answer but sized up this currently highest institution of learning in China carefully. The Imperial University of Peking was the first national comprehensive university in modern Chinese history; it was both the highest institution of learning in the country and the highest national educational administrative organ, governing schools in all provinces. Chen Tianhua's *Meng Hui Tou* (Sudden Look Back), which spread throughout the Divine Land, once mentioned the Imperial University of Peking: "Let alone that, to build a university in the capital costs three hundred thousand taels of silver; the government said the cost was too big and hasn't built it to this day. The Empress Dowager managed to get tens of millions of taels for restoring the Summer Palace. Every year handling imperial tomb missions, moving millions is also common. Only this three hundred thousand, can you say it can't be found?"

Now this school stood solidly in front of Chen Tianhua. Looking at the numerous school buildings, there were also quite a few students on the playground. Outside the brick walls of the campus, quite a few willow trees were actually planted; it really had that scholarly feeling only a true university has. Chen Tianhua's heart was filled with mixed feelings.

Chen Ke could roughly guess Chen Tianhua's feelings. He didn't want Chen Tianhua's confidence to waver. With a mocking tone, Chen Ke said, "The New Deal can't save China. The only effect of the New Deal is the Manchu Qing digging its own grave. Of course, without the New Deal, the Manchu Qing is also destined to perish, but with the New Deal, the Manchu Qing will inevitably die faster."

Hearing Chen Ke's cold prophecy, Chen Tianhua felt some resistance in his heart. Other provinces in China, whether rural or urban, were gradually decaying. Seeing some improvement in Beijing, although Chen Tianhua wouldn't feel gratitude toward the Manchu Qing, he couldn't help being touched by the refreshing sight. Chen Ke's words, however, bluntly belittled this tiny bit of beautiful change as worthless. It inevitably had a flavor of being a wet blanket.

However, Chen Tianhua had no desire to defend the Manchu Qing either. The two waited for a while like this. From afar, they saw the gatekeeper running over quickly, the queue behind his back bouncing up and down; it was evident he also wanted to rush over as soon as possible.

Arriving in front of the two, the gatekeeper said quite respectfully, "Two gentlemen, Mr. Gu invites you."

"Then please lead the way," Chen Ke said.

Following behind the gatekeeper, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua walked into the school gate of the Imperial University of Peking.
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Chapter 24 The First Democratic Resolution within the Party

Just as Chen Ke was paying a visit to Mr. Gu Hongming, led by the gatekeeper, and the host and guest were conversing cordially, the meeting of the Shanghai Party Branch was proceeding with intensity. The meeting had been going on for half an hour, yet the atmosphere had not become lively with discussion; on the contrary, a depressing mood shrouded the conference room.

The Shanghai Party Branch now had five remaining members: Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, He Zudao, and Qin Wu'an. Chen Ke's original intention had been stated very clearly: he hoped the comrades could exert their own subjective initiative to complete the social investigations. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua hadn't just quit and left. Before departing, the two had completed their own work and clearly assigned tasks to the members of the Huangpu Book Society. Everyone had also expressed that there would be no problem. At least when the two left, on the surface, there were no issues.

You Gou had lectured to the members of the Huangpu Book Society, Qi Huishen had always been responsible for coordinating the affairs of the Book Society, and Hua Xiongmao was responsible for the construction site work. Everyone cooperated happily at the beginning. But the work became harder and harder as they went on. The most crucial thing was how to analyze the obtained data.

"How to talk to the common people is very important. Being polite alone won't work." Hua Xiongmao had the richest experience in this regard, but unfortunately, Hua Xiongmao was now firmly tied to the construction site; the first dormitory building was about to be completed. Except for necessary Party meetings, Hua Xiongmao had moved to live on the construction site.

"You have to tell this stuff to the group members; what use is telling me? I actually want to go to the front line personally, but I really can't get away." Qi Huishen was under quite a lot of pressure during this period; a red pimple had appeared on his chin. Obviously, it was caused by anxiety. "It would be good if Wenqing were sitting in Shanghai."

"Wenqing finished writing his own report long ago. The key now is to let the students investigate personally." Hua Xiongmao was also very depressed; although Chen Ke didn't like playing with "secret master plans," he himself couldn't help leaving a set of his own manuscripts. Regarding the textile problem in the late Qing dynasty, Chen Ke had discussed it many times on forums in the 21st century. Based on the content of those discussion posts back then, Chen Ke wrote a report.

In the late Qing dynasty, accompanying the development of China's textile industry, the demand for cotton increased rapidly. But the small-peasant economy was extremely insensitive to market changes. No matter how high the cotton price was, peasants cultivating scattered small plots of land simply couldn't switch to producing cotton. Peasants growing grain couldn't even guarantee food and clothing; who would care about the cotton problem?

Landlords owning large amounts of land were even less likely to increase the cotton planting area. The reasons for this were relatively complex. Simply put, the biggest goal of landlords was to increase the land under their names. Generally speaking, the best way for landlords to increase land was to hoard grain; when a famine year came, they could expand their land area by acquiring land from peasants lacking grain. Unless they reached a dead end, peasants wouldn't sell their land easily. Peasants would only sell the land they settled down on as a last resort to survive. Planting cotton would absolutely not achieve such an effect. Grain could be eaten; what use was getting a pile of cotton?

Moreover, annexation itself might not necessarily achieve better economic results; the expansion of land area meant an increase in tax payments. Furthermore, what the small-peasant economy directly caused was the fragmentation of land. The land of a landlord's family wasn't all connected in one piece. Instead, it was scattered all over the vast countryside like stars. These realistic situations directly caused landlords to be unable to develop and use land more effectively. Collecting rent fit this situation best.

"A thing one person can do, dozens of people can't do well," Qi Huishen said, quite discouraged. He had read the report; the analytical data Chen Ke used in it was very detailed, and the conclusion was very persuasive. Qi Huishen actually suspected very much that, no matter how he looked, Chen Ke didn't look like someone who had been to the countryside, yet his views on the countryside were quite pertinent.

This lengthy essay analyzed many things, and the comrades in the Party had all read it. Hua Xiongmao had stayed in the countryside for a few years and agreed very much with this piece by Chen Ke. But agreement was one thing; the comrades of the Huangpu Book Society were not Chen Ke. Waiting for them to write such an article—who knew how long it would take? The social investigations in front of them were just like this; just letting these people collect changes in cotton prices in Shanghai was very unsmooth. Scattering people out, in these six or seven days, the data collected was fragmented, either repetitive or with very outrageous prices. Just for the cotton price in 1905, they actually collected data differing by more than two times.

"How did these people talk to merchants? Can't even ask a price clearly." Qi Huishen was responsible for summarizing data. Looking at these things, he only felt a headache. Qi Huishen collected as many textile prices of various years as possible according to the plan. In this matter, what provided the greatest help wasn't the students running all over the streets, but the Concession Statistical Yearbook Wang Bin got.

"What exactly does Wenqing want us to do? To make us make fools of ourselves?" Comparing the motley variety of data collected by the Huangpu Book Society with the Concession's statistical yearbook, Qi Huishen even had such a thought.

You Gou was responsible for drug production; recently, production and sales were both booming, so she didn't participate in the social investigations. "I say, you two stop complaining here. Why did Wenqing organize the social investigations?"

"Isn't it to clarify the current status of China?" Qi Huishen replied grumpily.

"But I remember Wenqing said the purpose of engaging in social investigations was to expand the ranks of Party members, right?"

"Uh?" The gazes of other comrades fell on You Gou's face simultaneously.

"Engaging in social investigations is mainly to find comrades who can believe in the people's revolution. Before Wenqing left, he didn't know how many of this group of people could be absorbed into our organization. That's why he wanted to do social investigations. Looking at it now, Wenqing's plan is obviously wrong. Let's change the method."

Hearing You Gou's words, no one responded. This was the first time someone stated directly that Chen Ke's method was inappropriate. Everyone couldn't completely accept this small shock for a moment.

"How does Sister You plan to do it?" He Zudao asked first. This child had always respected and supported You Gou very much since he knew You Gou participated in making medicine.

With He Zudao's question as a lead, You Gou continued, "Since those people are disappointing, we don't need to expect them to have Wenqing's insight. Now simply rearrange the social investigations around this report of Wenqing's. Let those people realize that the problems pointed out by Wenqing are the reasons for the soaring textile prices today. This is faster."

This suggestion sounded very good; You Gou didn't mean to oppose Chen Ke at all. According to the new plan, it could also serve the function of screening Party members.

Seeing everyone was somewhat persuaded, You Gou struck while the iron was hot and said, "Let alone those people, even among us Party members, who can write a report of the same standard as this piece by Wenqing relying on themselves? Since none of us can write it, then let's see who can understand it first. When radishes sell fast, one doesn't wash off the mud; whatever is scooped into the basket is a vegetable."

Although these words were reasonable, they sounded full of a helpless flavor. Hua Xiongmao didn't oppose too much. Qi Huishen, however, couldn't quite accept it. Qi Huishen knew Chen Ke hoped to gather a large group of comrades who could realize the significance of the people's revolution. And didn't Chen Tianhua understand the significance of the people's revolution? The original intention of these social investigations was also like this: through the analysis and investigation of social reality, let the young people inclined toward revolution discover contradictions themselves, and then expand the Party membership very effectively. Although You Gou's statement made sense, this wasn't what Chen Ke and Qi Huishen originally hoped for.

Qi Huishen didn't speak, and Hua Xiongmao refused to speak either. The Party meeting fell into an awkward silence. The one breaking the silence was He Zudao again. "Let me say a few words."

Looking at the slightly timid He Zudao, You Gou gave He Zudao an encouraging smile. He Zudao's tender little face flushed slightly, but his chest puffed out.

"Everyone knows the reason I followed Wenqing. Mr. Wenqing and Sister You Gou saved my life. This is one of the reasons I must follow everyone. Since joining the Party, I feel I can understand Wenqing's words, and they make a lot of sense. But if you let me think of these things myself, I won't be able to think of them in this lifetime. Mr. Wenqing never feels he is anything special. He thinks what he can do, we can also do. I think we can do it in the future, but we can't do it now. Now we just need to find people like me who can understand Mr. Wenqing's words and are willing to walk with Mr. Wenqing."

He Zudao himself had always been the image of a well-behaved baby, never stating any views of his own. These words today were already very active and proactive, although to everyone's ears, He Zudao only said so out of support for You Gou.

The intra-party democracy of the People's Party could be said to be the strongest among various political parties now, but no matter what organization, there will be the so-called "seniority" problem. This has nothing to do with Party discipline but is a very realistic aspect of human nature. Since He Zudao didn't have any heavyweight performance before, his speech now couldn't play a leading role immediately. But the atmosphere of intra-party democracy had been built for a few months after all; everyone also began to think about He Zudao's words. Being able to make everyone attach such importance to He Zudao, whose status was relatively weak, was enough to prove that Chen Ke's efforts played a considerable role.

Among the People's Party, He Zudao's status wasn't the "lowest"; Qin Wu'an's seniority was weaker. Seeing He Zudao's statement, Qin Wu'an was also encouraged. "I request to speak," he said.

Seeing Qi Huishen, who acted as the chairman of this meeting, nod, Qin Wu'an said, "Does everyone think I am qualified as a Party member?"

Qi Huishen was a very smart person; hearing these words, he already knew what Qin Wu'an meant. Just as Qi Huishen expected, Qin Wu'an supported He Zudao's viewpoint; he expressed that what needed to be gathered now were qualified Party members who obeyed the Party's discipline, not outstanding revolutionaries like Chen Ke. You Gou's suggestion made a lot of sense.

Qi Huishen turned his head and glanced at Hua Xiongmao; coincidentally, Hua Xiongmao also looked over. There was some helplessness in both their eyes. Originally, Qi Huishen's idea was that he and Hua Xiongmao would set the tone for this matter, and then proceed according to this keynote. But in the current situation, according to the organizational discipline of the People's Party, the minority obeys the majority. Now it was obviously three to two; if voted on, You Gou's new plan would win steadily.

Regarding the possibility of losing the vote, Qi Huishen really didn't care too much. The problem was, if the vote passed, then it would completely overturn Chen Ke's earliest plan. Moreover, Chen Ke's plan at the time really wasn't a voting result, merely an opinion he proposed. So once the new vote passed, this would be the decision of the Party organization. According to the People's Party organizational discipline established by Chen Ke single-handedly, even after Chen Ke himself returned to Shanghai, before a new discussion and vote were conducted within the Party, he also had to obey this resolution. Regarding this matter, Qi Huishen felt an indescribable wrongness.

Qi Huishen now faced a dilemma. If he insisted on executing Chen Ke's established policy, he would first face a situation difficult to execute. The People's Party hadn't really encountered such a situation until now. Today, when Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua, and Wu Xingchen all left Shanghai, Qi Huishen and Hua Xiongmao were considered the "two giants" within the Party. The problem was, comparing seniority and prestige, these two couldn't be talked about as the second person in the Party either. You Gou wasn't inferior to the two of them anywhere. If Qi Huishen insisted on saying the original plan was formulated by Chen Ke, it would inevitably have the suspicion of "borrowing authority." He already cared very much about that faint opposition with Hua Xiongmao. It's hard to find solid evidence for personal emotions. Grasping at shadows is undesirable. Moreover, although Chen Ke did have such a plan, intra-party discipline was repeatedly emphasized as the most important, and intra-party discipline was also formulated by Chen Ke. If someone mentioned this, Qi Huishen would immediately fall into a self-contradictory situation.

Just as Qi Huishen was considering, he heard You Gou say, "Then let's vote on this issue." This was the sentence Qi Huishen least wanted to hear, but according to organizational discipline, since You Gou proposed a vote, as long as one more person agreed, then a vote must be held. Sure enough, He Zudao supported You Gou's proposal. "I agree to vote."

You Gou, He Zudao, and Qin Wu'an all raised their hands to express agreement. Hua Xiongmao was silent for a long time, then also raised his hand slowly. Finally, the Shanghai Party organization passed You Gou's proposal with an overwhelming advantage of four to one.

Chen Ke didn't know that the first truly meaningful intra-party democratic resolution of the People's Party was born at this time. Of course, even if Chen Ke knew, he absolutely wouldn't be angry. At this time, Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua, and Gu Hongming were chatting happily. Gu Hongming was thin; his skin, wrinkled like a jujube pit, actually meant he was glowing with health now because of happiness. He understood Latin; after listening to Chen Ke's detailed explanation of the standard Hanyu Pinyin pronunciation, Mr. Gu Hongming was truly overjoyed. He simply talked with Chen Ke about the issue of promoting Hanyu Pinyin. Of course, there was actually no problem with the promotion of Hanyu Pinyin; it was just a matter of how to promote it. The Imperial University of Peking was both the highest institution of learning in the country and the highest national educational administrative organ, governing schools in all provinces. Mr. Gu Hongming, as an instructor, naturally had plenty of ways. Chen Ke could understand Mr. Gu Hongming's enthusiasm, but he didn't have any illusions about the effects of these promotions. The promotion of Hanyu Pinyin in New China relied on the perfection of the compulsory education system. Even so, without the development of radio and television, without the huge demand for text input in the internet age, Hanyu Pinyin wouldn't have had such profound influence.

Of course, Chen Ke wouldn't be stupid enough to say these things. He just catered to Mr. Gu Hongming's speech very calmly. Later, the topic gradually shifted from pronunciation to translation. Chen Ke firmly supported using Latin-based paraphrase as the basis for translating proper nouns; an important example was the "Mediterranean Sea" (*Di Zhong Hai*). For Chinese people, seeing this noun, they could imagine a sea in the middle of the land. Moreover, in Latin, the word Mediterranean is also composed of two roots, "middle of the earth" and "ocean." Chen Ke had read some articles; it was said that some show-off "public intellectuals" loved transliteration like fools. For foreign proper nouns, they followed transliteration completely, turning the very ingenious translation noun "Mediterranean" into a noun composed of a long string of Chinese characters with strange pronunciations. Chen Ke opposed this quite strongly.

Mr. Gu Hongming supported Chen Ke's opinion very much; he himself was a firm supporter of traditional culture. Everyone's topic turned to Chen Ke's book again. Mr. Gu Hongming didn't stand on ceremony either; he pointed out directly many places in Chen Ke's book where he argued irrationally. As for those imprecise places in the book, Mr. Gu stated clearly that because there were too many unreasonable contents, an "errata" needed to be written. Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua knew well how big this project was. Chen Ke actually didn't read many history books; *Records of the Grand Historian* and *Records of the Three Kingdoms* were okay, but when reading *Comprehensive Mirror in Aid of Governance*, he could simply fall asleep while reading. During the writing process of this book, Chen Tianhua was fully responsible for the sorting of historical materials; he had the most say. One old and one young discussed this issue. The two quoted copiously from many sources, talking in high spirits, making Chen Ke drowsy listening. Finally, the two had a result: Mr. Gu Hongming suggested establishing a special compilation group among the students of the Imperial University of Peking to perfect this book. For Mr. Gu to give Chen Ke such face—not to mention Chen Ke, even Chen Tianhua was somewhat moved.

"Wenqing, Mr. Yan sent five sets of your books in one go. I put three sets in the library. They were borrowed empty as soon as they were put in. I invited you over this time because I wanted you to hold a lecture. I wonder what Wenqing thinks."

To be able to hold a lecture at the Imperial University of Peking, the predecessor of Peking University, was truly a great honor. Chen Ke wasn't overjoyed; on the contrary, he felt somewhat faintly timid. If talking about revolutionary principles, Chen Ke wasn't afraid. If talking about social structure and economic operation, Chen Ke wasn't afraid either. He worried that if the students got entangled with him on historical issues, with Chen Ke's historical level not even equal to a dilettante, he would definitely make a fool of himself. But the purpose of coming to Beijing was to develop comrades; a lecture was a very good platform. Chen Ke plucked up his courage and agreed.

"Then how about starting tomorrow?" Mr. Gu asked.

"Everything follows Mr. Gu's arrangement," Chen Ke replied.
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Chapter 25 Lecture (1)

On the afternoon of October 12, 1905, led by Mr. Gu Hongming, Chen Ke walked into the auditorium of the Imperial University of Peking. Quite a few people were already waiting there. Chen Tianhua was very smart in his actions; he had already entered the auditorium ahead of time and sat in the last row. Seeing the two enter, almost all the other students turned their heads to look at Chen Ke.

"That's the Chen Ke who wrote the book?" There was surprise, astonishment, and also disdain in these whispers.

Everyone was a cultured person, so their voices weren't loud. Thus, Chen Ke heard the following faint whispers very clearly.

"So young and he can write stuff like that? I don't quite believe it."

"The book is actually full of errors."

As the saying goes, literati tend to scorn each other. Chen Ke had heard those lectures on television, and he himself used to mock the television while listening. He didn't care about such treatment at all. He still wore his habitual smile on his face, looking at the students on both sides. Gu Hongming gave a brief introduction of Chen Ke, and then let Chen Ke go up to the stage to lecture.

One result caused by the popularization of compulsory education is that the ages of students are almost the same. The longer compulsory education is popularized, the smaller the age difference among students in the same grade. Chen Ke had long been accustomed to such a situation in the 21st century. He started school a bit early, and the result was that missing one step meant missing every step. From primary school on, his age was either the youngest or second youngest in the class, and this ranking didn't change until he entered university. In the auditorium of the Imperial University of Peking, Chen Ke looked at the students below; the age gap among everyone made Chen Ke quite unaccustomed. There were people from their 20s to their 30s, and there were even a few "older men" who he couldn't tell if they were students or teachers; they looked to be over 40 no matter how one looked at them. The Imperial University of Peking was converted from the former Imperial College (Guozijian) in the capital, so it shouldn't be strange for there to be some older students here.

Chen Ke scanned the students below again. There were about fifty people, and their appearances gave Chen Ke a favorable impression. More than sixty percent of these people had short hair. Those wearing queues were mixed among them, and surprisingly, they didn't look annoying. "Hello everyone, my name is Chen Ke. I have some humble personal opinions coming here today, and I ask everyone to correct me." Chen Ke's opening remarks were quite standard.

However, the people below were not polite. Those who could study at the Imperial University of Peking were all elites from various places. Everyone considered themselves extraordinary. A young man about the same age as Chen Ke stood up; he had short hair and wore a Western-style suit. "Mr. Chen, I have read your book. Actually, everyone here today has also read it. After reading Mr. Chen's book, I have a question. I wonder how Mr. Chen views the Imperial Examination."

On September 2, 1905, a group of high officials including Yuan Shikai, Governor-General of Zhili; Zhao Erxun, General of Shengjing; Zhang Zhidong, Governor-General of Huguang; Zhou Fu, Governor-General of Liangjiang; Cen Chunxuan, Governor-General of Liangguang; and Duanfang, Governor of Hunan, jointly submitted a memorial to the court. They explicitly proposed: The national situation is in imminent danger, and a moment is worth a thousand gold. "To remedy the current difficulties, we must start by promoting schools; and to promote schools, we must start by stopping the Imperial Examination." They fiercely requested to "act with lightning speed" to "abolish the Imperial Examination." Facing the joint petition of these pivotal provincial officials from both north and south, the court could no longer treat it lightly. On that very day, September 2, an edict was issued in the name of the Guangxu Emperor, announcing to the whole world: "All provincial and metropolitan examinations are to be stopped." The release of this edict announced the end of the ancient Chinese Imperial Examination system.

Chen Ke didn't know why this young man would think of asking this question. Seeing the few people sitting next to him looking at him with burning gazes, Chen Ke felt that this question couldn't be easily answered and finished with. He asked, "In my book, I hold the Imperial Examination system in high esteem. If this brother has read my book, you should know that."

"Hmph." Chen Ke heard someone sneer. The faces of most students didn't show much appreciation for Chen Ke.

"Let me do a small survey. How many people support the abolition of the Imperial Examination? Please raise your hands."

The students looked at Chen Ke, but no one stated their position. Chen Ke felt strange. "Could it be that these people all support the Imperial Examination?" he thought strangely.

The young man who had stood up raised his hand. Only then did people follow suit one after another. In the end, out of more than 50 people, more than 40 raised their hands in agreement. It seemed that those people refused to state their position just now simply because they thought highly of themselves and didn't quite buy into this young guy, Chen Ke.

"Please put your hands down. And this brother, please sit down too," Chen Ke said.

When the venue returned to its original state, Chen Ke then asked, "Who supports the Imperial Examination? Please raise your hands."

A scattered seven or eight people raised their hands. Looking at their expressions, they were quite agitated. It seemed their attitude supporting the Imperial Examination was very firm.

"We are all scholars. As the saying goes, family affairs, state affairs, world affairs—we care about everything. If we talk about the pros and cons of the Imperial Examination itself, I think everyone has their own reasoning. But what I want to talk about today is my book, so I cannot help but talk about things on the political level. From a political perspective, I oppose the abolition of the Imperial Examination."

With a buzz, various reactions erupted below. Some people showed disdain on their faces, while others had the excited look of "meeting a comrade."

"It seems Mr. Chen likes Eight-Legged Essays very much?" the young man from before said mockingly.

"This brother, I don't know the curriculum of the University. I want to ask, has this brother learned mathematics?"

"I have," the young man said with an obvious targeting tone.

Chen Ke didn't reply. He turned around, picked up a piece of chalk, and wrote rapidly on the blackboard. Everyone looked; they were all simple math problems, such as 1+1=?, 4×(?)=16. Such simple questions were naturally child's play for these students of the Imperial University of Peking. Someone had already laughed quietly. "Are these questions testing children?"

As Chen Ke wrote more and more, the mocking sounds obviously increased. But as the whispering discussions below continued, the various sarcastic sounds gradually decreased.

Chen Ke turned back. Many people below already understood Chen Ke's meaning, and their expressions became solemn.

"Selecting officials through Eight-Legged Essays indeed no longer fits modern trends and needs. However, standardized testing will never be outdated." Chen Ke pointed to the questions on the blackboard and said.

These students were not unlearned, incompetent people. The content Chen Ke wrote on the blackboard was simple, but Chen Ke wasn't intending to test everyone anyway. The key to these things was the classification of exam questions. Fill-in-the-blank questions, single-choice questions, multiple-choice questions, essay questions, and large calculation questions. Chen Ke briefly wrote out the exam papers of his own era.

"I have to explain to everyone first, I have only seen a tiny bit of Eight-Legged Essays. I myself can't write Eight-Legged Essays at all." Chen Ke didn't want to pretend to know what he didn't. "But, I have always believed that without rules, nothing can be accomplished. The Eight-Legged Essay, at any rate, counts as a standardized testing mode. What I value is this kind of thing."

Hearing these words, the area below the stage immediately boiled over. Some supported Chen Ke, and some opposed him. It looked like those supporting Chen Ke actually held a slight advantage.

"Mr. Chen, these are all courses in new-style schools. What do they have to do with the Imperial Examination?" that young man continued to ask.

"The court is abolishing the Imperial Examination now. I will say bluntly, it is digging its own grave," Chen Ke replied, tit-for-tat. As soon as these words came out, the audience below instantly fell silent. Chen Ke calmly put down the chalk in his hand and clapped the chalk dust off his fingers.

"No matter what you say about the Imperial Examination having this problem or that problem, the significance of the Imperial Examination system itself lies in providing a relatively fair promotion model. Even if various forms of cheating emerge one after another, the majority of those who obtain titles through various levels of the Imperial Examination are still ordinary scholars. I think everyone has to admit this point, right?"

No one opposed. Everyone looked at Chen Ke with their own emotions, wanting to see what exactly Chen Ke meant.

"So, abolishing the Imperial Examination and advocating for new-style schools—do we want to maintain this fairness? If we want to maintain fairness, we can largely increase the content of the Imperial Examination. Mathematics, physics, chemistry—these subjects can all be gradually added to the Imperial Examination. If it is to increase the number of educated people, then can't new-style schools be incorporated into the Imperial Examination system? Overturning the Imperial Examination—I do not agree with it."

"What does this have to do with the court digging its own grave, as Mr. Chen said?" another brother, who looked over forty, asked with a frown. It seemed he didn't quite understand Chen Ke's rather drifting statement.

Chen Ke turned around and picked up the chalk again, realizing that his affectation of calmness just now was quite superfluous. But he couldn't care about that much now. Chen Ke rapidly wrote a line of large characters: "A true king enriches the people; a hegemon enriches the scholar-officials; a barely surviving state enriches the grandees; a doomed state enriches its coffers and fills its storehouses." The people below were all scholars and knew these were words from *Xunzi — Regulations of a King*. Many quick-witted people were already nodding slowly.

"In the world today, we simply cannot talk about enriching the people. To pay indemnities, the court has been working hard to enrich its coffers and fill its storehouses. This is already extremely dangerous. Back then, because of the Opium War, the court increased taxes greatly to pay indemnities. As a result, there was an immediate response from the populace—the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rose up in rebellion. Zeng Guofan led the Xiang Army to fight fiercely with the Taiping Army, burning, killing, and looting, which actually enriched the Xiang Army of Hunan. This can be counted as enriching the scholar-officials. Finally, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom was destroyed. What about the Westernization Movement? It enriched the Westernization faction, which can be counted as enriching the grandees. The court also looked like it had a Tongzhi Restoration. Now that the Imperial Examination is abolished, whether it's the grandees or the scholar-officials, the promotion opportunities that were originally institutionally fair are gone. If mathematics and physics were added to the Imperial Examination, although those scholars would feel that taking the exam became much harder, at least there would be something to hope for. To pass, they would inevitably have to study new knowledge, and the court's new-style schools could take advantage of the situation to be implemented. Now, tossing the Imperial Examination completely aside—how will those scholars see it? What will they think? The Imperial Examination was originally thousands of troops crossing a single-log bridge; those who passed were the minority. Having set up new-style education, the court hasn't added a single official position. Moreover, with new-style education being implemented so suddenly, it is tantamount to cutting off the path of those scholars. Those who can study are not poor people. They have extremely close relationships with the gentry everywhere. Now, to pay indemnities, the court has already offended the common people. If it offends the scholars thoroughly too, those it can rely on are merely these grandees, that is, the officials. In the Gengzi year (1900), the Mutual Protection of Southeast China even came out. Can the court rely on these provincial officials of the world?"

Chen Ke's words were resonant. For a moment, among the teachers and students who came to listen to the lecture, no one could immediately stand up to refute him. After a long pause, someone finally asked, "Isn't this about implementing New Policies and establishing a constitution?"

"There is a saying in my hometown: No one gets up early without profit. Who are the main promoters of the constitution? Aren't they the officials of the Southeast and the gentry everywhere? Why do they want a constitution? Isn't one of the important reasons because the court wants to enrich its coffers and fill its storehouses, and they can't stand it? If the constitution is successfully established, these people still won't be able to defeat the foreigners, and not a single copper of the money to be compensated will be less. If the gentry hold power, they certainly won't be willing to pay a copper more; instead, they will try every means to pay less. With foreigners pressing like tigers and wolves, this money will ultimately be transferred to the heads of the common people. Since some people have read my book, perhaps everyone has read that in the late Ming dynasty, the tea tax in the south actually had a case where only 12 taels were paid in a year. It was like this back then, and it will be like this now. What result will come from oppressing the common people too much? Everyone is a knowledgeable and talented person; I don't need to say more."

No one uttered another sound. Those who could get into the Imperial University of Peking were sensible people; the crowd knew Chen Ke wasn't talking nonsense. The look in everyone's eyes when looking at Chen Ke no longer held any slight. Originally, these people's evaluation of Chen Ke's book was about the same as that of Mr. Yan Fu and Mr. Ma Xiangbo; they all felt Chen Ke's theories were very "domineering." Quite a few people felt Chen Ke was a "mad scholar." The student who asked the question originally wanted to discuss the issue of Eight-Legged Essays with Chen Ke. But Chen Ke's focus was simply not on small details, but discussing from the perspective of national trends, and his analysis was very profound. Although there were still people who remained unconvinced, they dared not say anything easily anymore.

"If everyone has no other questions, I will start the lecture." Seeing no one jumping out to speak again, Chen Ke's expression returned to his usual gentle and cultivated appearance.

After the lecture that day, Mr. Gu Hongming insisted on treating Chen Ke to dinner.

"Wenqing's words are sharp; you are worthy of being Yan Jidao's disciple," Mr. Gu said at the dinner table.

Yan Fu had stated clearly his master-disciple relationship with Chen Ke in this letter, and Mr. Gu Hongming didn't suspect it.

"Wenqing, I actually didn't tell that you understand court politics so well."

"Mr. Gu, I spoke a bit without taboo today. Thinking about it now, I regret it very much. If I have brought inconvenience to Mr. Gu, please tell me directly."

"Wenqing, what you said about the Eight-Legged Essay today was all words of a veteran statesman planning for the country. What the court lacks now is precisely people like you who can see the problems and are steady and reliable. Everyone's mind is full of partisan strife, acting for quick success and instant benefits. I originally didn't think that much either, but after listening to Wenqing's explanation, the more I think about it, the more afraid I am. The court is now riding a tiger and finding it hard to get off; the New Policies must be implemented. What views does Wenqing have on the New Policies?"

"Mr. Gu, Calamities from Heaven can be withstood; calamities brought by oneself are unforgivable. Regarding the New Policies, it's still what I said today: the court is simply digging its own grave. No matter how the New Policies are conducted, it is a struggle for benefits between the court, the gentry, and the provincial officials. Looking at it now, no matter which side gains the advantage, those who suffer will inevitably be the common people. Once the hearts of the people in this world are lost, we just wait for those two people."

Hearing these words, Gu Hongming frowned and didn't make a sound. Chen Ke wasn't polite either and ate heartily. Only when he was half full did he hear Mr. Gu ask, "Wenqing writes books and establishes theories; presumably, you think the New Policy constructed in your book can save the country and the people."

"Yes," Chen Ke answered decisively.

"Wenqing, Jidao said in his letter to me that he wrote a letter to Yuan Weiting, introducing you to see him. As the Minister of Beiyang, Yuan Weiting is also a smart person. I was thinking, could Wenqing write an article about the New Policies? I will personally take you to see Yuan Weiting."

"This is not easy to write. It will take some days to finish."

"It doesn't matter. You come to the school to lecture in the afternoon, and you can write during other times."

"Then after I finish writing, Mr. Gu, you must correct it for me."

"Naturally."

After the meal, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua returned to their residence together.

"Wenqing, you being so straightforward was outside my expectations."

Chen Ke didn't take up this topic; he was concerned about something else. "Xingtai, what reaction do you think the students had to my class?"

"I think the reaction was not bad. What's wrong, Wenqing? Are you planning to develop comrades at the Imperial University of Peking?"

"For the Imperial University of Peking, I am Jiang Taigong fishing—those willing to take the hook. I don't have that much time to spend on them either. On the contrary, the Westernization faction needs to be befriended well. After the Gengzi year, the strength of the Westernization factions was greatly damaged. They are most dissatisfied with the court, so they can be developed."

"What does Wenqing plan to do specifically?"

The two talked as they walked. It was October, and it got dark early. By the time the two returned to their residence, the sky was completely dark. Raising a hand to feel for the lock, he felt nothing. Chen Ke was startled. Could it be that the place he lived in had been burgled? Pushing open the room door, he saw lights on in both the main room and the wing room. Several figures were cast on the paper windows. Hearing the sound, a tall figure stood up first. Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. A moment later, he saw Wu Xingchen walk out of the main hall. Chen Ke closed the courtyard gate and turned back. On the stone steps in front of the main room, besides Wu Xingchen, there were several other people. One of them was actually Pang Zi.

Everyone exchanged greetings and went back inside the house. There was a pile of wine and meat on the table in the room, but it hadn't been moved much; it seemed everyone had just started the banquet. Chen Ke didn't expect Wu Xingchen to actually bring Pang Zi to Beijing. While he was guessing Pang Zi's intention, he saw Pang Zi stand up and pour wine for Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua, then held his own cup. "Two Mr. Chens, I didn't entertain you well in Xingtai. This cup of wine is to apologize to you two."

Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua hurriedly stood up holding their wine. Everyone clinked glasses and drank it all in one gulp. Only then did they sit down.

"Wenqing, you and Brother Pang are both straight-tempered. Especially you—your words are just unpleasant to hear. Brother Pang talked about your affairs, and I feel everyone shouldn't have parted on such bad terms. Brother Pang also feels quite regretful. Look, he made a special trip to Beijing to apologize to you."

Hearing these words, Chen Ke quickly stood up and poured wine for Pang Zi and the others. He raised his wine cup. "I speak just like this. For where I offended Brother Pang, I must ask Brother Pang to forgive me."

Everyone also stood up, said a few polite words, and then everyone drained their wine.

After sitting down again, Pang Zi said, "Mr. Chen, regarding that matter you mentioned last time—after you left, I thought about it many times. And Brother Wu also talked to me specifically. Brother Wu reasoned a lot, and I think it's very correct, but there are still many places I don't quite understand. Coming to the capital this time, I came specifically to ask Mr. Chen for advice."

"Brother Pang, I don't understand your situation. I wonder if Brother Pang can tell me about your situation first. If I don't even know the basic situation, what I say will definitely be incorrect."

Hearing these words, Pang Zi's eyes flashed, and a vigilant look was very obvious. "Regarding me, I wonder what exactly Mr. Chen wants to know?"

Chen Ke didn't care about Pang Zi's expression at all. He said calmly, "Brother Wu hasn't said how you two met. This has to be talked about first, right?"
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Chapter 26 Lecture (2)

Chen Ke didn't feel he was particularly good at revolutionary agitation. Speaking itself was a skill, an ability. The principle was simple; Chen Ke had tried it before, but the results were barely satisfactory. He didn't know if this was something that required innate talent, but the practical result was that Chen Ke believed nothing beat actual action. The purpose of speaking was for practice; one couldn't build a new world just with a mouth. This was also why Chen Ke hadn't tried his hardest to persuade this *Jianghu* hero when he first met Pang Zi.

That Pang Zi was willing to bow his head and come to Beijing really exceeded Chen Ke's expectations. It seemed Wu Xingchen had put in a lot of effort. Chen Ke didn't think he could make Pang Zi completely step onto the path of revolution. Rebelling in Hebei meant directly facing the pressure of the Beiyang Army. Even if Chen Ke personally stayed in Hebei, he wouldn't be arrogant enough to believe he could defeat the Beiyang Army at this stage. But Chen Ke was also unwilling to just fool and abandon Pang Zi and the other *Jianghu* heroes who came with him. Holding this attitude, Chen Ke and Pang Zi discussed the matters of rebellion.

Pang Zi had already started introducing how he met Wu Xingchen, and Wu Xingchen provided a lot of information on the side. From the Boxer Rebellion in the *Gengzi* year (1900), to the bloody battles in Beijing, and then to the rebellion in Shandong. Chen Ke wasn't particularly interested in these details. Rebellions in these times were all pretty much the same; history books might record them in even more detail. At first, Chen Ke asked some questions, but later on, he didn't say a word, his expression cold and his brows slightly furrowed. His mind was completely focused on considering the reasons for the failure of the uprisings.

However, Chen Tianhua, sitting beside Chen Ke, was quite moved. The rebellions in the south were all small-scale; many didn't even have time to launch before they were suppressed. In Pang Zi and Wu Xingchen's narration, Zhao Sanduo and Jing Tingbin's uprising involved the rebel army resisting the Qing troops and attacking churches. They formed a massive rebel army of 160,000 people spanning twenty-four counties in Zhili, Shandong, and Henan provinces. Yuan Shikai, the Governor-General of Zhili, immediately sent Duan Qirui, Feng Guozhang, and others to lead Qing troops to Jizhou and Guangzong to suppress the rebel army on a large scale, and he personally supervised the battle. Moreover, more than 6,000 troops from the German, French, and Japanese invasion forces "assisted in the suppression." Making such a huge commotion in Shandong and Hebei. This greatly exceeded Chen Tianhua's imagination. Wu Xingchen usually looked quite cold, even a bit strange, and Chen Tianhua had never really liked him. Now, that thought had long flown to the nine heavens. Wu Xingchen had actually had such passionate and intense experiences. As Pang Zi and Wu Xingchen took turns speaking, Chen Tianhua's gaze kept switching between their faces.

This time, it wasn't just Pang Zi and Wu Xingchen who came; a total of six people arrived. The other four were also old brothers who had followed Zhao Sanduo in the rebellion. At first, they weren't very willing to talk, but after listening to Pang Zi for a while, everyone couldn't help but chime in one after another.

On Wu Xingchen's round, chubby face, typical of a tall man, there was an indescribable bitterness. Besides supplementing Pang Zi's introduction, he was also observing Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua. Wu Xingchen had an indescribable feeling about Chen Ke. Their initial acquaintance wasn't very pleasant, and their later cooperation couldn't be called a heart-to-heart. Chen Ke gave Wu Xingchen the impression of a cold fellow. Although Chen Ke habitually wore a smile and was definitely not a bad person, his enthusiasm for inciting revolution made Wu Xingchen feel an extreme danger. Wu Xingchen could be considered someone who had crawled out of a pile of dead bodies. In Beijing, in Shandong, if Wu Xingchen hadn't been vigilant enough and decisive enough to run away as soon as he sensed something was wrong, his head would probably be hanging somewhere unknown by now.

Running around these years, after failure after failure, Wu Xingchen had once thought he was mentally and physically exhausted and didn't want to rebel anymore. Hiding in Shanghai and muddling along until death might be a nice thing. But whenever he recalled his friends and teachers dying one by one, the hatred for the Manchu Qing and the foreigners in Wu Xingchen's chest would boil over with double the intensity. Learning that the People's Party wanted to rise up and rebel was the reason Wu Xingchen decided to join. And learning that these old brothers of Pang Zi were preparing to "make a scene," Wu Xingchen dragged Chen Ke over. Even knowing that Chen Ke and Pang Zi didn't get along well, Wu Xingchen still tried every means to persuade these brothers, hoping Chen Ke could have a good discussion with Pang Zi and the others about the rebellion. Unlike what appeared on the surface, Wu Xingchen was actually quite convinced by Chen Ke.

Unknowingly, Pang Zi had choked up as he reached the end. "In May, I was in Hebei, Big Brother Wu was in Shandong. Both groups were defeated badly. Uncle Zhao Sanduo went on a hunger strike and starved to death in the prison of Nangong County, and Uncle Jing Tingbin was executed by *lingchi*." Having just finished speaking, Pang Zi burst into loud crying. With this cry, the other four Shandong heroes looked grief-stricken, tears streaming down their faces. Chen Tianhua also had tears in his eyes, his shoulders twitching, choked up and unable to speak. Amidst this sorrow, both Chen Ke and Wu Xingchen remained silent. Wu Xingchen gritted his teeth, his eyes closed tight, a look of pain on his face. Chen Ke clenched his fists tightly, his lips pressed together until they turned white; his face was iron-blue, and it seemed as if two balls of cold fire were burning in his eyes.

It took a good while before Chen Tianhua could speak. Wiping his tears, he said, "Magnificent! Kill the Qing demons! Kill the foreign religion! These two old men are truly great heroes! I was in the south at the time and actually didn't know of such heroic deeds! Alas! I only hate that I couldn't follow all the brothers to kill the enemy back then!"

Pang Zi took a long time to barely calm his emotions. His eyes were red, and his sockets were full of tears. "Mr. Chen, last time you told me two paths: one to make a big scene, one to make a small scene. You also made it clear that making a small scene means death. I cursed you then. But after you left, every time I thought about rebelling, I couldn't help but think of your words."

History books didn't record much about this uprising, so naturally, Chen Ke didn't know Pang Zi had such experiences. Hearing Pang Zi mention the last incident, Chen Ke quickly said, "Brother Pang, my words were too harsh."

"No, Mr. Chen's words were correct. I thought it over repeatedly. If I make a small scene, I will definitely end up like the two uncles, unable to win. So Big Brother Wu persuaded me to come to Beijing, and I came to hear what advice Mr. Chen actually has."

Chen Ke lowered his head. How exactly should he explain revolution to Pang Zi? This really stumped Chen Ke. Looking at Pang Zi and the others' intention, they didn't plan to make a small scene this time either. In fact, historically, not long after, the Bai Lang Uprising in 1912 was no less in scale and momentum than the Jing Tingbin Uprising, but it was still suppressed in 1914. It was still the Beiyang Army that suppressed the uprising. History had long proven that without the Party's leadership and complete organization, rebellions by northern heroes would all fail.

"Brother Pang, I definitely want to help you rebel. Brother Wu said we are the Revolutionary Party. Since we are the Revolutionary Party, planning a rebellion is also our duty," Chen Ke looked up and said.

"Then how should we rebel?" Pang Zi asked quickly upon hearing Chen Ke say this.

"Why does Brother Pang want to rebel?" Chen Ke asked very seriously. This was a big question. If one didn't find the true reason for revolution and only acted out of momentary righteous indignation, no matter what kind of hero you were, you wouldn't be able to persist in the face of organized suppression. This had been proven countless times in Chinese history.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke guessed, Pang Zi said with resonant power, "Destroy the Qing, destroy the foreigners!"

"Why destroy the Qing and destroy the foreigners?" Chen Ke pressed on.

"The Manchu Qing and the foreigners ravage the common people. Those foreign religions do bad things everywhere, and the Manchu Qing helps those foreigners do bad things together."

"Why does the Manchu Qing want to help them?"

"This..." Pang Zi couldn't continue. He frowned and thought for a moment but felt he couldn't explain this problem. Raising his head to look at Chen Ke, Pang Zi's gaze turned to Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen was just about to speak when he saw Chen Ke gently shake his head at him. Wu Xingchen held back the words at his lips.

Unlike the coldness seen on the surface, for Wu Xingchen, the guidance of Chen Ke's Party class was not as insignificant as it appeared. In fact, Wu Xingchen himself was very interested in these courses. Having experienced great disasters, whether Wu Xingchen was willing or not, he had to face those memories. To think about why they suffered such tragic failures before. And Chen Ke's Party lectures undoubtedly pointed out a way to think about problems. If one had to compare, among the Party members who could understand the content of Chen Ke's lectures, Wu Xingchen could definitely rank in the top two. The reason Wu Xingchen didn't show his admiration was merely that long-term failure made Wu Xingchen more cautious.

Without Wu Xingchen's clear prompt, Pang Zi also felt he couldn't state a clear reason. He finally gave up and said, "Big Brother Wu, I can't remember clearly the words you used to persuade us a few days ago. You say them again."

Waiting for a moment, seeing Wu Xingchen not making a sound, Pang Zi felt very dissatisfied. He looked at Chen Ke, "Mr. Chen, you scholars are just so indecisive. If you want to help me, then speak plainly. What's with all this hiding and tucking away."

"After I explain it to you, you won't take it to heart. If you don't figure it out, my talking will be in vain," Chen Ke replied.

Pang Zi hated Chen Ke's attitude the most. His nature was originally impatient, and today, talking about sad things, his emotions were even more unstable. "If you're not willing to say it, don't keep us in suspense here." After speaking, Pang Zi sprang to his feet and glared at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke calmly looked at the emotional Pang Zi and slowly said, "Brother Pang, if you ask me, that 'Destroy the Qing, Destroy the Foreigners' you talk about is all learned from Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing. You say what they said. Your true heart just wants revenge. Am I wrong?"

Hearing Chen Ke speak his mind, Pang Zi stood there stunned. He heard Chen Ke continue, "Now if I could let you kill Yuan Shikai, kill the magistrate of Nangong, even if it cost you your life, you would be willing to do it."

Upon hearing this, Pang Zi immediately became excited. He asked urgently, "Does Mr. Chen have a way to kill these two people?"

"Brother Pang, this is where you are inferior to Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing," Chen Ke said calmly. "At any rate, the two of them went to attack churches and kill those missionaries and those bastards who believed in foreign religions for the sake of everyone. You are just for your own revenge. That's why there were tens of thousands of brothers following the two uncles. Even if you borrowed the two uncles' slogans, what you are doing is not the two uncles' business. If you just want to avenge yourself, you won't be able to raise any troops in Nangong County."

These words deeply poked Pang Zi's sore spot. He immediately flew into a rage out of humiliation. Pang Zi's left index finger pointed straight at Chen Ke's nose, his face flushed red with anger. "Motherfucker!" Pang Zi cursed aloud.

***

Early morning, the light grew brighter and brighter. Chen Ke blew out the candle and stretched a big lazy stretch. While shaking his wrist, he looked at the stack of manuscripts he had written. With Pang Zi making such a scene last night, Chen Ke didn't think much of it. Wu Xingchen stood up at the time and scolded Pang Zi. Chen Ke didn't hold a grudge; he persuaded Wu Xingchen to stop. He announced that every morning, he would give everyone a lecture. Although Pang Zi was unconvinced, since he had come, he couldn't just storm out directly. Moreover, everyone was tired from rushing from Xingtai to Beijing. Chen Ke let everyone rest individually. Pang Zi also took the opportunity to step down and left the main room in a huff.

Naturally, Chen Ke couldn't just lie down. He started staying up late to write manuscripts. This piece was about rural revolution. Chen Ke didn't know much about rural contradictions in the late Qing Dynasty, but the basic contradictions couldn't have changed much. Moreover, since Pang Zi and these people were preparing to rebel, they wouldn't become running dogs of landlords, so Chen Ke was finally able to express his feelings directly and write out the land revolution program to his heart's content.

*Hope these things can really play a big role,* Chen Ke said in his heart.

The weather was now quite cool. When Chen Ke wrote the book at night, he put on several layers of clothes. Writing until now, he only felt uncomfortable all over. He entered the bedroom, took off those clothes, and prepared to take a bath. Turning his head to look at Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua still sound asleep on the bed, Chen Ke made a decision in his heart to let Chen Tianhua go to the Hebei countryside to conduct a social investigation. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. Although the theoretical guidance of this piece by Chen Ke was not wrong, the specific situation would definitely not be so simple. If they wanted to formulate a reasonable rebellion step, they needed more detailed information.

The theoretical education on rebellion actually wouldn't take too long. Chen Ke was very busy in Beijing, and Chen Tianhua could also play a big role when lecturing. Especially after the lectures ended, Chen Tianhua could play an extremely significant role in the rural work in Hebei. Originally, Chen Ke dragged Chen Tianhua here just to let Chen Tianhua exert his strength in propaganda. Arranging for him to go to the countryside should not be a problem.

Having determined Chen Tianhua's arrangement, Chen Ke's gaze fell on Wu Xingchen. He didn't expect that this Hall Master, who was depressed and unfulfilled in Shanghai, actually had such an experience. Chen Ke really hadn't thought of this. Although he knew Wu Xingchen's experience was definitely not ordinary, being able to participate in a rebellion of tens of thousands of people required insight that was definitely not possessed by ordinary people. Wu Xingchen's enthusiasm for his Party class was far higher than Chen Ke's imagination, and now Chen Ke understood a bit. According to the People's Party's organizational regulations, where there are three Party members, a Party meeting must be held. Let's have a good talk with Wu Xingchen at the Party meeting. There was no need to rush now. Thinking of this, Chen Ke picked up the porcelain basin to take a bath.

The air temperature wasn't high. In comparison, the well water was very warm. Amidst the splashing sound of the shower, Chen Ke suddenly remembered that he still had the honeycomb briquette business to deal with. Before coming to Beijing, he really hadn't expected this operation to be so extensive. He had to carry out several things simultaneously. But there is strength in numbers. Fortunately, these heroes were here. Looking at their labor status would also be a nice test.

The sound of splashing water disturbed the others, and everyone got up one after another. Chen Ke saw Pang Zi walk out first. "Morning, Brother Pang!" Chen Ke greeted. Pang Zi responded with a dark face and went straight to the toilet. An official's courtyard was indeed different; it even had a dedicated toilet built. By the time Pang Zi came out, Chen Ke had finished washing. Looking at Chen Ke's muscular and sturdy body, Pang Zi suddenly asked, "I heard Mr. Chen is also a martial artist?"

"I know a little."

"Can I ask for some advice?"

"Brother Pang, if we stop at the point of contact, I will keep you company anytime. If we must determine a winner and loser, I absolutely disagree," Chen Ke said with a smile.

Pang Zi smiled, "Mr. Chen, you scholars just like to show off your book learning. Don't say words I don't understand. Are you going to compete or not?"

"Let's compete right now."

The sound of showering, added to the voices of the two talking, disturbed everyone. Plus, the sky was already bright, so everyone got up one after another. Learning that the two were going to compete, everyone was very interested. The courtyard was very flat. Pang Zi only wore trousers, his upper body bare. Young men, all practitioners, their muscles looked quite good. The crowd stood far away, watching the two intently.

Standing opposite each other, almost simultaneously, the two cupped their hands and bowed. As soon as Chen Ke lowered his arms, Pang Zi had already leaped forward, punching straight at Chen Ke's chest. Chen Ke blocked with his left arm and pushed his right palm towards Pang Zi's ribs. Pang Zi used the force of Chen Ke's block to shift his body and swept low. Both sides were wide open and close, fists and feet coming and going, fighting together.

Although the fists and feet carried strong winds and looked fierce, Chen Tianhua felt that they were just playing around and didn't aim for vital parts. Pang Zi's footwork was light; within seven or eight moves, he had already circled Chen Ke once. Every time this happened, Chen Ke would always sweep his leg back horizontally, preventing Pang Zi from getting close. Pang Zi was forced back like this several times and got into the fighting spirit. He circled Chen Ke for another half circle. Seeing Chen Ke raise his leg to sweep again, Pang Zi retreated a step quickly, letting Chen Ke's leg pass, and then grabbed a step forward, slapping a palm towards Chen Ke's armpit. Seeing that Chen Ke couldn't dodge, unexpectedly, Chen Ke, with one leg on the ground, suddenly grabbed Pang Zi's wrist, pulled and pushed, and actually switched to wrestling. Pang Zi's whole body was almost lifted into the air and thrown to the ground.

"Fuck!" Pang Zi cursed while lying on the ground, then performed a kip-up to jump up. "Brother Chen, that move was good," Pang Zi shouted. As soon as his voice fell, Pang Zi pounced again.

In this exchange, their moves were obviously not as good-looking as before, but Chen Tianhua felt the killing intent was much heavier. Turning to look at Wu Xingchen beside him, Wu Xingchen looked solemn, his brows slightly furrowed, not saying a word. Looking at the others, they all had similar expressions. Turning back to look at the two fighting, he saw them getting closer and closer, fists, palms, and elbows greeting each other's vital parts. The sound of ping-ping-pang-pang collisions was as dense as popping beans. Just listening to this sound, Chen Tianhua felt physical pain. After exchanging another thirty or forty moves, Chen Ke and Pang Zi simultaneously pushed a palm on the other's chest. The two borrowed the momentum to retreat a few steps in succession, only then opening up the distance.

"Brother Chen, you won," Pang Zi laughed happily.

"Winning by one move doesn't count as winning. I'm just all show; I haven't really tempered my muscles and bones. I think your fists are harder, Brother Pang. I can't stand it if I take a punch from you," Chen Ke also laughed.

Pang Zi smiled proudly but didn't reply. The two cupped their hands and bowed again before dispersing.

"Not bad, Brother Pang. Your kung fu has improved much more than a few years ago," Wu Xingchen went up and said.

"You two, what was the explanation?" Chen Tianhua could still see some tricks in the initial fight, but he didn't understand the subsequent close-quarters combat at all. After all, Chen Tianhua was a man and was naturally very keen on martial arts contests. He went up and asked.

"When Mr. Chen hit my vitals, he didn't exert force. We continued to disassemble the following moves. Actually, if we really compared fists and feet, it would be resolved in three punches and two kicks. How could we fight for so long," Pang Zi explained.

This statement was too simple; Chen Tianhua didn't understand. He looked at Chen Ke, who was walking over, with a puzzled gaze. Chen Ke continued to explain, "With Brother Pang's strength, I would have my ribs broken if I took one punch. If we weren't competing but fighting for our lives, I would risk taking a punch from him to give him a punch. If both of us broke our ribs, what's the point of fighting?"

"So that's how it is." Chen Tianhua only then began to understand. But he was still a bit puzzled. "Then what was with that palm you two pushed?"

"We couldn't hold back our fists and feet. If we continued fighting, I would definitely get hurt, so we could only separate like this. If I didn't trust that Brother Pang was merely comparing notes, I wouldn't dare to use my hand to push him like that," Chen Ke continued.

Pang Zi didn't pick up this topic anymore. He laughed and roared, "Happy! Happy! Haven't been this happy in a long time! Brother Chen, I haven't competed with anyone in the past two years. Those little bastards can't beat you, so they play dirty tricks. They don't stop when they should. Damn it, Brother Chen, you, a scholar, actually follow the rules of the *Jianghu* so well. Rare, rare!"

It was a case of "no discord, no concord." After such a contest, Pang Zi was in high spirits and even changed his address, no longer calling Chen Ke "Mr. Chen."

"Comparing kung fu in the past two years, this time with Brother Pang was the happiest. What's wrong with scholars? Scholars play dirty even darker," Chen Ke also laughed.

This was something Pang Zi had cursed before. Hearing Chen Ke's teasing, Pang Zi couldn't help but laugh heartily. Some of the previous unhappiness was finally dissipated a lot.

After breakfast, Chen Ke began to lecture. The content of the morning was the relationship between the Manchu Qing and the foreigners. These brothers who intended to rebel had never heard such a detailed narration. They knew about the foreign invasion, but they didn't expect it to be divided into the First Opium War and the Second Opium War. The results of each war were very different. This history lesson really opened everyone's eyes. But after all, everyone hadn't received a systematic education like Chen Ke. Regarding the complex entanglement of interests between the Manchu Qing and the foreigners, everyone understood much slower.

The lesson continued until noon and wasn't finished. Chen Ke gave the outline to Chen Tianhua and asked him to continue lecturing to everyone in the afternoon. He also wrote a list and asked Chen Tianhua to go shopping before finishing the lecture. After lunch, Chen Ke headed for the Imperial University. There were still classes there in the afternoon.

The gatekeeper and Chen Ke were already familiar faces. Mr. Gu Hongming had instructed the gatekeeper to let Chen Ke enter and leave the school freely. After greeting him, Chen Ke went to the auditorium. Entering the auditorium really gave him a start. Yesterday, there were only fifty or so people in the auditorium, but today the number had suddenly doubled.

"Please don't let anyone ask about history stuff," Chen Ke prayed silently. Checking his watch, it was time. Chen Ke stepped onto the podium under everyone's gaze. "Hello everyone, the content I want to talk about today is the development of productive forces and the changes in production relations."
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Chapter 27 Lecture (3)

The crisis at the end of the Qing Dynasty greatly stimulated Chinese intellectuals, and they made many explorations on the road to saving the nation and ensuring survival. However, Chen Ke himself didn't feel much about the awakening of intellectuals in the late Qing Dynasty. From the perspective of historical materialism, the efforts of these people were indeed the foundation for the later emergence of the Party. However, the direction of their efforts was overwhelmingly wrong.

To save the country, one must know the strategy for saving the country. History has already proven one thing: to save China, industrialization must be realized in China. New China spent 61 years, and in 2010, the total output value of industry and agriculture historically surpassed that of the United States, completing what Chairman Mao said back then: "Catch up with Britain and surpass the United States." The total amount of steel reached more than 600 million tons, which was more than the total output of the second to tenth place countries in the world combined. From 1949 to 1978, New China basically completed the establishment of an industrial system, forcibly building China from an agricultural country into a preliminary industrial country. True, the level of industrialization in China in 1978 was still relatively low, but nothing can be accomplished in one move. China in 1978 was like holding a broadsword of poor quality to contend with an opponent holding sharp weapons. But at any rate, everyone had weapons; compared to the bare-handed state before 1949, it was a world of difference. Compared to building the country, whether it was the Manchu Qing, the Beiyang, or Chiang's regime, they could all go bang their heads on the ground in shame.

And the foundation for realizing industrialization is to build a new order that conforms to industrialization. No matter how those people clamored about how various movements "destroyed Chinese culture," in Chen Ke's view, by 1978, various movements had completely smashed the institutional and ideological obstacles hindering the development of industrialization. After that, the process of China's industrialization no longer had any substantial enemies and developed vigorously just like that.

Historically, Peking University produced many "public intellectuals" before the establishment of New China. In the history Chen Ke knew, this bunch of people didn't play any obvious role in promoting China's industrialization. On the contrary, people who hindered industrial development were everywhere among this bunch. Chen Ke still hoped to save these people as much as possible through lectures. In his vision, if he could live to personally build New China, he didn't have the slightest concept of leniency for liberal arts students. In the era when Chairman Mao fought the rightists, there was no Internet. If there had been an Internet back then, it's possible the people would have hung the rightists on lampposts. Leaving aside other things, the "guide-the-way party" (collaborators) of the 21st century would absolutely not be spared.

Since he held such thoughts, Chen Ke's class was even more straightforward. Facing the students of the Imperial University, Chen Ke talked about the development of productive forces, paying special attention to the development of industrialization. When talking about the organizational model of modern industry versus the current system of the Manchu Qing, and the conflict between the two, Chen Ke didn't shy away but spoke bluntly.

Listening to Chen Ke gushing about the modern industrial structure, the functions of various industrial departments, and how to build and develop these industrial departments, the Imperial University was first silent, then everyone began to whisper, and finally, some people completely stopped listening to the class and simply started arguing.

Chen Ke put down the chalk and looked at the students below without saying a word. The students whispering slowly quieted down, but the few who were arguing became more and more excited. When they realized there was no sound around them, everyone's eyes fell on them. After all, they were students of the Imperial University; they still had this style. Since they had already disturbed the class, they didn't feel embarrassed. One of them simply stood up and spoke, "Mr. Chen, listening to your wonderful narration, developing industry seems easy. Can you give a simple example?"

*Fortunately, they didn't entangle me with historical data.* Chen Ke felt a lot more relieved. *An example?* Chen Ke quickly thought of the honeycomb briquette project. He nodded and described this project to everyone.

The conditions for making honeycomb briquettes in Beijing were quite mature. Beijing had anthracite, there was no lack of a market for honeycomb briquettes, and mechanical equipment wasn't difficult either. And this new product could vigorously promote economic development and drive the development of many peripheral industries. It was a project with a hundred benefits and no harm.

After explaining this project, Chen Ke asked, "This student, what do you think of this project?"

The student who stood up to question Chen Ke was tongue-tied and couldn't speak. Chen Ke explained it very clearly, but after listening, he felt as if something key was missing. But he felt he couldn't grasp this pulse. He wanted to say something but couldn't say it. Plus, with the surrounding gazes falling on him at this time, he felt even more amiss. This brother looked almost thirty years old and wore a queue. Although it was autumn and the auditorium wasn't hot, his forehead became bright as if he was sweating. Chen Ke didn't want to make things difficult for him and waved his hand to let him sit down.

Chen Ke turned around, wrote the few elements he just mentioned on the blackboard, drew a few lines on these elements pointing to the blank space in the center of the elements, and Chen Ke heavily wrote two big characters in the blank space: **Government**.

"This project looks simple, but the departments that need to be contacted are actually not simple. Mines, transportation, steel—these basic industrial departments all need to be contacted. And it also involves municipal construction issues such as urban land use and factory site selection. If it were a mature industrialized government, these would all be simple. If it is the current government, there is the problem of incomplete functions."

Chen Ke scanned the students below again. Compared with the students of Fudan Public School in his memory, everyone's expression was not very friendly. Chen Ke laughed, "I know. Those who can come to study at the Imperial University are all outstanding talents of the time. If everyone finds this project interesting, I welcome people with lofty ideals to cooperate with me to do this project."

The students' reaction wasn't very enthusiastic. Just as he was about to let everyone take a break, the young man who asked questions yesterday stood up. "Mr. Chen, your learning is quite amazing, and I admire it very much. But why do I feel that you are always unwilling to say some things clearly? I wonder what Mr. Chen's view on the government actually is." After speaking, the student stared at Chen Ke with burning eyes, as if he wanted to see the answer on Chen Ke's face.

Hearing these blunt words, Chen Ke smiled. "I actually don't know what you all are thinking. If I have time these days, I will ask everyone for advice. But in my opinion, the purpose of the government should be to develop productive forces. In the process of developing productive forces, we allow everyone to get rich. But, whether it is the Chinese government or foreign governments, the current purpose is to get rich. In order to get rich, they have to develop productive forces. In my opinion, this is putting the cart before the horse. If China wants to surpass Europe and America, it must establish a government with the development of productive forces as the core, a government that enriches the common people rather than enriching officials and the gentry. That's what it's about."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, a buzz of commotion erupted among the students. Chen Ke didn't care about that much. "Now rest for fifteen minutes. Then we will continue the lecture."

"Enrich the common people, not the officials and gentry. Is this possible?" someone said in a mocking tone.

"The principle is not wrong." This voice contained uncertainty.

"Isn't this rebelling?"

"The common people are the foundation of the world. What kind of rebellion is this?" Someone immediately retorted.

"It is ruling the world with the scholar-officials, not ruling the world with the common people."

"One person rules the world; the world does not serve one person."

The students discussed spiritedly. Chen Ke didn't care about that much and walked straight out of the auditorium. The sky was very blue, and the sun felt warm on his face, but the temperature had really dropped a lot. When the wind blew, it was still chilly. *God knows what path these students will choose in the end.* Chen Ke hadn't made a comparison before between the Confucian idea of Great Unity and Marxist Communism. Or rather, where the difference between Socialism and the World of Great Unity lay. This might be a good topic. While he was letting his imagination run wild, the young student who asked the question just now leaned over. "Mr. Chen. You said just now that you want to make that honeycomb briquette. Is it true?"

"Yes. It's true." After speaking, Chen Ke sized up this young man. "May I ask your surname, brother? My surname is Su, Su Wuming."

*Wuming (Comprehending Brightness)? Why not Wukong (Comprehending Emptiness)?*

Seeing Chen Ke's expression, Su Wuming smiled. "My father believes in Buddhism, so he gave me such a name."

"Listening to your accent, Brother Su is from Shaanxi, right?"

"From Xi'an. And Brother Chen?"

"From Zhengzhou, Henan."

"Brother Chen's statement about honeycomb briquettes is quite interesting. I have a few friends. If Mr. Chen is really interested, I can help Mr. Chen contact them."

"That would be best."

"Mr. Chen, listening to the government you described, it seems to have extremely great authority. I wonder what this government should actually look like."

"The government I hope for. The Manchu Qing can't compare. First, there will be no private land under heaven; land will belong to the state. The industrial system will also be under government control, and countless large factories will be state-owned. The examination system will be at least a million times larger than the current imperial examination. All common people, whether willing or not, must go to school and learn knowledge. It will all be included in the imperial examination. Generally speaking, 'Imperial power stops at the county level'—this practice will not exist in the new government. The government can directly manage anyone in the village."

Listening to Chen Ke talking with fervor and assurance, Su Wuming's eyes widened. "This... you're not joking, are you?"

"It can be done, believe me," Chen Ke said. When Chairman Mao was alive, the Party established an unprecedentedly powerful social management system. What Chen Ke mentioned were all realities that had been realized.

"Then this world won't be named Aisin Gioro anymore, right?" Su Wuming asked in a low voice.

Chen Ke looked at Su Wuming and saw no malice, but rather a somewhat excited look. The Imperial University was equivalent to the Imperial College (Guozijian). Students of the Imperial College all had such problems. This fate of the Manchu Qing...

But Chen Ke couldn't express his stance publicly. He asked back, "What do you think?"

Su Wuming just gave a dry laugh but didn't say anything more.

The lecture that followed went both smoothly and not smoothly. The students had extremely many questions. Everyone was very interested in the new government Chen Ke proposed. The students of the Imperial University were not easy to deal with, and their questions were quite tricky. The departmental settings of the new government, function design, and what relationship these designs had with productive forces. Everyone's train of thought was quite clear. It seemed they had done some research on the New Policies.

Chen Ke wasn't afraid of questions; he also knew these questions wouldn't make him lose face. At any rate, he was a transmigrator and was clear about the organization of the new state apparatus. But if he really explained these clearly, everyone would probably know Chen Ke was a revolutionary. Having finally finished the class, Chen Ke hurriedly left the school, this place of trouble. He finally got in the door before dark.

The originally empty courtyard was now piled with a lot of things. When Chen Ke left at noon, he left a list of items that needed to be purchased. Now, big vats, wood blocks, coal lumps, red clay, and tools like ropes were piled up like a small mountain.

Seeing Chen Ke return, Chen Tianhua said, "Wenqing is back. Except for that iron thing you mentioned, everything else has been bought. The blacksmith said the thing you want can only be brought out tomorrow."

"Then let's get to work." Chen Ke changed into coarse cloth clothes, called Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and a few other friends, and got busy.

A hole had already been made at the draft door position under the big vat. Chen Tianhua and the others had already asked the carpenter to split a wooden stake into eight petals according to the drawing Chen Ke drew. The appearance was not an ordinary equal division, but four pieces were large outside and small inside, and four pieces were small outside and large inside. After cutting out the core in the middle of the eight wood blocks, they were reassembled into a circle, a simple thick wooden stick was inserted in the middle, and the outside of the wooden stake was tied with rope.

In the afternoon, Pang Zi was quite puzzled seeing that a piece of wood had to be sawed open with such great trouble. Chen Ke didn't explain either. He first filled the big vat with earth. After filling a layer of earth, he used a wooden mallet to tamp the red clay solid. Everyone was young, and they really worked with the vigor of dragons and tigers. After the soil level was higher than the position of the air vent on the side of the vat, Chen Ke put a few bought iron rods into the vat, adjusted them to a ninety-degree position with the draft door, and then stood that strange wooden stake in the vat, continuing to fill and tamp the earth. After tamping the red clay solid, Chen Ke stood on the earth inside the big vat and struggled to pull out the thick wooden stick in the middle of that pile of strange things tied together. Next, because the eight pieces of wood on the outside were in a geometric shape of small outside and large inside, they could be pulled down easily. After dismantling the wood, the rope on the outside could be easily removed. In the middle of the red clay, an irregular hollow was created.

Then Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua used a wooden strip to grind the hollow round, and used an iron rod to dig in from the hole at the draft door position. By the time the lamps were lit, a rough, simple honeycomb briquette stove was made.

Firewood was burning in the furnace; this was to dry it. Wait until the honeycomb briquettes were made tomorrow, and it could be used.

The crowd filled a newly bought kettle with water and put it on the stove to boil. Standing by the fire, the warm feeling was really nice. At this moment, they heard someone knocking on the door. It was Chen Tianhua who went to open the door. Chen Tianhua had learned Pinyin quite well these days. Only heard him ask in a mouthful of Hunan Mandarin, "Excuse me..." and then there was no sound. Chen Ke felt strange. Just as he turned his head, he heard someone outside ask, "Is Mr. Wenqing in?" It was Steward He's voice.

"I am here," Chen Ke responded.

"Mr. Wenqing, my master invites you over." Steward He's voice was very respectful, quite unusual.

"I'll go right now."

A carriage was parked at the gate of He Ruming's house. Chen Ke didn't see it when he came back just now; it should have just arrived. Following the steward into the living room of the He residence, He Ruming was standing in the living room with his hands behind his back. Seeing Chen Ke, he immediately went up to meet him. "Wenqing is here," He Ruming said with a strange expression.

After Chen Ke greeted He Ruming, his gaze fell on another person in the living room. That was a soldier, long face, wearing a queue, with a faint scar on his left cheekbone, relatively eye-catching. What was even more eye-catching was the blue military uniform this person was wearing, a jacket with four pockets, riding breeches, and a military belt. Except for a bead on the hat like a rank knob that was neither fish nor fowl, it was basically no different from modern military uniforms.

*Could it be that my class this afternoon caused some problems?* This was Chen Ke's first thought. On second thought, the students in the school shouldn't be so bored as to inform on him. *Then what is He Ruming doing finding a military officer to see me?* Turning back to look at He Ruming, he saw a mixture of anger, helplessness, and some anxiety in his expression. Before Chen Ke could ask, He Ruming said, "Wenqing, do you have some of that new medicine with you?"

"A little bit." Chen Ke brought enough medicine for a hundred people, but he dared not say it too fully.

"How many people can it cure?"

"I wonder how many people Lord He wants to treat?"

"Medicine to cure ten people first, do you have it?"

"Yes."

"That's great." He Ruming obviously breathed a sigh of relief. "I want to ask Wenqing to treat a few people."

"Lord He, my medicine is very toxic. When I was in Shanghai, treating people required signing a written pledge first. If a life is lost, I cannot be responsible."

"I have read the newspaper about this and know a little. Wenqing, rest assured, a written pledge will also be signed here. But treating the illness is important. I still hope Wenqing will take action."

Chen Ke glanced at He Ruming. It shouldn't be this old handsome man who caught the disease. If someone in his family caught the disease, why would there be a military officer in the living room?

"I wonder where we are going to see the patients?"

"Let me introduce you. This is the New Army Military Assistant Second Class, Commander Pu."

The official system names of the Beiyang were quite long, and Chen Ke didn't understand them. But that soldier, hearing He Ruming's introduction, stood at attention with neat military bearing, clicked the heels of his leather shoes, and saluted Chen Ke. "I am Pu Guanshui."

Chen Ke hurriedly went up to shake hands with Officer Pu. "I am Chen Ke."

"Mr. Chen, I have a few patients here. I would like to ask Mr. Chen to take a look." Pu Guanshui spoke very politely. He probably knew what disease it was, so there was quite a bit of shame in his expression.

"No problem, no problem. I'll go get the medicine now."

Going back to get the medicine, Chen Ke told everyone that he was going out. He estimated he would come back very late, or simply not come back. He asked everyone to rest as early as possible. However, Chen Ke didn't dare let everyone see him off. Listening to the history Wu Xingchen and Pang Zi recounted yesterday, this room full of people and the Beiyang Army were mortal enemies. If they saw Chen Ke mixing with a Beiyang officer, heaven knows what would happen.

Taking the medicine back to the He residence, He Ruming and Pu Guanshui were already waiting in the courtyard. Led by Pu Guanshui, Chen Ke got into the carriage. The coachman urged the horses, and amidst the rumbling sound of wheels, the carriage disappeared into the dark night in He Ruming's line of sight.
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The curtains of the carriage were drawn, as if they didn't really want Chen Ke to see the destination. Chen Ke estimated they shouldn't be that bored, but he didn't want to look for trouble either. There was no light in the carriage, and not much light outside; the two were silent in the darkness.

"Brother Pu, how many people are we going to treat?" Chen Ke cared more about this. According to the history books he had read, many people in Beijing were infected back then. Especially the officers. Chen Ke previously didn't understand Wu Xingchen's sales strategy. He thought that since Wu Xingchen was a northerner, he would definitely sell a large amount to the north. As a result, Wu Xingchen only sold in Shanghai and the south, never selling medicine to the north. Those who could afford medicine were all rich people; it seemed Wu Xingchen didn't want to save them at all.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, Pu Guanshui replied, "Treat ten people first." Listening to his meaning, there would be plenty to do later. It seemed he had to let Shanghai ship another batch of medicine over. Perhaps feeling that this errand was quite shameful, after answering this question, Pu Guanshui didn't say a word. He didn't respond much to Chen Ke's tentative attempts at conversation either. After saying a few sentences, Chen Ke simply stopped making a sound. The carriage kept moving, and it wasn't convenient to open the curtains. In the darkness, feeling really bored, Chen Ke simply hummed a song softly.

The first song was "Two Tigers." Facing this Beiyang officer, Chen Ke couldn't help but think of this song. "Two tigers, two tigers, run fast, run fast. One has no ears, one has no tail, how strange." Just as he finished singing, he heard Pu Guanshui opposite him burst into laughter.

"What's wrong, Brother Pu? If you find me annoying, I won't sing."

"Nothing, Mr. Chen. I think the lyrics are quite interesting. Please continue. Sitting in the carriage so drily, singing a song isn't bad."

"I'm not a busker," Chen Ke laughed. "If Brother Pu finds singing interesting, Brother Pu, sing a Beiyang military song for me to hear. How about this: you sing one, and I'll sing one. Very fair, right?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui sighed with great disappointment.

"What's wrong?" Chen Ke felt very strange. If he didn't want to sing, there was no need to be like this.

"Mr. Chen, seeing that you are a foreign student, I wonder if Mr. Chen has any understanding of foreign military songs?"

"Not too much understanding."

"Alas..." Pu Guanshui sighed again, seemingly a bit disappointed.

"Brother Pu, at any rate, you are a soldier. Sighing like this is not very soldierly."

Perhaps hearing Chen Ke chattering like this, Pu Guanshui also felt he couldn't cope. He said somewhat self-abandoningly, "I took on an errand to get some parade music. Letting me go into battle to kill enemies is no problem, but letting me write music, isn't this a joke?"

"The superiors asked Brother Pu to compose this piece, naturally because Brother Pu has talent in this area. Brother Pu just needs to do it well."

"It's not like that. No one above wanted to take this hot potato, so they just pushed it down randomly."

"Since that's the case, Brother Pu can just reply in a few days that you can't do it. Or simply get a piece of music to fool them. No need to be so troubled."

"I think so too, but even to fool them casually, you have to have a tune. Parade music isn't just military music; using other tunes to cope would be like a donkey's lips not matching a horse's mouth."

"Hmm... then Brother Pu, listen to how this piece sounds."

Chen Ke used his voice to imitate the military bugle and other instruments of the prelude. It sounded quite comical, and Pu Guanshui immediately laughed out loud. But later on, the domineering tune of the "Hell March" of the Soviet faction in *Red Alert 3* quickly attracted Pu Guanshui's attention. As soon as Chen Ke finished humming, Pu Guanshui immediately moved from the opposite side to sit beside Chen Ke. "Mr. Chen, is this piece a foreign military song?"

"No, I wrote it myself after listening to foreign military songs."

"Is that really so?" Pu Guanshui was immediately excited. "Then..." Halfway through, Pu Guanshui stopped. He asked with an attitude of disbelief, "Mr. Chen, this piece..."

Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui was worried he was coaxing him. If Pu Guanshui randomly wrote an original piece, he would at most be considered to have written it badly. If this was foreign military music, and it was played at the Beiyang parade and discovered, that would be a major crime. Writing badly was a problem of ability; using foreign military songs to fool them, that was a problem of character and capability. The two had just met, and Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui didn't trust him.

"If Brother Pu doesn't believe it, then I have nothing to defend myself with."

"I didn't mean that," Pu Guanshui hurriedly explained. "Does Mr. Chen have other tunes? Surely you didn't just compose this one."

"What I write are all songs of wind, flowers, snow, and moon. Military songs, there aren't many."

"Any tune will do, sing two."

"Then it's still what I said first. I sing one, and Brother Pu must also sing one."

"If Mr. Chen isn't afraid of being scared to death, I have no problem," Pu Guanshui laughed.

Chen Ke didn't decline either. He first sang a classic military camp song, "Little Poplar."

After singing, Pu Guanshui was silent. It was a long while before he sighed, "I actually didn't know there were such military songs in the world."

"It's Brother Pu's turn." Chen Ke didn't want to blow his own horn.

In the darkness, hearing Pu Guanshui muster the courage to speak several times but giving up, finally, Pu Guanshui said solemnly, "Mr. Chen, compared to your song, our Beiyang military songs can be scrapped. I just want to ask Mr. Chen to sing another one. Just one is fine."

Chen Ke wasn't pretentiously coy. He sang another extremely famous song, "Camel Bell." This Pu Guanshui seemed to really be proficient in music. Chen Ke only sang it once, but he heard Pu Guanshui making sniffing sounds; he actually cried from listening to the song.

"Mr. Chen, did you study music abroad?"

"How is that possible! I studied chemistry, okay?" Chen Ke said categorically.

Pu Guanshui didn't want to entangle in this matter either. "Mr. Chen, I know that tune was composed by you. I have a presumptive request..."

"That parade music, I can help Brother Pu compose it."

"That would be great."

With this tossing about, the relationship between the two naturally became much closer. Contrary to the initial silence, the two started chatting. Pu Guanshui was from Songjiang Prefecture, Zhejiang, but when he was young, his father went to Hebei to be a county magistrate. Pu Guanshui naturally followed to Hebei, so the local Shanghai accent could no longer be heard. When the Manchu Qing sent students to study in German military academies at public expense, his father used connections to stuff Pu Guanshui in as well. After returning to China in 1903, he served in the Beiyang New Army. Foreign students who graduated from such formal foreign military academies were treated as equivalent to *Jinshi* (successful candidates in the highest imperial examination), so Pu Guanshui could become a Military Assistant Second Class at a young age. But after all, he didn't have any special foundation, and rising to a high position suddenly at this age, there were many people who wanted to make things difficult for him. Pu Guanshui's main job was translating foreign military books, which was tantamount to a sinecure. He had no real power, but strange and broken matters would be shoved onto him. For example, this matter of writing military songs.

So there was such a tortuous experience inside. Chen Ke finally understood roughly. But Chen Ke was still a bit puzzled. "Brother Pu, I can understand writing military songs. How come the matter of treating illnesses also found you?"

"It's a long story." It seemed Pu Guanshui was also quite depressed about this. The officers infected this time had quite high backgrounds. God knows how the higher-ups knew about Chen Ke, but anyway, they let Pu Guanshui pick up Chen Ke to treat the illness. As the saying goes, a superior officer can crush a subordinate to death; Pu Guanshui didn't want to go, but when the order came down, he could only obey.

"Fortunately, Brother Chen is also a talent. Although this matter is quite depressing, being able to know Brother Chen can be considered a blessing in disguise."

While talking, the carriage arrived at the destination. This was a barracks outside the city. Pu Guanshui got off and said a few words, then let Chen Ke walk in with him. This was Chen Ke's first time entering a barracks. It was pitch black around, and nothing could be seen. The barracks in the distance were indistinct. The two arrived at a corner of the military camp. After opening the door and entering, a lamp was lit in the room. There were several rows of beds, and sick officers were lying on a few of them. Unexpectedly, several officers gathered around the table in the middle. They all had pustules on their faces, but they gathered together to play Pai Gow and gamble. A pile of silver dollars was placed on the table. The officers were cursing, and one person was throwing dice into the bowl in the middle. It seemed the gambling was at its height.

With such high psychological quality, Chen Ke really admired them. But he immediately thought, *Could this group of people be infected multiple times?* But the tertiary stage wasn't like this; looking at their appearance, it should be the curable primary stage.

Seeing Pu Guanshui come in, the officers lying on the sickbeds all sat up. However, the ones gambling didn't stop. The dice bounced ding-dong in the porcelain bowl. The one throwing the dice looked at the porcelain bowl intently; such concentration.

"All rise," Pu Guanshui shouted.

This time, that person finally reacted. Turning his head to see Pu Guanshui, he hurriedly got up. "So it's Commander Pu. What instructions do you have?"

"This is Mr. Chen, who is here to treat everyone. Now he will treat everyone."

"Tch!" The one throwing dice said nonchalantly, "Watch the points, continue in a while."

*This is the Beiyang New Army known as elite?* Chen Ke thought somewhat incredibly. *But looking at this style, the psychological quality is considered okay.*

Chen Ke had done a lot of treating illnesses. He asked about the condition familiarly and then gave everyone an injection. After observing for a while and seeing that everyone had no adverse reactions, Chen Ke pulled Pu Guanshui and said, "If there is nothing else, I'll go first."

"Is this it?" Pu Guanshui was very surprised.

"Injections are needed every day from now on. But I'm afraid I won't have time to come every time. I'll leave the medicine and the method of injection. Following this method, there will definitely be no problem."

After speaking, Chen Ke asked for paper and pen and wrote down detailed usage methods and precautions. The order Pu Guanshui received was to invite Chen Ke over to treat the illness. Since the treatment was finished, there was no reason to keep Chen Ke.

Sending Chen Ke outside the military camp, Pu Guanshui said, "Mr. Chen, this carriage belongs to Lord He. You can just take it back. I will visit you tomorrow."

"No need, I won't be free tomorrow." Chen Ke immediately refused. If Pu Guanshui entered his residence wearing a Beiyang Army uniform, Pang Zi and the others might directly kill Pu Guanshui. Even if Pang Zi let Pu Guanshui go, how would this hero full of vengeance view Chen Ke?

"But I really want to get the song matter done quickly. Mr. Chen, please definitely help me."

"Is there a piano in the barracks?"

"No."

"Hmm, I wonder if Brother Pu is familiar with Lord He?"

"Today is the first time we met."

"Then you have to find a place with a piano. When I composed that tune, I played it on the piano."

Pu Guanshui pondered for a moment and asked, "Could it be that Lord He's family has a piano?"

Chen Ke didn't expect Pu Guanshui to be so intelligent. He quickly said, "I didn't say that."

"I understand. Brother Chen, how about we meet at Lord He's place tomorrow morning?"

"En, then how about Brother Pu wears civilian clothes to Lord He's place tomorrow? I will go there at nine in the morning. Please be sure to wear civilian clothes."

Although Pu Guanshui didn't understand why Chen Ke made this request, since he had a request for Chen Ke, he agreed.

On the way back in the carriage, Chen Ke turned this matter over and over in his mind several times, but he didn't know what inside story was there. However, after going back, he had to explain to He Ruming no matter what. He owed Chen Ke a favor for this. If he didn't give Chen Ke a reason, it wouldn't be justifiable.

As Chen Ke thought, He Ruming was waiting for him. Seeing Chen Ke come in, He Ruming quickly asked about the experience of treating the illness this time. After listening to Chen Ke answer one by one, He Ruming breathed a sigh of relief.

"To tell Wenqing the truth, one of the sick is a child of an old friend of mine. When I heard this news, I thought of Wenqing. I made Wenqing run such a trip."

"Since I make medicine, saving people is also my duty. Lord He doesn't need to care."

"Wenqing, how should this medicine fee be calculated?"

"Twenty taels per person. But Lord He doesn't need to worry; this is just the beginning. Wait until the people are cured." Chen Ke treated ten people today; he believed He Ruming's family might not necessarily have two hundred taels of silver prepared.

He Ruming didn't really mean to pay immediately. He suddenly asked, "Wenqing, I considered the matter you mentioned last time. I wonder if you have any detailed plans, Wenqing?"

*Loss within the dike, make up outside the dike?* Chen Ke was quite surprised that He Ruming asked about the honeycomb briquette matter. However, since there was an opportunity to promote his project, especially since He Ruming might bring wider connections, Chen Ke wouldn't refuse. He explained the specific implementation method of this project.

Listening to Chen Ke state the plan of the honeycomb briquette project in detail, He Ruming nodded slightly from time to time. Very different from the plans He Ruming had heard in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau before, the core of Chen Ke's narration was the word "profit." Every step must be able to see income, and every penny of investment must stress efficiency. Market analysis, cost control, production efficiency, revenue curves—these nouns that seemingly could be understood but couldn't quite be understood popped out of Chen Ke's mouth from time to time.

He Ruming suddenly had an inexplicable feeling that the young man in front of him and himself were not from the same world at all. It wasn't that He Ruming hadn't seen foreign students; there were many foreign students in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. When they talked about things, they either used vague and general language or held onto a certain technical term and said things over and over that others couldn't understand. Chen Ke's words were popular and clear, the core was explicit, and the expectation for the whole thing was very much in place. Even if He Ruming didn't quite understand the trendy vocabulary, connecting it with the content Chen Ke said, he could roughly guess the meaning. Chen Ke's plan lacked understanding of officialdom habits, but judging from his plan, the feasibility was quite high. After listening to Chen Ke's narration, He Ruming could already sort out a routine for the whole thing in his heart.

After Chen Ke finished speaking, He Ruming had already made up his mind. "Wenqing, I will recommend a few people to help you. I wonder what requirements Wenqing has for these people?"

Chen Ke's plan was already very different, and Chen Ke's standards for people were even more different. Three conditions: First, everything must be done by themselves, including moving bricks and pulling coal, and even transporting coal in the future must be done by themselves. Second, don't raise gentlemen who sit in offices. Third, rich or poor doesn't matter.

He Ruming frowned. "Wenqing, your requirements are a bit excessive."

"Lord He, forgive me for being blunt. The biggest problem with the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau before was overstaffing. On the honeycomb briquette project, I don't want to repeat the same mistakes."

"Then why personally pull the cart to sell coal?" He Ruming was very puzzled about this.

"Who will buy honeycomb briquettes, and where the sales are best, I think I should investigate personally."

He Ruming's face suddenly became kind after listening to Chen Ke's words. "Wenqing, you haven't lived in Beijing, right? You should know, in this aspect, those Bannermen are the clearest."

The rules of the Clan Court for Bannermen: not allowed to do business, not allowed to be petty officials, only allowed to be soldiers. If they didn't become soldiers, relying solely on that little money from the Clan Court, many poor Bannermen would starve to death. But rules were rules; Bannermen had no livelihood. So, with policies from above and countermeasures from below, the Clan Court didn't care about Bannermen in the capital pulling carts to make a living. From the Prince's Mansion down to the common people, everyone was very familiar with those poor Bannermen engaged in the rickshaw industry. He Ruming suggested that Chen Ke hire some Bannermen, which would be more efficient.

Chen Ke recalled Master Chang Fourth in Lao She's play *Teahouse*, who also made a living by pulling a cart. He quickly thanked He Ruming for his suggestion. But Chen Ke still believed he must straighten out the sales channels personally; it wasn't appropriate to blindly hand it over to others. The two sides agreed to start doing this now.

After reaching an agreement, Chen Ke returned to his place. After knocking on the door, Chen Ke went straight back to sleep. This was also two days and one night without sleep. There were still many things to do tomorrow.

Chen Ke was pushed awake. Chen Tianhua was shaking Chen Ke's shoulder.

"What's wrong, Xingtai?"

"Someone is looking for you."

The person who came was He Ruming's steward again. Chen Ke checked his watch; it was only eight o'clock. Heaven knows why He Ruming was so anxious. After washing his face, Chen Ke rushed to the He residence opposite. After entering the living room, he saw Pu Guanshui wearing civilian clothes also in the living room. He Ruming's face was gloomy. "Wenqing, didn't you say that only five or six out of a hundred people couldn't stand your medicine? How come just after using your medicine, the person is dying?"

This question was very illogical; Chen Ke actually didn't know how to answer. Sizing up the somewhat agitated He Ruming, Chen Ke could only remain silent.

"Wenqing, speak up." He Ruming stared at Chen Ke, almost roaring.

"Was it done according to the usage details I wrote?" Chen Ke asked.

He Ruming was holding that piece of paper in his hand. He slapped the paper on the table with a *pa*. "It was used exactly as you wrote."

"Was the dosage correct?" Chen Ke asked while picking up the instructions. After looking carefully, Chen Ke found that this was a recopied sheet. "Since that medicine is a tiger and wolf medicine (potent drug), the dosage must absolutely not be wrong." Speaking of this, Chen Ke finally understood why he felt something was wrong. He had been worried that the dosage of the medicine would be mixed wrong in the army.

"It was exactly according to what was written on this list," He Ruming replied. Why it was He Ruming answering and not Pu Guanshui answering, Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.
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He Ruming stared at Chen Ke; he had an indescribable displeasure towards this short-haired foreign student. *How did I get mixed up with him?* He Ruming had such doubts. But it had to be said that although He Ruming appeared angry on the surface, he was actually quite guilty at heart.

Although He Ruming belonged to the "Empress Party," he was also part of the Westernization Movement. The Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau could be considered the former Beiyang faction of Li Hongzhang. Yuan Shikai's Xiaozhan New Army was considered the later Beiyang faction. The personnel exchange between the two factions wasn't small. So after He Ruming entered the capital, he also deliberately contacted the officers of the New Army in the capital. Upon learning that someone was infected, he naturally thought of Chen Ke. There were quite a few people infected these days, not just those officers, but also a young man who was quite important to He Ruming. This young man's father, Lian Bicheng, was one of the key supports for He Ruming's entry into the capital this time. The two families had already settled on a marriage, and the betrothal gifts were about to be presented.

Learning that this young man, who was basically considered his son-in-law, had contracted this disease, He Ruming was furious. But anger was one thing; saving him was another. He Ruming knew Chen Ke's medicine was toxic, so he kept an extra eye out and first asked Chen Ke to treat other officers. If there were no problems, he would then treat the young master of the Lian family. Curing a disease was a good thing, but if curing a disease turned into taking a life, He Ruming couldn't bear the responsibility.

The Lian family was also well aware of He Ruming's thoughts. They sent people to watch Chen Ke's treatment process the whole time. After Chen Ke left, their family doctor also stayed there to observe. The efficacy of the medicine was obvious; after one night, the officers' bodies had improved significantly. The Lian family's son had already been taken back home, and they didn't inject the drug into their son until the morning.

He Ruming didn't want Chen Ke to intervene in this matter. After all, the Lian family were people of status. Chen Ke might not necessarily fail to hear rumors in the future, but this broken disease was really a shameful thing; the fewer people who knew, the better. Moreover, the Lian family was also worried about problems, so they deliberately reduced the dosage the first time. However, shortly after the injection, problems arose.

Only then did He Ruming call Chen Ke over. Originally, he also wanted to ask calmly. But after all, he was distracted. If the young master of the Lian family really had problems... As soon as He Ruming thought of such a result, he regretted it; he should have let Chen Ke treat him personally at that time. But this self-reflection was quickly replaced by a nameless fire. *What kind of potent medicine (tiger and wolf medicine) is this Chen Ke making! Ten officers were fine, so why did something happen when it was the Lian family's turn?* He Ruming thought indignantly, *Where is Chen Ke's medical ethics? Is this the "parental heart of a healer"?*

However, this emotion wasn't as intense as Chen Ke saw. Seeing Chen Ke enter the living room, He Ruming truly exploded. Chen Ke's appearance was actually quite tough—tall, square face. But Chen Ke's eyes completely inherited from his mother; they were a pair of large, sparkling eyes. The eyelashes were so long that a matchstick wouldn't fall off them. The beautifully shaped double eyelids even had a slight upward slant. When these eyes looked at He Ruming as calm as water, He Ruming only felt that Chen Ke's gaze had an indescribable innocence and purity, which made his nameless fire burn with double the intensity.

*Why does Chen Ke look at me with such a gaze? Falling into such a dangerous juncture, didn't I trust Chen Ke?* With Yan Fu's recommendation, plus the steadiness and calmness Chen Ke showed when persuading the promotion of the honeycomb briquette project, He Ruming gradually had confidence in Chen Ke. And at this critical moment, Chen Ke pushed He Ruming off a cliff. *This quack didn't ask for medicine money at the time; at that time, I even thought Chen Ke was righteous enough. Now it seems this quack deliberately left himself a way out to evade responsibility.* However, if a life was lost over there, He Ruming would not let Chen Ke off no matter what.

Chen Ke naturally didn't know why He Ruming's anger was so intense. There was no time to explain at this moment. He picked up the copy He Ruming slapped on the table and read through it. He suddenly discovered a very subtle error. This might be his own error; he wrote "needs to be injected slowly and carefully, observing the patient's reaction at any time" for the injection, but didn't specify how slow the speed should be. But on this paper, the word "slowly" was missing, leaving only the four words "inject carefully."

Chen Ke asked, "Lord He, where is the original manuscript?"

He Ruming angrily took out the original manuscript. After comparing them, Chen Ke asked, "Why are the words 'slowly' missing?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Ruming leaned over and looked carefully; sure enough, those two words were missing. But He Ruming didn't think this mattered; instead, he thought Chen Ke was shirking responsibility, and his anger grew even more. Before he could flare up, Chen Ke stopped He Ruming. "Lord He, the important thing now is to save the person. How much medicine did you inject into the patient?"

"Fearing your medicine was poisonous, we only used half the dosage," He Ruming said indignantly.

"Then it's much simpler. Quickly inject a large amount of physiological saline into the patient. According to what you said, the injected dosage was very small, so it shouldn't cause a loss of life."

"How large an amount?" He Ruming pressed. Just because of a tiny mistake, such a big thing happened. He Ruming didn't dare not to clarify Chen Ke's words anymore.

"Inject 300 milliliters first," Chen Ke said, then detailed the injection site. Seeing He Ruming's dissatisfied look, Chen Ke asked for pen and paper and wrote down what he had just said.

Things having reached this point, He Ruming wasn't someone who didn't know the severity. This time, he watched with his own eyes as Chen Ke wrote the solution, read it once himself, and felt there was no problem. Only then did he let the steward take it to the patient's home.

The two sat waiting without saying a word. Pu Guanshui knew it wasn't his time to speak, so he simply accompanied the two in silence. After more than half an hour, the steward ran back with joy on his face. As soon as he entered the living room, the steward said, "My Lord, just as written on the prescription, he has stabilized."

The people in the room all breathed a sigh of relief. He Ruming asked the steward to copy Chen Ke's treatment essentials carefully, ensuring not a single word was wrong. Only then did he turn his head. Looking at Chen Ke's gaze, which looked quite innocent, He Ruming didn't know what to say. Apologizing to Chen Ke now would make him lose face, so he sat there awkwardly instead.

Pu Guanshui was from an official family after all and had the ability to observe words and expressions. Seeing such a situation, he said, "Lord He, do you know about the Beiyang Army's Autumn Maneuvers?"

He Ruming knew that 20,000 Beiyang troops were currently conducting autumn drills in Hejian. Hearing Pu Guanshui mention it, he nodded. "I know of this matter."

"This Mr. Chen wants to write a parade march for the Beiyang Army Autumn Maneuvers, but he needs a piano to play it. We can't find one temporarily," Pu Guanshui said very politely.

*This damn Chen Wenqing! He really knows how to cause trouble for people.* He Ruming cursed in his heart. But on second thought, if what Pu Guanshui said was true, and this Autumn Maneuvers tune could really be composed using his family's piano, as long as he could operate it cleverly, it wouldn't be a bad thing for him. If someone could put in a good word for him, maybe his name could be heard by Yuan Shikai.

"My family happens to have a piano. If Commander Pu doesn't mind, you can use it," He Ruming followed Pu Guanshui's words.

"That would be very grateful. Can we use it now?"

"The piano is in the women's quarters. Please wait a moment; I will have the servants move the piano out."

The steward took two domestic servants to the backyard. It took a lot of effort to move the piano to the backyard. "Brother Wenqing, how about we go help too?" Pu Guanshui was quite anxious now, wishing he could start immediately.

Chen Ke was quite surprised by this. He personally never opposed labor, but Pu Guanshui actively asking to do manual labor made Chen Ke look at him with new eyes. He nodded.

Seeing Chen Ke agree, Pu Guanshui said to He Ruming, "Lord He, we will go help too."

"I dare not accept that. Just let the servants do it."

"At a time like this, who cares about that much." Pu Guanshui was burning with anxiety.

Seeing Pu Guanshui so anxious, He Ruming didn't stop him anymore. With the addition of two fresh forces, the piano was quickly moved into the living room. Chen Ke opened the piano lid, but saw a book under the lid. It was the last book of his own set. *Could it be that the young lady of that family also reads my books?* Chen Ke was a bit puzzled. But he couldn't think that much at this moment. Chen Ke's fingers slid across the keyboard; the piano's tuning was passable. He casually played a tune, which was the opening theme from *Steins;Gate*.

This was a rather cold and clear music; Chen Ke liked that distant style. The beautiful melody echoed in the living room, really giving a feeling of crossing time and space. The piano was bought when He Ruming's father was alive. He Ruming often listened to his sister and daughter play the piano. To him, the sound of the piano was just so-so. But watching Chen Ke's fingers jumping on the long black and white keys in a very strange way, and this way devoid of aesthetic feeling could make the piano emit such beautiful sounds, really made He Ruming feel quite surprised.

After listening, He Ruming certainly looked at Chen Ke with new eyes, but he was also a bit puzzled. *Can such a cold and deserted tune serve as a parade march?* He didn't believe it.

Chen Ke felt his touch had returned. After returning to this era, his body had a leap-forward enhancement. Piano playing required high finger speed, strength, and ability to control force from the player. Although his body's enhancement didn't go as far as being invulnerable, the change in this aspect was very significant. He casually played Chopin's "Revolutionary Etude" again. Chen Ke used to have to prepare for a long time to play this piece, but now he really played it effortlessly. The impassioned and generous tune made Chen Ke feel his blood boiling. Music had such magic; no communication was needed. Even if Chen Ke didn't know exactly what Chopin's mood was when he heard that an uprising had occurred in Poland and was then suppressed, the abundant emotion in this piece could still make Chen Ke feel incomparably high-spirited.

Just as Chen Ke was immersed in the joy of music, in the backyard, He Qian and He Ying sat at the door of the boudoir, quietly listening to the music coming from the living room. When Chen Ke finished playing a piece, He Qian just shook her head gently. He Ying turned back and picked up her embroidery. However, she didn't continue her embroidery; the purpose of picking it up was just for fear that her mother would be angry if she came in and saw her not doing needlework.

The door to the backyard opened, and two little boys walked into the courtyard stealthily, looking around and gazing towards the living room. Soon, a fierce and majestic piece of music rang out. The two young ladies and the two young masters were startled. These four naturally didn't know that what Chen Ke was playing was today's "main course"—"Hell March." After the first part was played, He Ying asked, "Auntie, this piece sounds quite scary."

He Qian didn't answer. This was the first time she had heard such a piece, and she was equally shocked. She had already asked just now; the one who wanted to use the piano was that Chen Ke whom her brother He Ruming mentioned last time. Listening to Chen Ke play three pieces of music in a row, with completely different styles, that skilled performance made He Qian very much want to go and see how Chen Ke actually played. But in this era, girls couldn't show their faces in public without parental permission. When He Qian followed the Old Master, although she was treated as a boy, there was a limit. Without the Old Master's permission, He Qian couldn't actively meet strangers. Now following her brother He Ruming, He Qian actually couldn't be as free as when she was with her father.

Chen Ke started playing again. This time it became segment by segment, and no one knew what was going on. No matter how good the music was, playing it like this would make people lose interest. Not to mention He Qian actually didn't like this domineering style of music.

Not long after, He Ruming returned to the backyard. First, he shooed his two sons back to the room to study, and then He Ruming returned to his room. It took a good while before He Ruming came out. He Qian knew her sister-in-law wasn't a knowledgeable woman; if there was any advantage, it was that she strictly observed women's morals. Her brother He Ruming actually didn't discuss matters with his sister-in-law much. If there was any big event, he still had to talk to her. Sure enough, He Ruming entered the room and called He Qian to go to the main room together. He Qian noticed that her brother took a special look at He Ying, his expression full of apology.

*What on earth is going on?* He Qian didn't quite understand.

Entering the main room with her brother, He Ruming then recounted what had happened. Hearing that the bastard son of the Lian family had contracted the disease, He Qian frowned tightly, giving birth to an impulse to spit. He Qian finally understood what that look from her eldest brother just now meant. After He Ruming finished rambling, he just sighed. He Qian knew what her brother was worried about. She pondered for a moment and already had an idea. "Brother, the Lian family are people of status after all. Their son caused such a thing, and since Brother introduced this Chen Ke to cure them. I think the Lian family probably won't have the face to mention this marriage anymore."

He Ruming nodded but didn't speak.

Seeing her eldest brother like this, He Qian frowned slightly. She tentatively said, "Brother, are you afraid that if you can't marry into the Lian family, the Lian family will make things difficult for you in the future?"

Having his mind read, He Ruming blushed.

He Qian's brows furrowed even deeper. "Brother, there is always a reason for everything. Our family's daughter, if not a golden branch and jade leaf (princess), is also pampered and spoiled. Why should we let the Lian family ruin her? You love He Ying so much; how come when it comes to your own official position, you are different?"

"I definitely won't let Ying'er marry the Lian family's degenerate son. There is absolutely no discussion on this. It's just..."

He Qian glared at her eldest brother with a look of disappointment, as if hating iron for not becoming steel. He Ying's birth also had some secrets. He Ruming's current wife was not He Ying's biological mother but a second wife. When He Ying was born back then, due to dystocia, only the child was saved between the mother and child. According to the custom in Tianjin, such a child was called "cursed to outlive her parents" (bad luck) and had to be given away to others. But He Ruming refused to give his daughter away; he just quickly married a second wife and didn't let the people in the family mention this matter. He Ying had always thought her stepmother was her biological mother.

Not being her biological daughter, this stepmother naturally wouldn't be too close to He Ying. As a result, He Qian, as the aunt, had a very good relationship with her niece who was two years younger than her. He Qian heard Old Master He occasionally complain in private that whether in learning, appearance, or dealing with people, Old Master He thought the first daughter-in-law was several streets ahead of this second daughter-in-law. But He Ruming brought a child considered "cursed" and still married a second wife; a good family naturally was hopeless.

As a woman, He Qian appreciated her brother's action very much. She didn't expect that He Ruming, who had paid such a high price for his daughter, would actually have such an attitude of worrying about personal gains and losses when encountering matters of official position. He Qian knew her brother had it hard. After the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau collapsed, He Ruming's official career was once completely cut off. Finding a job again with such difficulty, He Ruming also bribed up and down. Because this lousy matter destroyed his future, he naturally wouldn't be happy.

"Brother, let me say something unpleasant. Don't be angry."

"Speak."

"Look at that Chen Ke in the living room; he is only twenty-five years old. But listening to what you just said, he can find ways and connections anytime and anywhere. Even a fifth-rank official like you has to beg at his door. Why do you think this is?"

He Ruming had never looked at Chen Ke from such an angle. After pondering for a moment, He Ruming said, "He is a foreign student. You also know that foreign students have had it easy these years."

Hearing He Ruming's words, He Qian was quite disappointed. Her brother actually hadn't understood this problem up to now. Her eldest brother wasn't like this before. *Could it be that after the Gengzi year, eldest brother's backbone has been worn away?* He Qian held back her dissatisfaction and continued softly, "I see that Chen Ke never begs anyone."

"He doesn't beg anyone, yet he looks for me to cooperate on honeycomb briquettes?" He Ruming retorted. Hearing his sister praise Chen Ke, he immediately became angry.

"Rotten wood cannot be carved!" He Qian said to herself. But these words couldn't be said explicitly no matter what. He Qian still tried to wake up her eldest brother. "He begged at Brother's door; isn't it precisely because Brother has something Chen Ke wants?"

"En." Hearing this, He Ruming felt his breath was much smoother.

"As long as Brother, you have your own strengths, if others want to get things done, they naturally have to find you, Brother. This Chen Ke makes medicine, composes music, writes books; presumably, he does them all himself. If a young man is like this, Brother, you were also a renowned figure in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau back then, and you have so many old acquaintances. Why must you care about a Lian family? If you say you owe the Lian family a favor, just pay them back in the future. Why must you let He Ying suffer this bitterness?"
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Chapter 30 He Qian (2)

He Ruming looked at his younger sister, He Qian. The brother and sister looked very much alike, both inheriting their features from their mother. When He Qian was young, He Ruming often took her out to play on the streets. At that time, anyone who saw the two of them, as long as they could strike up a conversation, would say they looked like brother and sister at first glance. Of course, there were also those with no eyes who would ask if they were father and daughter. But He Ruming didn't feel that way. In his opinion, his sister He Qian's personality was more like their father's. The look on He Qian's face now, as she persuaded him to break off the marriage with the Lian family, seemed almost exactly the same as his father's to He Ruming. Both had a faint sense of condescension. This was the feeling He Ruming disliked the most.

"Brother, that marriage proposal definitely cannot be agreed to anymore. Now that this has happened, if the Lian family still knows some shame, they should take the initiative to talk to you. Anyway, the betrothal gifts haven't been presented yet, so things haven't reached an unmanageable point."

Seeing that He Ruming still hadn't made up his mind, He Qian simply made it clear. "If they don't know what's good for them and insist on mentioning this matter, Brother, you must reject this matter. Contracting this disease is enough to show that their son is definitely not a good thing. If they mention the marriage again, they are looking down on you. Is our family's girl so cheap that she can't find a good family to marry?"

Hearing that he would be looked down upon, He Ruming roused his spirits a bit. But after a moment, he frowned again. He Qian knew He Ruming was worried that without relying on the Lian family, his future official career would definitely be damaged. Knowing this, she was even more furious. "Brother, to put it plainly, this officialdom is still a matter of spending money. Without relying on the Lian family, it's not like we don't have other opportunities. There is a gold mountain outside; go dig it."

"Outside?" He Ruming asked in confusion.

"If you get this medicine, we also have some shops in Tianjin. How much money can we make just by selling this medicine?"

Only then did He Ruming understand that his sister had already set her sights on Chen Ke. Thinking about it, this was indeed a way to make money, but that Chen Ke was not an ordinary foreign student without background. As far as he knew now, he had Yan Fu backing him up. Trying to blackmail Chen Ke wouldn't be that easy. "How can we make this Chen Wenqing obediently take out the medicine?" he asked his sister.

"Isn't he begging at your door right now?"

"That honeycomb briquette?"

*Rotten wood cannot be carved!* He Qian was speechless at her brother's slow reaction. After reading Chen Ke's book, although He Qian hadn't met Chen Ke, she was already certain that Chen Ke couldn't want to cooperate with He Ruming just for the honeycomb briquette matter; he must have other intentions. What Chen Ke's true purpose was, He Qian wasn't too clear about either. To gain benefits from Chen Ke, relying on her brother alone probably wouldn't work. It seemed she had to condescend to meet Chen Ke herself to know. After confirming her train of thought, He Qian said, "Brother, keep Chen Ke for lunch. I'll ask him."

"This isn't convenient, is it?"

"At any rate, he is an overseas student, plays the piano so well, and listening to Brother, he seems to be quite learned. He must have been overseas for many years; foreign men and women don't avoid meeting each other. There is nothing inconvenient about this."

After hearing his sister's hint, He Ruming felt that Chen Ke was indeed a bit like a target that could be squeezed. But to really squeeze Chen Ke, he didn't have a good method he could think of immediately. Since his sister was willing to come forward, He Ruming felt a lot less pressure.

"Let it be so."

"What about the Lian family's matter?" He Qian pressed. In fact, He Qian's attitude was so firm not just for He Ying. If the He family was looked down upon, she, as an unmarried girl of the He family, would also be looked down upon. For the He family, He Qian had to defend the family's dignity.

"Just do as you said," He Ruming replied.

After the brother and sister finished discussing for the family's interests, He Ruming returned to the living room first. He saw Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui lying on the table, writing something on paper.

"When getting to this note, insert a symbol. Play such a segment," Chen Ke said while writing. He Ruming leaned over to look; it was somewhat familiar. Those were the strange symbols on the few music scores that came with the piano when the family bought it. Chen Ke wrote a segment with a swishing sound, and then marked a few key points on it with a pen. "This part needs to be accompanied by a gong. That's about it."

Pu Guanshui looked at the dozen sheets of paper on the table; each sheet had a score for different instrument performances. "Brother Wenqing, organizing a military band is just like fighting a war; the operation methods of each department are completely different."

"It's the same for everything. It won't work without good cooperation."

"Then I'll take these back first and find the military band to practice."

"Brother Guanshui, if you want to save trouble, it's best to find a foreign military band and let them help rehearse. Our military band will learn faster by following them."

Hearing this, He Ruming felt Chen Ke's tone was very big. Foreign military bands weren't so easy to mobilize. Seeing Pu Guanshui's hesitant expression, He Ruming felt Pu Guanshui had the same thought. Unexpectedly, Pu Guanshui continued, "Finding a foreign military band is nothing. But this is the Beiyang's own parade march after all. If we find a foreign military band, I'm afraid people will laugh at my Beiyang for having no one."

Hearing this, He Ruming also became dissatisfied with Pu Guanshui. He immediately labeled the two young men as "not knowing the immensity of heaven and earth."

"If Brother Guanshui needs anything, just come find me. It must be in the morning; I have to lecture at the Imperial University in the afternoon."

"Understood. I will definitely come to trouble Brother Wenqing."

After speaking, Pu Guanshui asked Chen Ke to play "Soviet March" completely twice more before getting up to leave.

Standing at the door with Chen Ke, watching Pu Guanshui leave, He Ruming said, "Wenqing, after hearing the tune you played, my sister wants to see how Wenqing plays the piano. Could I trouble Wenqing?"

"That is possible." Chen Ke didn't understand what He Ruming wanted to do, but he had no reason to refuse.

Returning to the living room, He Ruming asked his sister to come in, and everyone exchanged greetings. Chen Ke sized up He Qian and couldn't help but look at He Ruming beside her. The brother and sister looked quite alike. Handsome Brother He looked very much like Teacher Chen (Edison Chen) who had transcended the realm of equipment, while He Qian's appearance could only be described as beautiful. She wore her hair in that long braid unique to young girls, but Chen Ke really couldn't accept the silk clothes on her body. It was the kind of clothing popular in the Manchu Qing, which meant a pile of gaudy stuff, small collars, wide jackets, and the long skirts were also that annoying straight-tube style. To these clothes, Chen Ke felt they looked very much like mourning clothes. No matter how he looked at it, he felt uncomfortable.

While Chen Ke was sizing up He Qian, He Qian was also sizing up Chen Ke. Chen Ke's height was considered very tall in this era. Although his clothes looked a bit old, from a woman's perspective, the fabric had excellent luster. However, He Qian noticed that Chen Ke initially looked at her with some appreciation, but soon his attitude immediately became cold. He Qian felt a bit dissatisfied with this subtle change. Anyone who had met her always praised He Qian for being quite beautiful. Chen Ke's gaze was no different from others at first, but after sizing up her clothes, his attitude changed. *Could it be that I am not as attention-grabbing as a set of clothes?*

She couldn't help but look down at her own attire. This set of clothes was already very much like Manchu clothing; He Qian felt she understood a bit. After reading Chen Ke's book, He Qian could judge that Chen Ke was a revolutionary. Connecting this with Chen Ke's attitude towards her clothes, He Qian could absolutely confirm Chen Ke's political leaning now.

"I wonder what tune Miss He wants to hear?" Chen Ke asked.

He Ruming's face changed immediately upon hearing this. *Where is the practice of leaving someone's brother aside and asking the woman directly? This is too inconsistent with etiquette.*

"Can Mr. Chen play the first tune?" He Qian didn't mind too much.

Sure enough, as she thought, Chen Ke didn't look at her anymore; he sat by the piano and started playing. The music was beautiful, but everyone's state of mind was already different. When she first heard this tune, He Qian was still appreciating the music; now she was just observing Chen Ke.

After finishing this piece, and after Chen Ke played a few more tunes, He Qian asked, "Did Mr. Chen study music overseas?"

"I studied chemistry."

"No wonder I heard my brother say Mr. Chen wants to do the honeycomb briquette business in the capital."

Hearing this, Chen Ke turned his head to look at He Qian. He suddenly noticed that He Qian's demeanor was very familiar. That was a very firm and serious expression; when Chen Ke negotiated with people, opponents often used this attitude to bargain.

Chen Ke smiled. He looked seriously into He Qian's eyes and said, "I wonder what advice Miss He has. Please speak frankly."

He Ruming looked at these two young people. Both had steady attitudes and powerful gazes. Although their expressions looked kind, they gave people a feeling of hiding their light under a bushel. In this instant, He Ruming just felt that these two looked very alike.

"I wonder why Mr. Chen found my eldest brother to cooperate on this matter?"

"I need to find hands who are steadfast and willing to work, and who understand machinery. I heard that since Lord He worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for many years, you naturally know many talents in this area. I can also find them through other channels, but it is certainly not as convenient as letting Lord He, who knows the roots and bottom, find them."

"I wonder what benefits my brother will have for doing this matter?" He Qian asked.

He Ruming was drinking tea; hearing this, he almost spat out the tea. *My sister is too blunt, isn't she?*

"Then what does Miss He want?" Chen Ke was equally blunt.

"I wonder how Mr. Chen's medicine is sold?"

Chen Ke thought for a moment. "With a ten-day limit, if Lord He can find ten people, I will sell Lord He medicine for one hundred people. If you can find twenty people, I will sell Lord He medicine for two hundred people. My medicine sells for twenty taels per person in Shanghai. If the people Lord He finds, I approve of five, the medicine price I give Lord He is the dosage for eighteen taels per person. If I approve of ten people, it's sixteen taels. If I approve of twenty people, I will give Lord He the dosage for twelve taels per person. Moreover, I guarantee that within three months, absolutely no other medicine will flow to the north. How much money Lord He sells it for, I will not interfere at all."

He Ruming knew that let alone twenty taels, even if he sold it for fifty taels now, those anxious to see a doctor would pay. If it was a dosage for two hundred people, according to what Chen Ke said, he would earn more than three thousand taels of silver at the very least. In these years, a good manor around Beijing was only a price of two or three thousand taels. Such a deal could earn that much. But such a negotiation between Chen Ke and his sister made He Ruming feel very uncomfortable. *Where are the lady from a prominent family and the foreign student? The two are simply a pair of bold merchants.*

"I'm afraid ten days is not enough time," He Qian said.

"At most thirteen days, I can't wait too long."

"Then what is Brother's meaning?" He Qian turned her head and asked.

"Twenty days," He Ruming replied.

"Lord He, I will wait at most thirteen days," Chen Ke replied unceremoniously.

He Ruming looked at Chen Ke, seeing that he had no intention of backing down, He Ruming frowned. But glancing at his sister, he saw his sister nod slightly. Only then did He Ruming say, "Then let it be thirteen days."

After settling the matter, Chen Ke got up to take his leave. He Ruming didn't ask him to stay. After Chen Ke left, he asked He Qian, "What exactly does this Chen Ke mean?"

"He already said it," He Qian sat by the piano, her fingers gently tapping the keys.

"You believe him?" He Ruming pressed.

"Then what does Brother plan to do? Either do it or don't do it. Brother, you make up your own mind." After speaking, He Qian struck the keyboard, and the piano played a monotonous note. Listening to Chen Ke's fluent playing just now, He Ruming felt this sound was really unpleasant.

Returning to his residence, Chen Ke saw everyone surrounding Chen Tianhua. Going over to look, it turned out the blacksmith had delivered the custom-made mold. The briquette maker was made quite roughly and simply, but what Chen Ke wanted at this time was time; whether the outer iron ring was round enough and whether the tolerance between parts was high enough were no longer the main points Chen Ke pursued. At this time, the courtyard was already piled with newly bought crushed coal. Chen Ke and everyone put on masks, broke the coal into coal powder as much as possible, then mixed it with loess, and used the briquette maker to beat it into honeycomb briquettes.

After making twenty briquettes, this thing was far less convenient than the briquette makers of later generations. To pursue time, Chen Ke adopted the simplest mode. Moreover, everyone was unskilled at the beginning; not only was the coal production slow, but quite a few were broken in the middle. Their black hands wiped the sweat on their sweaty foreheads and faces indiscriminately, making their faces even dirtier. Chen Ke asked, "Tianhua, look at how much effort we spent. If they can buy honeycomb briquettes, people would rather buy coal, right?"

Chen Tianhua was also tired; breaking coal and mixing mud was not easy labor. He lifted the cloth on the earthen jar and drank a bellyful of water from the mouth of the jar. "That may not be so. The common people are very cautious about spending money. They don't earn much money in the first place; where is the money to spend?"

"Now we are doing it ourselves, so the cost of hiring workers is too high. In the future, using machines for production, the cost can be lower than burning coal balls," Chen Ke replied confidently.

Chen Ke stood up and started filling the rough stove with firewood. Yesterday at midnight, Chen Ke had already started burning firewood in the stove to slowly evaporate the moisture in the clay. Now the clay was much drier. After Chen Ke lit the firewood this time, he put a honeycomb briquette on top. The light smoke from burning firewood gradually dispersed. Chen Ke waited for a while, and finally said with a smile on his face, "The honeycomb briquette is burning."

Pots, pans, and ladles were all bought. Chen Ke hadn't used honeycomb briquettes since he was eighteen, but he hadn't forgotten how to use them. Blue flames were burning under the pot. Taking advantage of the strong fire, he stir-fried the dishes in one go. Everyone gathered around the table and started eating.

"I made a connection with the Beiyang Army yesterday," Chen Ke said calmly.

Everyone except Wu Xingchen was stunned hearing this. Chen Ke originally planned to say this later, but after thinking about it just now, he felt it was better to say it earlier. If he said it later, in case everyone discovered it first, it wouldn't be easy to explain. Who knew what trouble would arise. Anyway, saying it anytime would cause problems. It was better to say it directly now to avoid unpredictable things.

"Chen Ke, what do you mean by this?" Pang Zi slammed his chopsticks down with a *pa*; sure enough, he flared up first.

"The Beiyang Army is currently drilling in Hejian. If we are lucky, we can see their drill with our own eyes. At that time, everyone can see the actual situation of the Beiyang Army," Chen Ke said unmoved. "Brother Pang, don't you want revenge? Isn't it good to see the actual situation of the Beiyang Army with your own eyes?"

"You!" Pang Zi was speechless with anger for a moment.

"Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat," Wu Xingchen said in a deep voice.

"What the fuck 'hundred battles with no danger'! Just kill them one by one and it'll be fine," Pang Zi said angrily.

"Brother Pang, you..."

"What 'Brother Pang,' I'm not your big brother." Hearing Chen Ke had collusion with the Beiyang Army, Pang Zi felt angry. Just as he was about to flare up, Wu Xingchen slapped the table with a *pa*. He shouted sternly, "Pang the Third, what do you want to do? What do you want to say? Is this how you talk to Wenqing? How did Uncle Jing teach you back then?"

Pang Zi seemed somewhat afraid of Wu Xingchen. Being roared at like this, his arrogance immediately disappeared.

"Wenqing, you don't need to be so polite to Pang Zi. Scold him when you should; has he turned the sky upside down!" Wu Xingchen said severely.

Chen Ke smiled and didn't say anything else, just explaining how he contacted the Beiyang Army. Pang Zi wanted to speak several times in the middle, but stared at by Wu Xingchen, he didn't dare to be so presumptuous.

"So, Wenqing wants to let us go see when the Beiyang Army holds the parade?" Wu Xingchen said slowly.

"The parade can best show the actual situation of the Beiyang Army. And if we are lucky, we can also see the Beiyang's real combat exercises. This opportunity is rare."

"Brother Pang, haven't you always wanted revenge? If you want to rebel in Hebei, you definitely can't avoid the encirclement and suppression of the Beiyang Army. And the brothers from Shandong, once everyone makes a big scene, they also can't avoid fighting the Beiyang Army. Look at the strength of the Beiyang Army now; if we encounter the Beiyang Army in the future, we will also have preparation," Chen Ke said.

"How many Beiyang troops are drilling?" Wu Xingchen asked.

"Not all of Beiyang's forces; I heard more than twenty thousand were transferred," Chen Ke answered casually.

"*Sss!*" Someone already sucked in a breath of cold air.

In the Gengzi year, the Beiyang Six Towns hadn't fully formed yet. To suppress the Shandong uprising, the Beiyang Army force Yuan Shikai used was less than ten thousand. And the Boxers were beaten to pieces. Hearing Chen Ke's statement, the strength of the Beiyang Army was much stronger than before, and the Shandong heroes were greatly shocked. Even Pang Zi lowered his head and dared not make a sound.

"Brother Wu, we have to grasp the time to lecture these days. I don't know when I will be taken to help them rehearse the parade music. If there is a chance to go see the Beiyang exercises, we must know how to defeat the Beiyang Army before going to see the exercises."

Hearing Chen Ke's statement, everyone's gaze focused on Chen Ke's face again.

"I can only tell everyone the basic things; it's all armchair strategy. If these are not understood, going to see the exercises, I'm afraid everyone will be scared by the Beiyang Army." Chen Ke commented on everyone's current strength indifferently.

"By the way, we have to send a letter to Shanghai today. Let them ship some things to us. Hmm, let Xie Mingxian be responsible for bringing the things over."
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Chapter 31 Social Investigation

You Gou was a very interesting girl; Chen Ke had always thought so. If he saw You Gou slap a boy across the face, he would definitely think he had foresight. That boy was younger than You Gou, but he was a northern man. You Gou had learned combat from Chen Ke for a while. A human-shaped target had been set up in the workshop courtyard, and Chen Ke had taught You Gou some basic fighting techniques against the target. Chen Ke believed that rather than letting You Gou learn some combat skills, slapping was a simpler technique. After slapping, a kick to the solar plexus would follow, which was more effective than anything. Generally speaking, men were less defensive against women. This kind of move was easier to succeed with.

After the crisp slap, You Gou felt great. You Gou had also set up a similar human-shaped target at home. Every night, she would take out an hour to punch and kick the target wrapped in thick cotton. She practiced several basic routines quite familiarly. Just as she lifted her foot and was about to kick, she was suddenly pulled away. Turning her head, she saw it was Qi Huishen who had acted. Qi Huishen stepped forward, pointed at the person who was beaten, and shouted, "Is this how you talk to Teacher You? What do you mean by dog comprador? I, your father, also come from a comprador background!"

The person who was beaten was really stunned by this slap. He was just sarcastically mocking "dog compradors" as a group of people who had forgotten their ancestors with an extremely disdainful smile along with two classmates beside him. In between, there was vicious ridicule directed at You Gou personally. What they didn't expect was that in the room next door, You Gou and Qi Huishen were talking in low voices. The school dormitory building had just been repaired, and the Whampoa Book Club had made a big move, all moving into the dormitory. Probably used to places like workshops, the students spoke quite loudly, not noticing at all that the object of their ridicule was just a wall away.

Hearing the quarrel, curious people from other dormitories and offices had already appeared at the door. Seeing that this fight couldn't go on, You Gou simply shouted to the people outside, "Prepare for the meeting to discuss grouping issues."

Since the first resolution of democratic voting was reached at the Party meeting, Qi Huishen had to follow the resolution. Chen Ke gave repeated orders and instructions on Party discipline, demanding resolute obedience to organizational decisions. Qi Huishen dared not comply in public but oppose in private. After that, at the convened meetings, everyone began to recount Chen Ke's judgments on China's economic situation.

Regarding the cotton issue, You Gou narrated it personally. The number of professional cotton farmers in China was extremely low, even in Shanghai and Songjiang where the textile industry was developed. With the rapid development of China's textile industry, the demand for cotton grew day by day, directly leading to the rise in cotton prices. The rise in cotton prices, in turn, led the textile industry to start purchasing cheap foreign yarn. This purchase greatly affected the interests of landlords in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Landlords who originally expected to make a fortune through the rise in cotton were naturally extremely dissatisfied. Moreover, landlords operating some handicraft industries were also extremely dissatisfied with the impact of cheap foreign goods. Various movements to boycott foreign goods appeared in Shanghai.

This was not just in Shanghai. As China was forced to open its doors, landlords operating handicraft industries everywhere had the same dissatisfaction. In 1905, except for Guangdong, other trading areas all had movements by local merchants to boycott foreign goods.

Chen Ke's analysis of this problem was quite thorough. However, for 21st-century China, the benefits of free trade were enormous. After the US economic recession, China turned back without hesitation and carried the banner of globalization, becoming the first country to advocate and lead free trade. So Chen Ke himself didn't oppose free trade; he only opposed free trade that was detrimental to China. Therefore, when analyzing this problem, Chen Ke was quite fair.

You Gou and Qi Huishen both came from comprador families, so they could accept Chen Ke's attitude quite well. Unfortunately, the students of the Whampoa Book Club were mostly from landlord and official backgrounds. As landlords, they were naturally firmly opposed to the impact of industrialization. As for officials, the aggressive foreign devils were absolutely what they detested. Although these two types of people were dissatisfied, they dared not attack the foreign devils directly after all. Thus, the object of their anger became the compradors who relied on foreign devils.

What was even more ironic was that after You Gou, a woman who was a comprador, explained the cotton issue and the deep economic principles to everyone, these students hated compradors even more. Consequently, they were also very impolite to You Gou.

Hearing You Gou's order, the people peeking at the door ran away immediately. They called other students and ran towards the room serving as the conference room. After another moment, You Gou walked into the classroom in high spirits. Standing on the podium, You Gou wrote four big characters on the blackboard: "**Seek Truth from Facts**."

Turning her head, she said full of emotion, "Some people say women have long hair and short knowledge. I officially tell you now, let's compare hair; yours is longer than mine." In order to go to the countryside, You Gou had just cut her hair a few days ago. With short bangs and beautiful hair just reaching her shoulders, matching this suit, You Gou looked like a handsome boy.

"Seek truth from facts. So, I don't want to hear you say disrespectful words to women in the future," You Gou made a concluding remark.

The boys below looked at each other. This sounded funny, but there was no way to refute it. Not many people cut their queues in these times. Even if they cut their queues, most of them had the foreign style of parted hair, long hair, or many simply kept long ponytails. The biggest difference was that the front of the head no longer revealed a shiny gourd. But compared with You Gou's hair, this bunch of people really had long hair. In fact, many people didn't like this female teacher very much, but comparing learning, especially foreign learning, they knew they were far behind. This bunch of people "dared to resent but dared not speak." Seeing You Gou speak so arrogantly, the students looked left and right.

"The day after tomorrow, we are going to the countryside to conduct actual investigations. Is everyone ready?" You Gou asked.

"Teacher You is going with us too?" someone asked.

"That's right."

"Living together?" that fellow asked, not knowing death.

"Living separately." You Gou wasn't scared by such ridicule.

The people below were students after all; taking advantage verbally was their limit. Playing hooligans in public, these people couldn't do it. Hearing You Gou say this, no one dared to say more.

"Everyone has received the topic this time. What is our purpose?"

Xiong Mingyang answered in Sichuan dialect, "To investigate how foreign industrial products crushed the small peasant economy."

A month ago during the Mid-Autumn Festival, Xiong Mingyang had an outburst at Chen Ke. Afterward, he even spread bad words about Chen Ke wantonly in Fudan Public School. A few days later, when he calmed down, he also felt he was a bit excessive. Wasn't the real reason for China's backwardness exactly what Chen Ke explained to everyone? Since Chen Ke could explain these clearly, there might not be more practical actions in the future.

Sure enough, continuing to attend lectures, he obtained a more profound analysis of China's current situation from You Gou. Now that they were going to do a social investigation, Xiong Mingyang wasn't as excited as before. After all, he came from a bureaucratic family and had traveled north and south these years, so he knew something of the world. If they wanted to reverse the impact of foreign textiles, the best way was for China to produce products cheaper than foreign textiles. Before listening to the class, Xiong Mingyang still felt this kind of thing should be very simple. After listening to the class, he didn't feel so anymore. The affairs of the world were not as simple as imagined.

"The objects of our investigation are the rural areas around Shanghai. These areas have been most impacted by industrial products. The time has also been relatively long, so the changes in rural structure are very different from other rural areas. We will divide into twelve groups according to the distance of water transportation routes for investigation."

"Why follow water routes?" An Rushan asked. He had been busy with his studies recently and missed quite a few Whampoa Book Club meetings. The reason he attended today's meeting was that Fudan Public School gave the green light for the social investigation. Mr. Ma Xiangbo was considered a relatively enlightened person. Many students in Fudan Public School who joined the Whampoa Book Club asked for leave from the school to participate in this social investigation. After learning about this investigation, Mr. Ma Xiangbo called Qi Huishen to ask about it, and later discussed it with Yan Fu. After discussion, they simply allowed students to ask for leave and also selected a group of students to join the investigation team. Although this bunch of people were not members of the Whampoa Book Club, they also went to listen to lectures and were very interested in social investigation. Rather than letting them talk about the students going out for investigation uneasily all day, it was better to let them participate in this matter.

Since the school agreed, An Rushan, who had been hesitant about whether to participate, naturally participated. Because he didn't attend the previous few meetings, he naturally didn't know the reason for this allocation.

"Water routes are the cheapest means of transportation around Shanghai. Most foreign goods coming from abroad are transferred and sold to other places via water routes. Therefore, by investigating the radiation range of water transportation, we can obtain a comparative result."

An Rushan didn't know what the word "radiation" meant. He simply asked directly. After You Gou explained the literal meaning of the word, seeing An Rushan still looking confused, she said, "To put it plainly, the farther it is transported, the more expensive the price. Do you understand this?"

An Rushan nodded.

"The higher the price of goods, the fewer people come to buy. The lower the price of goods, the more people come to buy. Can you understand this?"

An Rushan continued to nod.

"So, we have to investigate in segments, which means looking at sales volume in each region at different prices. And the different sales conditions of these foreign goods, regarding the changes in the local social structure."

This explanation was clear enough; An Rushan finally understood.

"Teacher You. I have a question." Lu Huitian raised his hand requesting to speak.

"Speak."

"Then regarding the investigation of changes in inland waterway ports and routes, what is this for?"

"Because of the influx of a large number of commodities, some places have become new distribution centers. There are more people specializing in commodity transportation and sales, and more people going there to work. Changes in ports and routes can directly indicate the activity of commodity transactions in these areas. If we encounter areas with great changes, we will conduct research on the changes in these areas. You will discover many interesting things."

You Gou believed these students would definitely discover many interesting things. You Gou's family started as compradors. Her grandfather started as a declining small landlord in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, selling iron nails and lamp oil, and built up the family fortune step by step. Just like everyone else in this era, You Gou didn't like to talk about her family background to others. But since she was born in a comprador family, she wasn't completely ignorant of business matters. Since starting a career with Chen Ke and the others, and after learning so many things herself, You Gou had a comprehensive understanding from theory to practice of principles she only vaguely understood before. Those "business sutras" that once annoyed You Gou now had theoretical explanations as clear as chemical equations. You Gou felt she had truly benefited greatly.

No matter what dissatisfaction the students below had with the female teacher, under such clear explanation and allocation, they also knew they absolutely didn't have such insight. After asking a few more questions, You Gou announced the start of free discussion time. She walked off the podium and out of the classroom door. She smiled and said to Qiu Jin, who had been standing outside the door for a while, "Sister Qiu, why didn't you come in just now?"

"It's meaningless to disturb you. I could hear very well outside too." Qiu Jin answered with a smile.

"Let's go sit in my office." As You Gou spoke, she pulled Qiu Jin towards the other end of the corridor.

Qiu Jin came to participate in the social investigation. As a teacher at Fudan Public School, Yu Youren was very clear about this social investigation. He had also been to Chen Ke and Qi Huishen's school and was quite envious seeing such a large campus. Qiu Jin and Yu Youren had always planned to run a school, but they lacked resources. After discussing, the two felt they might as well run a school with Chen Ke. Chen Ke was not in Shanghai now, so proposing this request directly to Qi Huishen, Qi Huishen would probably also look at Chen Ke's intention. So when Qiu Jin learned that You Gou, a girl, was also going to participate in this social investigation, she expressed her willingness to go with You Gou.

You Gou naturally wouldn't refuse. In order to go on the social investigation this time, she even bought a dagger and a pistol. Old Master You was already so angry that he ignored You Gou for practicing martial arts at home. These past few days, You Gou practiced with the dagger against the target, and her brother didn't dare to come over and talk to her anymore. You Gou really didn't have the courage to show the pistol. Practicing with a pistol at home, the Old Master would probably lock You Gou in the room and not let her out. Qiu Jin claimed to be proficient in martial arts, so You Gou and Qiu Jin made an appointment to practice pistol shooting in the open space of the school.

Carefully closing the door and bolting it, You Gou then opened the lock of the drawer and took out a pistol carefully wrapped in cloth. This was a Mauser Military Pistol. The Mauser factory obtained the patent on December 11, 1895, and officially produced it the following year. Because its holster was a wooden box, it was also called the "Box Cannon" (*Kezi Qiang*) in China; if equipped with a 20-round magazine, it was called the "Big Belly Box." Its gun body was wide, so it was also called "Big Mirror Face." Those with fully automatic functions were also called "Fast and Slow Machine" (*Kuaimanji*), and the Mauser factory called it the Rapid Fire Model (*Schnellfeuer*), mass-produced in May 1931.

The pistol on the table was naturally not the Rapid Fire Model mass-produced in 1931. But the blued gun body and the beautiful wooden handle were really ugly-cute. The pistol was bought by You Gou through Wang Bin. It cost 38 taels of silver. Upon seeing the gun, Qiu Jin immediately picked it up. The gun weighed more than two *jin* (approx. 1 kg+), feeling heavy in the hand, which unexpectedly gave Qiu Jin a sense of peace of mind. She carried the pistol and started aiming around randomly. This fierce action scared You Gou. She quickly held down Qiu Jin's arm. "Sister Qiu, Wenqing said the first essential of using a gun. Under any circumstances, absolutely do not let the muzzle point at your own people."

Hearing You Gou say this, and seeing You Gou's nervous expression, Qiu Jin laughed and put the pistol back on the table.

"Then what is the second essential?"

"The second essential: if you haven't learned to disassemble and assemble firearms, don't learn to shoot."

"Haha, you remember Wenqing's words clearly." Qiu Jin teased.

You Gou didn't think deeply about this. She took out a shiny yellow bullet and began to disassemble the firearm. Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized that firearm maintenance meant the first element of saving one's life in battle. Watching You Gou clumsily but effectively disassemble the pistol, and then wipe the barrel, spring, and other parts with a set of tools obviously made by herself, she helped and asked, "When will Wenqing return from Beijing?"

"He didn't say either. It's estimated to be the Spring Festival at any rate."

"Wenqing is from the north; he will probably go home to visit during the Spring Festival, right?"

"He said he wouldn't, so presumably he won't." You Gou lowered her head and concentrated on wiping the parts. After all, she came from a chemical engineering background; You Gou knew that the gun oil attached to the gun could prevent corrosion. Although the oil stains on her hands were not comfortable, she very carefully coated every part that needed corrosion protection with grease. Then she assembled the pistol very unskillfully. Just as it was assembled, she saw Qiu Jin still holding a part in her hand.

"Sister Qiu, you..." Snatching the part, You Gou disassembled the pistol again, took out the manual, and checked them one by one to ensure nothing was missing. Only then did You Gou continue to assemble the pistol.

"Wenqing has been gone for so long; I don't know how he is."

"En." You Gou said absently.

"He's been gone so long, don't you miss him?"

"Hmm? Why?" You Gou asked casually while concentrating on assembling the pistol.

"Some people say you two..."

"Hehe." You Gou laughed dryly and sarcastically on purpose, still concentrating on assembling the gun. "Let them say what they want. Wenqing and I are just comrades; there is no other relationship."

Qiu Jin was a bit surprised. When she met You Gou with Chen Ke, she felt that Chen Ke and You Gou seemed quite compatible. Later, she also heard some rumors. In these times, regarding such statements, everyone believed "better to believe it's true than to miss it." Even as a famous revolutionary, Qiu Jin couldn't be exempt from vulgarity. So she wanted to get some news about Chen Ke's recent situation from You Gou. Seeing You Gou behaving like this, Qiu Jin was a bit strange.

"Then why hasn't sister married at this age?" Qiu Jin prepared to attack indirectly.

"What's good about marrying someone?" You Gou finally assembled the pistol. "If I marry a hero, I won't be willing to be manipulated by him. If I marry a useless one, I can't be bothered to pay attention to him. Wenqing said, 'It's better to have it yourself than to have a father or mother who has it.' I just need to do my own thing well; where do I have the leisure to take care of a husband?"

As she spoke, You Gou raised the pistol and aimed at the wall in front. Qiu Jin looked at You Gou's posture of holding the gun, which was very alternative; the Mauser pistol was held horizontally flat. She asked quite curiously, "Why hold the gun like this?"

"Wenqing said this kind of gun has great recoil. When shooting, the muzzle will jump up violently. So it must be held like this to shoot accurately."

Qiu Jin was really puzzled. Although You Gou insisted that she had no relationship with Chen Ke, she always mentioned Chen Ke when speaking. Just as she was about to speak, she heard footsteps coming from outside. Soon someone knocked on the door. You Gou wasn't in a hurry; she carefully put away the pistol and bullets. She put the cloth bag back into the desk drawer and locked it. Only then did she get up to open the door.

Outside the door was Qi Huishen. It seemed he was waiting a bit anxiously. As soon as the door opened, Qi Huishen came in holding a piece of paper. Seeing Qiu Jin, he was stunned for a moment, then greeted her. Qi Huishen handed a letter to You Gou. The content of the letter was very simple, greeting everyone. And asking Xie Mingxian to bring medicine for four hundred people to Beijing. As for his own recent situation, Chen Ke only said he was recruiting Party members. She looked at Qi Huishen, then at Qiu Jin. You Gou decided to go practice shooting with Qiu Jin first.



★


Exercise 1

Volume 2 - Chapter 32

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 32 Exercise (1)

Chen Ke didn't have much horse riding experience. Although he wasn't swaying on horseback like in TV dramas, and Chen Ke even felt he could control the horse to "some extent," a discerning eye could tell from those subtle handlings that Chen Ke was basically a rookie with great potential for cavalry development.

A few days ago, after intense rehearsals, the parade march "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing" finally achieved a phase of success. "Two Tigers" was completely finished. Pu Guanshui conducted the military band to skillfully play the adapted "Two Tigers," which received the approval of the superiors. Then Pu Guanshui led the team to rush to participate in the "Hejian Autumn Maneuvers." Chen Ke requested to go along, and Pu Guanshui boldly made the decision on his own to bring Chen Ke, as well as Chen Tianhua, Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and others along.

Now, everyone had completed the observation of the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers and was on the way back to Beijing.

They were riding slowly side by side, with Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui walking at the very front. The other seven people fell far behind. Without turning back, Chen Ke could imagine the expressions on Pang Zi and the others' faces behind him. According to the *Records of the Grand Historian*, it is said that there was a young hooligan in the State of Yan named Qin Wuyang. The *Grand Scribe's Records* in the "Biographies of Assassins" wrote: "In the State of Yan, there was a warrior Qin Wuyang. At the age of twelve, he killed people, and people dared not look at him directly." This warrior, who could make people afraid to "look directly" just by his gaze, "changed color and trembled in fear" after seeing the majestic Qin court, so much so that "the ministers wondered at him." Jing Ke had to hurriedly explain, "A humble person from the barbarian lands of the Northern Fan, having never seen the Son of Heaven, is therefore trembling in fear."

Judging from the Grand Scribe's records, Qin Wuyang definitely failed to get close to the King of Qin. If Qin Wuyang could help, although it wouldn't change the fate of the State of Yan, the "terrorist act" could definitely change the fate of King Qin, Ying Zheng.

The crowd stayed at the Hejian exercise site for less than two days. From the current look, Pang Zi and most of those Shandong heroes were quite similar to Qin Wuyang. The military band went to the stationing camp first. Pang Zi, who had a cold attitude towards Pu Guanshui, felt uncomfortable all over as soon as he saw the continuous barracks. The joint camp of more than twenty thousand New Army soldiers stretched out for several *li*. Patrol reconnaissance cavalry appeared around from time to time. It did have a flavor of strict vigilance.

One of the hosts of this exercise was Wang Shizhen, known as one of the "Three Heroes of Beiyang." Pu Guanshui evaluated this person very highly, believing he was an officer who could truly understand modern military affairs. Chen Ke felt that at the current stage, Wang Shizhen's military level was definitely above his own. However, since he was going to rebel starting in 1905, he would definitely deal with this Wang Shizhen in the future. He asked Pu Guanshui to tell him where exactly Wang Shizhen was formidable. After all, being young and energetic, Pu Guanshui didn't praise this "Dragon of Beiyang" much. He merely said this person thought meticulously and could consider both big and small matters, having somewhat the meaning of Zhuge Wuhou (Zhuge Liang).

After handing over the military band, Chen Ke asked with interest, "Then what deficiencies does Brother Pu think Lord Wang has in terms of army building?"

"Follow me." Pu Guanshui had been chatting with Chen Ke about everything these days and knew Chen Ke indeed had real stuff. He took Chen Ke into a big tent randomly. The light inside the tent wasn't too bright, and the camp beds were arranged quite orderly. In the tent, at the position equivalent to where the grand armchair would be placed in a room, there was a memorial tablet. Chen Ke looked carefully; it was Yuan Shikai's "Longevity and Prosperity Tablet."

"Does just this one barracks have it?"

Chen Ke asked knowingly.

"How is that possible? Every barracks has it. The Beiyang Army is now Lord Yuan's private army, not a regular army at all. Everyone drills desperately just to get promoted and get rich. If the Beiyang New Army goes on like this, how can it defeat foreign armies?"

"I see the Beiyang Army is full of vigor and vitality," Chen Ke laughed.

"Wenqing is joking again." Pu Guanshui had known Chen Ke for less than ten days, but he knew very well Chen Ke didn't mean this sincerely. "My evaluation of the Beiyang Army now is just two words—twilight air (decay)."

The Beiyang Army, evaluated as having "twilight air" by Pu Guanshui, had already scared Pang Zi and the other heroes. Pu Guanshui privately took Chen Ke and the others to watch the drill. On a small high ground, they could faintly see galloping warhorses and long military formations in the distance. Chen Ke didn't feel much. Using Pu Guanshui's binoculars to look, it looked much better than the modern "line infantry execution." But spotting a few trenches extending straight almost to the horizon, Chen Ke was speechless. He didn't know if the Beiyang Army found it troublesome during the exercise and refused to dig according to the modern trench mode, or if the Beiyang Army was simply at this level.

Handing the binoculars to Pang Zi, Chen Ke asked Pu Guanshui, "Digging the trenches so straight, aren't they afraid that if a real war breaks out and a shell falls in, it will immediately blow up many people?"

"Does Wenqing see it this way too?" Pu Guanshui asked excitedly.

"Europe has always attached importance to artillery. Judging from the present, the density of artillery will inevitably reach an unprecedented density in the near future. During the Franco-Prussian War, the army still relied on mobility. At that time, the artillery fire coverage density wasn't high. Now military equipment changes with each passing day; soldiers' charges must brave artillery fire coverage several times, dozens of times, or even hundreds of times denser than before. Digging trenches like this is simply child's play."

"It's not just artillery; there are many changes." Hearing Chen Ke understand military affairs so well, Pu Guanshui immediately felt he had found a confidant.

"You mean the Maxim heavy machine gun?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Worthy of having studied in both Europe and America." Pu Guanshui praised. "I told Wenqing that I am not reused in the Beiyang Army either, just made responsible for translating foreign military works. So, when I have nothing to do, I also design some tactics myself. With long-range artillery in the rear and artillery troops on the position. Plus firepower points equipped with a large number of Maxim heavy machine guns on the trenches, regarding current infantry charges, as many as come will die. Even cavalry group charges can't gain an advantage."

"Cavalry group charge?" Hearing this statement, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing.

"What? Did I say something wrong?" Pu Guanshui asked.

Chen Ke knew that during World War I, Russia once played a cavalry group charge against the German-Austrian coalition forces. Then it became a big joke. He laughed, "I just think Brother Pu is very right. I don't even need infantry defense; as long as I set up a very large depth formation, with various heavy machine gun firepower points arranged in layers. Let the cavalry charge in, and use artillery to block the infantry's follow-up. Heavy machine guns against cavalry, that is a massacre."

"Brother Wenqing, have you really not attended a military academy?"

"I have some friends who are from military academies. We also discuss these things when drinking. Listening to them tell me this, I think it's very correct."

"Are they Chinese?" Pu Guanshui asked somewhat excitedly.

"Foreigners."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui sighed in disappointment.

Hearing Chen Ke and the others talk about military affairs, Pang Zi watched the Beiyang Army exercise below with an ashen face. At this time, the binoculars had been snatched away by Wu Xingchen. He muttered in a low voice, "Enemy advances, we retreat..." Just after muttering a few words, he felt a severe pain in his lower back. Turning his head, he saw Wu Xingchen glaring at him; that punch just now was from Wu Xingchen. Before coming to see the exercise, Chen Ke had talked about the essence of guerrilla warfare—the "Sixteen Character Mantra" (Enemy advances, we retreat; enemy camps, we harass; enemy tires, we attack; enemy retreats, we pursue).

Pang Zi had fought with the Beiyang Army. He knew the Beiyang Army's formidability very well. Thinking of the teams of thousands or tens of thousands of people back then being beaten to pieces by the Beiyang Army, and then looking at the fully armed, strictly disciplined troops in the binoculars, as well as the indistinct artillery positions farther away, Pang Zi just felt his whole body stiffen. Back then, so many people couldn't beat the Beiyang Army. Now Pang Zi hadn't raised a team at all and was simply not an opponent for these Beiyang troops. Just seeing these scenes, he felt cold in his heart and even breathing became difficult.

But Pang Zi was just like this; knowing he couldn't win, he refused to admit defeat verbally. Hearing Pu Guanshui talk about military affairs, he couldn't help but say the lessons Chen Ke had taught to embolden himself. Fortunately, under Chen Ke's instruction, Wu Xingchen had been paying close attention to staring at Pang Zi and the others. Finding Pang Zi starting to talk nonsense, Wu Xingchen immediately took action to stop him.

Perhaps after seeing so many people, Pang Zi looked at Wu Xingchen again and didn't find him that scary anymore. He glared and curled his lip, wanting to argue. Wu Xingchen didn't say much, just raised the binoculars to continue watching the Beiyang Army. Pang Zi finally had basic rationality and didn't continue speaking.

"Then after Brother Pu arrives in Anhui, how do you plan to train the Anhui New Army? That place can't compare to here. The Beiyang Army uses new-style equipment; I'm afraid the Anhui New Army isn't even equipped with Hanyang Rifles, let alone artillery," Chen Ke asked. Pu Guanshui had told Chen Ke that he was about to be transferred to serve in the Anhui New Army. The document had already been issued; this parade music errand was his last task in the Beiyang Army.

"Then we have to rely on infantry tactics. I've been thinking about how infantry should attack flexibly in the face of such firepower. If it's a frontal fierce battle, there is definitely no future," Pu Guanshui sighed.

"Therefore, the martial artists of Qi cannot encounter the military soldiers of Wei; the military soldiers of Wei cannot encounter the elite soldiers of Qin; the elite soldiers of Qin cannot withstand the control of Huan and Wen; the control of Huan and Wen cannot oppose the benevolence and righteousness of Tang and Wu," Chen Ke responded. These weren't just pretty words from Chen Ke. When he was very young, Chen Ke also fantasized about possessing supreme martial arts and slaughtering invaders with special forces equipment. At that time, Chen Ke had calculated very seriously how long it would take him alone to kill an infantry division of enemies. Later, he fantasized again about being a supreme sniper, showing great power on the battlefield, killing people as easily as taking things out of a bag.

But with the growth of age and knowledge, Chen Ke knew that was just his beautiful fantasy. The power of one person counts for nothing in the face of the power of an organization. In the final analysis, the political system is the most important.

This was the content of Xunzi's "On Military Affairs"; Pu Guanshui had read it. Seeing Chen Ke's solemn expression, he laughed. "Wenqing, I am not someone who applies Western learning to Chinese substance."

"Now those so-called 'Western learning for practical application,' this 'application,' is merely loyalty to the court's existing system. That naturally won't work. But my magnificent Chinese civilization is not just this little trivial skill of the Manchu Qing. Brother Pu must not be mistaken."

Although Pu Guanshui came from an official background, having seen so many things of the Manchu Qing forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation during his growth, and having studied in a military academy overseas, plus not being ambiguous after returning to China and refusing to be loyal to Yuan Shikai personally, he wasn't doing well in the Beiyang Army. He didn't have any personal hostility towards the Manchu Qing, but regarding loyalty, he basically had none. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui nodded. "I wonder if the ancient sages could rise from the underground, could they save China?"

Chen Tianhua listened to the two discussing military affairs but couldn't interrupt. He didn't really want to fight for the binoculars with the other heroes. At this moment, he thought of Chen Ke's suggestion to build a glass factory in the school. If the glass factory was built, presumably it could produce binoculars. Marching and fighting without binoculars would be too inconvenient. Regarding military affairs, although Chen Tianhua had his own ideas, Pu Guanshui was a German military academy student, and Chen Ke was a transmigrator from the 21st century; their military knowledge was far higher than his. Because the other party could understand, their conversation was concise and comprehensive. To Chen Tianhua, it was confusing and he didn't understand the inside story at all. When the two talked about politics, Chen Tianhua couldn't help interrupting, "Brother Pu, since the world today is not the flourishing age hoped for by the sages, let's build one with our own hands. You are also versed in both civil and military affairs; why be so depressed?"

Hearing these words, Pu Guanshui turned his head. Although his relationship with Chen Ke was getting better and better, he hadn't dealt much with Chen Tianhua and the others. At any rate, everyone had exchanged names. He smiled, "Brother Xingtai is right. I just stayed overseas and know the gap between Europe and China. Seeing the court not thinking of making progress now, I have this sigh."

"I wonder if Brother Pu has read Wenqing's book?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Wenqing has also written books?" Pu Guanshui was greatly interested.

"A few humble opinions. When we return to Beijing, I will give Brother Pu a set," Chen Ke replied.

"Then I'll wait to read it upon returning to the capital."

Just as they were speaking, two horses galloped up from the foot of the mountain; they were two scouts. The two quickly arrived in front of everyone. After seeing Pu Guanshui's military uniform clearly, the scouts dared not speak.

Pu Guanshui knew that his group watching here must have been noticed. He shouted to the two scouts, "We are going down immediately; you go back first."

"I wonder how to address the Commander? We can also go back and report." The scout asked somewhat timidly, but since he had come up, going back without asking clearly would make it impossible to explain.

"Brother Wenqing, you go down the mountain and wait for me first. I'll go with them and come back." After speaking, Pu Guanshui mounted his horse and galloped down the mountain. The two scouts followed Pu Guanshui.

Pang Zi and the others also wanted to mount their horses. Chen Ke shouted, "Lead the horses down the mountain." After speaking, he took the lead in implementing this order himself.

"Wenqing, do you plan to bring this Brother Pu into the Party?" Chen Tianhua followed and asked.

"I have this intention. But this kind of thing can't be rushed."

Just as they were speaking, Wu Xingchen also leaned over and asked, "Wenqing, since we are going to Anhui, and this Brother Pu is also going to Anhui. Could it be Heaven's will?"

"No matter how good Heaven's will is, it depends on human effort. Listen to Heaven's mandate, do human effort." Chen Ke finished speaking and glanced at Pang Zi and the others behind who were still far away. He whispered, "Brother Wu, watch Brother Pang and the others. I brought them to gain knowledge. If they are just scared and learn nothing in the end, then this trip would be too pity."

"Wenqing, are you worried about me?" Wu Xingchen asked straightforwardly.

"You are questioning that I don't trust comrades."

"That's right. Wenqing, I also know my performance isn't that reliable. But after getting along with Pang Zi and the others for this period, regarding you, Wenqing, I am now convinced. I want to hold a Party meeting."

According to the People's Party discipline, wherever there are three Party members, a Party meeting must be held. Chen Ke was quite happy that Wu Xingchen raised such a request. "Then find a time today and find a safe place."

Everyone went down the mountain and waited for a good while before Pu Guanshui hurried back. He looked a bit excited. "Brother Wenqing, tonight we are going to play the parade march in public. Let's hurry back and rehearse."

At night, Chen Ke and the others, as outsiders, were naturally inconvenienced to participate in the Beiyang Army's affairs. Pu Guanshui arranged for them in a tent in a corner of the barracks. It seemed this Party meeting couldn't be held. Unexpectedly, Wu Xingchen looked around first to see no one, and after returning, he said solemnly to Pang Zi, "Third Brother, are you convinced now?"

Pang Zi didn't speak. But Wu Xingchen didn't mean to let Pang Zi off. "Third Brother, I said at the time that Wenqing is not an ordinary person. Now you have seen the Beiyang military formation. Are you convinced?"

Before coming here, Chen Ke explained the basic concepts of People's War and some basic tactics to everyone. Facing a situation where military strength, equipment, and training were far superior to the rebel army, the rebels must turn themselves into the people's army and develop and grow where the enemy's strength is weakest. At that time, Pang Zi was very unconvinced, thinking he was a local snake and not afraid of any Beiyang strong dragon. It wasn't that Wu Xingchen hadn't scolded him before; at that time, Pang Zi was still stubborn. But today, after just such a short observation, his arrogance disappeared completely.

"You big man, speak up." Wu Xingchen forced the question.

Pang Zi gritted his teeth and said with a gloomy face, "Mr. Chen, I, Pang Zi, was wrong. Where I wronged you before, I apologize here."

"Bastard!" Wu Xingchen was furious. "Wenqing talks about you, and you are still unconvinced? Do you think Wenqing has other intentions? Hmph! If he had other intentions, it would be like the Manchu Qing cheating us back then, only praising how capable and useful you are. If not for your own good, why would Wenqing say so many things you don't like to hear? You cursed Wenqing several times; has Wenqing ever held it against you?"

Pang Zi's face turned red and white from Wu Xingchen's scolding, but he just stiffened his neck and stopped making a sound, putting on a look of a dead pig not afraid of boiling water. Wu Xingchen was so angry that he raised his fist to hit him. The Shandong brothers beside him immediately held Wu Xingchen back. The Shandong hero named Chai Qingguo complained, "Third Brother, speak up. Big Brother Wu is also doing it for your own good. If you have anything to say, say it straight. Is there anything between brothers that can't be said openly?"

Pang Zi held it in for a while. Under everyone's gaze, he finally opened his mouth and said, "Mr. Chen is not one of our own. Although what he said is correct, I just can't serve him as master."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen was stunned. Chen Tianhua had a slightly disappointed look. The other few Shandong heroes seemed to agree a bit. But they heard Chen Ke laugh, "Brother Pang is right. Indeed, you shouldn't serve me as master."
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Hearing Pang Zi explicitly state, "I will not serve Chen Ke as master," Wu Xingchen wasn't surprised. And Chen Ke accepted this without objection and even expressed agreement. Wu Xingchen wasn't surprised either. But seeing the relief shown by Pang Zi and the other Shandong brothers, Wu Xingchen felt a genuine disappointment. However, he couldn't say anything more. If he persuaded Pang Zi to obey Chen Ke as he had in the past few days, Pang Zi would only look at Wu Xingchen with suspicious eyes and ask, "Brother Wu, whose side are you on?"

Wu Xingchen wanted to say to Pang Zi, "Brother, I'm on your side." But Wu Xingchen couldn't say it because he himself was now doubting whose side he was on.

Specifically, Wu Xingchen didn't have much affection for Chen Ke. He knew this, and he knew Chen Ke knew it too, so Wu Xingchen never hid it. Wu Xingchen knew very well that he only joined the People's Party because he was interested in its theories. He also knew very well that Chen Ke knew this. Therefore, this constituted Wu Xingchen's great confusion. If it were in any other organization Wu Xingchen had been in, this would be a big deal. Subordinates having no affection for their superiors and only gathering together based on a common goal was itself a great sin. Subordinates had to try every means to cover up this attitude to survive in the organization.

But the People's Party was different. After staying in this small political party for so long, Wu Xingchen gradually developed a strange feeling: *Does the "People's Party" really want to rebel?* All the political programs and various ideas proposed by Chen Ke were indeed for rebellion. To avoid various possibilities of failure, Chen Ke's measures were very cautious. Wu Xingchen understood and supported this very well. Wu Xingchen felt he completely understood what the "People's Revolution" Chen Ke hoped for was all about. If the revolution could succeed, the People's Party would lead the people to final liberation.

Based on the above understanding, Wu Xingchen was even clearer about the obligations of a People's Party member. And these realizations were where Wu Xingchen felt it was difficult for him to achieve. Yes, if the revolution succeeded, he would become a founding father, a remarkable figure. But compared to what he would have to pay, these were actually nothing remarkable.

When you realize that everything you do is for the people, not for your own fame and fortune; when you realize that all the hardships you have to go through are dedicated to others, then normal people would feel a sense of non-identification. And this was also where Wu Xingchen was most confused. This concept made it impossible for Wu Xingchen to refuse, but Wu Xingchen felt that his dedication happened not to benefit these brothers he cared about. If Chen Ke could point out the specific steps for carrying out the revolution, as long as he could convince Wu Xingchen that these were correct, Wu Xingchen would execute them without hesitation. But Chen Ke didn't. He just told everyone that the world was going to have a revolution and a brand new system must be established. Then came the explanation of these things. Those who had read books were very interested in this, but Wu Xingchen had little interest in these things. What he needed was not these theories; he needed practical methods.

Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen looked at Chen Ke. He couldn't see the slightest regret on this young man's face. Even if this person was angry, he would cover his emotions under a smile. Wu Xingchen had been able to confirm this during his observations over the past few months. But after becoming a People's Party member, Wu Xingchen knew he had basically no loyalty to this party. He had never made any speeches from the perspective of this party's interests. So Wu Xingchen knew that even if Chen Ke had enough methods, he wouldn't eagerly tell Wu Xingchen. Not because Chen Ke had any opinion about Wu Xingchen, but because Chen Ke himself didn't believe Wu Xingchen would really accept them.

Looking again at Pang Zi and the other brothers, except for Chai Qingguo who still looked somewhat uneasy, the others seemed to have finally put down the heavy burden in their hearts. Wu Xingchen frowned. If these people really wanted to rebel, among the people Wu Xingchen knew, only Chen Ke could give these brothers guidance. If Chen Ke gave up on them, then the uprising of these brothers would inevitably end in failure. *Don't these people know?*

At this moment, the sound of a military band playing came from afar. It was precisely "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing" newly arranged by Chen Ke. This music, written by Americans in the style of Soviet music, was actually different from Soviet military music if one distinguished carefully. Soviet military music followed the Orthodox "saint" style. This music in *Red Alert 3* was completely different from traditional Soviet military music only in musical arrangement. It was more ferocious but less melodious. But to the ears of current Chinese people, it fit the momentum of a tiger and wolf army. The others in the tent heard this tune for the first time. After listening to the first time, Pang Zi laughed, "They even blow musical instruments (funeral instruments) for fighting." Hearing this witty remark, several people laughed heartily. Chen Ke also laughed a few times. Wu Xingchen, Chen Tianhua, and Chai Qingguo didn't laugh.

It seemed the military music had been approved by the Beiyang Army commander. After playing twice, the military music stopped, and soon there was a sound of people shouting and horses neighing. When this commotion ended, "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing" played again. Not only that, there seemed to be an accompaniment beat like clapping hands. Chen Ke listened carefully; that was the sound of infantry squares marching.

Pang Zi also heard this unusual movement. He asked curiously, "What's going on? How about we go out and take a look?"

"Not allowed to go out. This is a military camp; running around will cause trouble." Wu Xingchen shouted at Pang Zi to stop.

Looking at Wu Xingchen's serious demeanor, Pang Zi replied grumpily, "Understood." But Pang Zi didn't care too much about this. He knew Chen Ke brought them here to dampen their spirit. That is, to beat them with the "killing prestige stick" (a warning/intimidation tactic). Pang Zi had heard storytelling in Cangzhou; when Lin Chong entered prison, he had to take a beating with the killing prestige stick first. This kind of thing couldn't fool him. Moreover, Pang Zi didn't really blame Chen Ke for this. After seeing the military appearance of the Beiyang Army with his own eyes, Pang Zi really felt a shock. On this point, he admitted what Chen Ke said during the lecture a few days ago: if fighting head-on, the rebel army was definitely not the opponent of the Beiyang Army.

In Pang Zi's view, what Chen Ke wanted was to subdue these brothers of his, and then Chen Ke would issue orders to them. Wu Xingchen seemed to have already followed Chen Ke, speaking good words for Chen Ke everywhere. *Back then, we were pitted so miserably by those scholars sent by the Manchu princes; hasn't Wu Xingchen learned his lesson? At that time, it was Wu Xingchen who first saw that the Manchu Qing was unreliable and that running away was the best of the Thirty-Six Stratagems. Only then did we escape with our lives. How come Wu Xingchen is worse than before now, actually being deceived by Chen Ke, this scholar?* Pang Zi planned to find time to have a good chat with his "Big Brother Wu" to make him understand. The ones who were reliable were still his own brothers, not those outsiders. Only one's own brothers would treat each other sincerely and not let their own people suffer losses. Only by hooking the appetites of these people would they give you good things. *Isn't it like this with Chen Ke? This Chen Ke treats us to meals, helps pay back meal money, and takes everyone to see the actual situation of the Beiyang Army. Isn't it just because of everyone's Jianghu reputation?*

Pang Zi glanced at Chen Ke proudly. *I just made it clear that I won't serve Chen Ke as master, but doesn't Chen Ke still have to listen? Dealing with these scholars, you just can't give them any benefits.* Pang Zi suddenly thought, *This Chen Ke doesn't look poor. I just rejected his face; such scholars love to hold grudges. I should give Chen Ke some face these two days, and then when Chen Ke is triumphant, squeeze him a bit. It's also good to extort more money from Chen Ke. Besides, Chen Ke also said that if you want to pull a group of brothers, it's definitely not okay without money and grain. Does Chen Ke need to say such nonsense? But this is also a very good excuse. Since Chen Ke supports my rebellion, then please give money and grain.* Thinking of this, Pang Zi glanced at the other brothers again. *This matter must be discussed properly with the brothers. I can't do it alone.*

Thinking he had successfully suppressed Chen Ke, although Pang Zi tried hard to suppress his mood, in Chen Tianhua's view, the joy on Pang Zi's face couldn't be hidden at all. Chen Tianhua was exactly 30 years old today. In terms of worldly wisdom, he had seen more than Pang Zi, not less. This little trick couldn't fool him at all. What made Chen Tianhua feel elusive was Chen Ke's expression.

Since knowing Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua couldn't grasp Chen Ke's emotions at all. If it were someone else, they would often be excited and beaming when reasoning. When doing specific things, they wouldn't be so high-spirited. But Chen Ke was different from others. When he did things, that serious attitude could really be said to be full of concentration. Working with Chen Ke had always been very relaxing. But when reasoning, Chen Ke always had a solemn attitude, simply deliberate.

Chen Ke should be well aware of these practices of Pang Zi. It could be seen from Wu Xingchen's expression that Wu Xingchen understood, and Chen Tianhua understood too. Logically speaking, Chen Ke should also understand. But for some reason, Chen Tianhua felt that Chen Ke didn't seem to understand what Pang Zi's practice meant at all. Such an unfathomable attitude really puzzled Chen Tianhua. If Pang Zi was indulged in doing this at this time, it meant giving up the revolutionary situation that might be expanded in the north. If following the consistent attitude of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, they couldn't give up such a good opportunity. But Chen Ke's current actions clearly showed he wanted to give up. Chen Tianhua wanted to remind Chen Ke that doing so was inappropriate.

But at any rate, Chen Tianhua had basic judgment. One couldn't talk nonsense in the Beiyang Army's barracks. If someone heard something, it would only bring danger. He could only wait until returning to Beijing to discuss this matter with Chen Ke. Thinking of this, Chen Tianhua really couldn't help wanting to hold a Party meeting now. The People's Party had so many meetings; the daily regular meetings made everyone feel a bit bored. But after Pang Zi and the others came, the three People's Party members in Beijing hadn't held a real Party meeting yet. Many things were just being implemented without communication, which made Chen Tianhua feel really unbearable. Forcing down his mood, Chen Tianhua sat there without saying a word.

After another good while, the military music finally stopped. Waiting a bit longer, the Beiyang Army should start returning to camp to rest. The camp began to lively up from far to near. Sounds of walking, shouting, and entering and exiting tents became more and more frequent. Suddenly the tent flap opened, and Pu Guanshui strode in. As soon as he entered, he laughed, "Brother Wenqing, many thanks. The military music this time was well received. Finally, even Lord Yuan was alarmed. He sent someone to say that there will be a marching parade tomorrow."

"What did Lord Yuan say?"

"He said this tune is mighty and majestic, worthy of the Beiyang New Army. The day after tomorrow is the parade. He specially asked to make some time tomorrow morning to let one town of the Beiyang Army have a temporary parade first to get familiar with the military music."

"Oh? Then Brother Pu is going to be famous." Chen Ke joked with a smile.

Unexpectedly, hearing this, Pu Guanshui just sighed. "We go back tomorrow morning."

Seeing Pu Guanshui like this, plus these words, Chen Ke could roughly guess that Pu Guanshui's superior wanted to swallow the credit alone. If Pu Guanshui continued to stay here, in case Yuan Shikai got to the bottom of it, he would definitely call Pu Guanshui to him to praise him personally. Sending Pu Guanshui away early, the credit could definitely be swallowed alone.

"Brother Pu, it wasn't easy to make the trip. Can we go take a look secretly?" Chen Ke said with a smile.

"I'll arrange this." Pu Guanshui didn't seem too willing to let his efforts go fruitless like this; he agreed readily. He went out again and had someone bring some straw and marching bedding. "It's a bit simple. After all, we are away from home; please make do. When we return to Beijing, I'll be the host and treat everyone to a meal." In the end, Pu Guanshui didn't want to lose his status either.

Nothing happened overnight. The next day, Pu Guanshui arranged for everyone to go to a small high ground early. Although it was a bit far, the Beiyang Army's parade could still be seen clearly. Moreover, there were some sentries here guarding. With them around, a lot of trouble could be avoided. A Military Assistant personally came to arrange and instruct the Beiyang Army sentries; the sentries naturally agreed readily. Moreover, having checked that Chen Ke and the others didn't carry any weapons, the sentries naturally didn't want to cause trouble.

After waiting for not long, troops began to assemble on an open space far away from the high ground. The rumbling sound of footsteps came from far to near, making Pang Zi and the others dare not make a sound. Storytelling loved to say "Once troops exceed ten thousand, they are boundless and endless." Looking down from a height, seeing tens of thousands of people lined up in dense formation, this stretched out for more than a *li*. The Beiyang Army was considered the best-trained army in China at the time after all. Tens of thousands of people stood there, but no one made a noise; the entire military formation was silent.

The military band was in the center of the team. Opposite them was a mound of earth, which looked like it was temporarily built with new soil; the color was quite different from other places. After a while, several officers riding white horses galloped past the front of the formation. Next, a few horses galloped back and stopped on that mound. The military band began to play "The Beiyang New Army is Advancing," and teams of the Beiyang New Army passed the mound in turn.

Last night, Pang Zi ridiculed the Beiyang Army for "blowing funeral instruments." Now watching teams of soldiers marching in step with his own eyes, Pang Zi's face changed completely. Thousands upon thousands of soldiers marched with a unified pace. That spirit, combined with this murderous military music, was truly majestic.

The watching crowd didn't dare to stand and watch holding horses like last time. This time they all lay on the hillside, only exposing their heads. The vibration of the goose-step marching came from the ground; everyone's tactile nerves could feel it. Pang Zi felt a truly earth-shaking flavor. The thought of competing with the Beiyang Army that originally remained in his heart was completely abandoned. He knew that with just these ten thousand or so people pressing over like this, not to mention anything else, even if Uncle Jing Tingbin led those tens of thousands of people back then, seeing such a scene would probably scare many people away. The longer he watched, the more Pang Zi felt scared afterwards. The memories of fighting with the Beiyang Army a few years ago also came back more and more. Fortunately, the Beiyang Army didn't have so many people back then. If the military strength was so abundant back then, Pang Zi certainly couldn't have escaped.

Chen Ke wasn't afraid at all. Having seen several shocking National Day parades, with this little movement of the Beiyang Army, Chen Ke felt it was just at the level of college military training formations. Back then, colleges hadn't expanded enrollment yet; a class of students was only two thousand or so, but compared with the Beiyang Army, they were by no means inferior.

The only thing that Chen Ke felt had some flavor was the cloaks on those officers riding white horses. They fluttered when the horses ran, quite aesthetic. *Should I dress officers like this when the Red Army is built in the future?* But Chen Ke quickly denied this thought. The characteristic of the Red Army was one word—"rustic" (*tu*). This was certainly related to the lack of financial resources to produce better equipment at the time, but this "rustic" characteristic made it easier for the masses to accept this army. *Think about it, if the Red Army were all in woolen coats, woolen breeches, and long boots, could the common people regard such an army as their own sons and brothers?*

This was a temporary parade. The troops went directly towards the exercise ground. Tens of thousands of people quickly left cleanly. The sentries also withdrew. Not knowing if it was because they lay down for too long or were scared, Chen Ke saw that when Pang Zi and the others got up, their legs were a bit weak.

What should be seen was seen. The group returned to the military camp, led the horses, and embarked on the return journey.

On the way, Pang Zi and the others deliberately kept a distance from Chen Ke. Chen Ke also wanted to recruit Pu Guanshui. Without Pang Zi and the others mixing in, it was convenient. Although Pu Guanshui had his credit snatched away, this was normal in the Beiyang New Army. Moreover, according to official documents, he was now the Vice Commander of the Anhui New Army. A Commander (Canling) naturally didn't count for much in the Beiyang New Army, but this was Beijing after all. In Anhui, this Commander title was definitely a high-ranking officer that could be ranked.

"Wenqing, once I leave Beijing, there won't be many opportunities to meet. It wasn't easy to meet a character like Wenqing; I really don't want to leave like this."

"I don't want to separate from Guanshui so early either. But saying meeting is not easy may not be true."

"How so?" Pu Guanshui became interested.

"I want to go to Anhui next year. Since Guanshui is also in Anhui, we brothers can meet often."

"Really? If Brother Wenqing goes to Anhui, you must come find me."

"If I find you, I definitely have something to beg at your door. And I definitely will beg at your door; you must not find me annoying."

"Being able to help Wenqing, I can't ask for more. If you have something and still don't find me, that would be unkind."

After chatting for a while, everyone discussed the issue of the army again. Pu Guanshui came from a regular military academy after all. Chen Ke's level was just finishing *The Art of War*; he hadn't even finished reading *On War*. His military knowledge was all from the Red Army and the PLA, which was completely inappropriate for this era. Talking about the military discipline of the Red Army, Pu Guanshui laughed, "Wenqing, you are just armchair strategy, purely a scholar's view. Who doesn't know the importance of military discipline? But who can really make military discipline like the Yue Family Army, 'freeze to death without tearing down houses, starve to death without looting'? Although the Beiyang Army's military discipline is good, don't forget, this is fed by large sums of gold and silver. Without the court's military pay, heh heh."

Chen Ke knew this was true. Even the Red Army and the Eighth Route Army still had military pay. And because they didn't eat empty pay (embezzle pay for non-existent soldiers), the Red Army and Eighth Route Army's military pay was even more than the actual income of the Kuomintang army. Moreover, after arriving in Northern Shaanxi, the backbone of the Eighth Route Army were elites tempered by the Long March elimination. Looking through Chinese history, or even human history, there was arguably not a single army tempered in such a difficult environment. Trying to form such an army in this era was really a bit of an extravagant hope for himself.

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Pu Guanshui thought his words were a bit heavy. He comforted him again, "Wenqing's statement is not unreasonable. But China's problem now is industrial backwardness; armaments cannot be produced by ourselves. If we fight with foreigners in the future, if they cut off the supply of arms, this would be a big deal. But domestic military industrial enterprises have limited production capacity; I have always found this a headache."

Seeing Pu Guanshui say this, Chen Ke simply talked to Pu Guanshui about foreign industrial construction. This catered to Pu Guanshui's thoughts. Pu Guanshui was a layman in this aspect. Listening to Chen Ke's simple explanation of profound things, Pu Guanshui was quickly completely attracted. Chen Ke had been lecturing for so long and was familiar with talking about these things, so it was nothing to him. But for Pu Guanshui, he already had an excellent impression of Chen Ke. Now listening to Chen Ke's narration, he only felt that the problems that had troubled him for a long time were explained clearly one by one. His good opinion of Chen Ke rose rapidly.

Chen Ke stopped with a dry mouth and drank a bellyful from the water bottle. Pu Guanshui suddenly asked solemnly, "Wenqing, what do you plan to do in Anhui?"

"Do some business."

"Then what help do you need from me?"

"I plan to set up some factories and organize a caravan. Without Guanshui's help, these will definitely not work."

"How about this: seeing you are so familiar with industry, after you arrive in Anhui, simply contact a group of people to engage in arms manufacturing. After I arrive in the Anhui New Army, I will have some status at any rate. As long as your things are good, Wenqing, I will definitely buy yours. I will definitely let you make money. As for organizing a caravan, it actually requires military backbones. When the time comes, you find the people, and I will help you train them. I will definitely not let Wenqing down. I won't take a cent of your money for training."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was really happy. In the interactions these days, Chen Ke could feel that Pu Guanshui hadn't reached the age of corruption yet, so his nature still hoped to achieve a career. Since he said so, he should do so. Chen Ke quickly said, "Great kindness needs no thanks. Guanshui has such good intentions; I can only say I will absolutely not let you down, Guanshui."

"Own brothers, congenial, why say these things. But Wenqing, I still don't quite understand the 'linked production' you just mentioned; Wenqing, you have to explain it in detail."

On the way, Pu Guanshui asked countless questions. When staying at the inn, he insisted on staying with Chen Ke. Upon returning to Beijing, he immediately wanted to treat Chen Ke to a drink. Chen Ke politely declined. The two sides agreed to meet at noon the day after tomorrow. Only then did they part.

Returning to the residence, Pang Zi and the others were also tired from the journey and went straight to sleep. Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen, and Chen Tianhua didn't go to sleep. They carefully closed the door, checked that no one would disturb them, and then officially convened the first meeting of the Beijing Party Group.
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As soon as the Beijing Party Group meeting of 1905 convened, it immediately entered a state of drawn swords and bent bows. Although the volume was somewhat suppressed, Wu Xingchen's speech was full of the smell of gunpowder. He directly questioned what Chen Ke intended to do with Pang Zi. Chen Tianhua also cared very much about this matter; he stared at Chen Ke. He only heard Chen Ke say in his usual calm tone, "I cannot promote an uprising that is destined to fail. That is irresponsible to anyone; that is harming people."

Despite the calm tone, these words were tit-for-tat, vastly different from Chen Ke's usually rather gentle attitude.

"Are you saying Pang Zi and the others are seeking death?" Wu Xingchen was also extremely unaccustomed to Chen Ke's attitude and asked back with some surprise.

"That's right. That's exactly what I mean." Chen Ke's bright and sharp gaze fell on Wu Xingchen's face. Wu Xingchen seemed unable to bear this attitude of Chen Ke and lowered his head with a slight guilty conscience. However, Chen Ke didn't mean to let Wu Xingchen off. He asked, "Brother Wu, what do you think Brother Pang and the others actually want to do? What is the purpose of their rebellion?"

Wu Xingchen didn't answer. Chen Ke didn't insist on pursuing an answer either; he continued speaking on his own, "Nothing more than revenge and the like. Or to put it bluntly, when Uncle Jing was alive back then, Brother Pang's social status was much higher than now. And now Brother Pang might want to chase back those happy days of the past."

Hearing this, both Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua changed their expressions simultaneously. This was a condemnation of the heart; saying this meant Chen Ke wouldn't be polite in the slightest. A sense of trembling arose in Wu Xingchen's heart. *That's right, this is the Chen Ke that I, Wu Xingchen, have always feared.* From the first day he met Chen Ke, no matter how sincere or gentle Chen Ke's attitude was, Wu Xingchen always faintly felt that beneath these appearances, there was a cold and ruthless Chen Ke.

This wasn't because Chen Ke was hypocritical; precisely, Chen Ke wasn't hypocritical. In Party classes, Chen Ke very rationally explained the truth of the world to everyone. If he were merely a gentle person, he would absolutely not have such understanding. When a rational person speaks results purely from theoretical calculations, it must be Chen Ke's current appearance. Wu Xingchen didn't think Chen Ke was wrong.

Before coming to Hebei, Wu Xingchen's idea was to contact these old brothers he hadn't seen for a long time and then plan big things together. As a result, upon contact with the brothers, Wu Xingchen immediately felt disappointed. His first feeling was that these brothers were not as good as before. In the past, at any rate, the brothers still had enthusiasm and that innocent and straightforward friendship. After experiencing failure, although the brothers hadn't been completely defeated, they had become much more deep and reserved. To put it more bluntly, they had become much more sinister.

Wu Xingchen could understand this only because he himself had experienced such days. If he hadn't met Chen Ke, if he hadn't listened to the People's Party's lectures, Wu Xingchen probably wouldn't have been able to liberate himself from such emotions full of resentment and poison. Wu Xingchen was very clear about Pang Zi's petty calculations. Wu Xingchen could roughly guess Chen Ke's response: just perfunctory, and then everyone would go their separate ways. Wu Xingchen absolutely didn't want Pang Zi to lose this opportunity and walk on a path destined for failure.

"Wenqing, Pang Zi is ignorant. He doesn't understand revolution, but I understand some. Can you tell me what to do? I will carry out the revolution." Wu Xingchen made a final effort. Chen Ke never talked about specific methods; Wu Xingchen actually suspected somewhat that Chen Ke himself didn't know how to promote revolution.

After listening to Wu Xingchen's words, Chen Ke's expression suddenly softened, and a smile of joy from the heart appeared on his face. This made both Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua feel very surprised.

"Okay. How about we start discussing this issue now?" Chen Ke responded with a smile.

"That's great!" Chen Tianhua said with shining eyes; regarding this issue, he was very eager to know specifically what to do.

"We, the Revolutionary Party, are weak and isolated. If we stand up and directly confront the Manchu Qing, we are destined to fail. But the power of the Manchu Qing compared to the people counts for nothing. So, we must promote the People's Revolution."

This was still nonsense said many times before; neither Wu Xingchen nor Chen Tianhua cared. They stared at Chen Ke, waiting for the key part below.

"Revolution means fighting wars, and fighting wars means people dying. I want to ask a question: on what basis do you make everyone follow you to die? Brother Wu, speak first."

Wu Xingchen didn't expect Chen Ke to start asking questions so quickly. In fact, he hadn't figured out this question either. The Boxers back then either used the banner of Beijing princes, or engaged in tricks of invulnerability, or played with supernatural things, or burned incense and became sworn brothers. Generally speaking, it was nothing more than moving them with emotion, inducing them with profit, plus other messy brotherhood loyalty and so on. Basically, it was forcing people to die. Wu Xingchen had personally experienced the result of doing this; it might be effective in the early stage, but these rabble would immediately disintegrate in the face of a powerful enemy. Once those with rallying power in the locality died, these organizations became passing clouds and could never regroup.

Since Wu Xingchen couldn't think clearly, he simply didn't bother anymore. "Wenqing, you tell us what it's about."

"Let me give the example of Uncle Jing. Uncle Jing Tingbin was first a Military Graduate (*Wuju*). This meant he had status and influence in the countryside. Uncle Jing consistently upheld justice in the countryside and helped everyone judge right from wrong. For many things in the countryside, what Uncle Jing said counted. Everyone, say, what does this mean?"

Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua knew their own statements were definitely not Chen Ke's meaning, so they simply didn't bother; they shook their heads together.

"This shows that Uncle Jing had law enforcement ability in the countryside. That is administrative power."

Seeing that neither comrade had figured it out, Chen Ke explained again, "That is to say, Uncle Jing had power in the locality, could make rules, and maintain rules. Regardless of the court's rules or anyone else's rules, in the locality, if Uncle Jing said their rules didn't count, those rules didn't count. Whatever rules Uncle Jing said counted, those rules counted."

"Ah! So that's how it is." Wu Xingchen nodded in agreement. Previously, in Wu Xingchen's view, this was just Uncle Jing having rallying power, but hearing Chen Ke say this, Uncle Jing's power actually had a deeper meaning.

"This is the local tyrant/strongman of the countryside." Chen Tianhua also nodded in praise.

"So, when Uncle Jing attacked churches, everyone followed. First, indeed, the villains in the church did all kinds of evil. Everyone hated them to the bone. Second, since Uncle Jing was the local rule, if he asked everyone to do something, then everyone had to follow Uncle Jing according to the rules."

Wu Xingchen no longer had the original resentment at this time; he nodded while listening.

"Then, let me talk about what revolution is." Chen Ke laughed. "The basic appearance of revolution is the same as Uncle Jing. In the revolutionary area, in the base area, there are only rules made by the revolutionary government, not rules made by others. This is revolution."

"Then how to do it?" Wu Xingchen pressed.

"What is the program of the People's Party? What kind of country do we want to build? Once you understand these, you will know what the rules of revolution should be set like."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Wu Xingchen became anxious at that moment. "Wenqing, how do I know what you actually want to make it look like? When you talk about the future, you talk incessantly. There are dozens of various departments alone, and the damn functions of each department are different. Who can remember them? I just want to engage in revolution in a county or a few villages. If you talk to me about the whole world, I can't do it."

This complaint from Wu Xingchen reminded Chen Ke that once at a Party meeting before, everyone insisted on asking Chen Ke to talk about what China should look like after the revolution succeeded. Forced helplessly, Chen Ke had to recount the state organizational structure of 21st-century China. This lengthy narration almost made everyone lose their appetite. Thinking of this, he chuckled, "Brother Wu, why did I take everyone to see the Beiyang Army's exercise? One county, a few villages—once ten thousand Beiyang troops arrive, even if you build these places like iron barrels, it still won't work. Revolution must be a revolution of the whole world; what can a tiny bit of territory do?"

"I know it won't work if the territory is small. But everyone knows me in this village; out of this village, to other villages, no one knows me. How can I go to other places to make a revolution?"

"Wrong, wrong, your idea is completely wrong." Chen Ke shook his head gently. "Brother Wu, you talk about different situations in different villages. Then let me ask you, in this world, there are some things in every village that are exactly the same. Tell me, what are the same things?"

Wu Xingchen lowered his head in contemplation; *what exactly is the same?* Just as he was pondering, he heard Chen Tianhua say impassionedly, "In this world, bullies exist in every village, and they are always that batch of people. Corrupt officials, landlords, and local tyrants. The people being bullied are also the same, all ordinary common people working hard. Am I right, Wenqing?"

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt very gratified. Just two months ago, Chen Tianhua had asked very seriously whether the People's Revolution advocated by Chen Ke meant killing all landlords. His words showed considerable concern for the safety of landlords in the revolution. Now, Chen Tianhua could already recognize that the government and landlords were both classes oppressing the common people. Such a change couldn't help but excite Chen Ke.

Chen Ke had never dared to adopt a brainwashing education mode to instill the concept of "class struggle" into Chen Tianhua and the others before. After all, the comrades of the People's Party were all from the old classes. If they couldn't spontaneously recognize these, even if Chen Ke spoke with a tongue like a lotus flower, enabling them to understand these theoretically, the hearts of these comrades might not necessarily be convinced. Nor would they necessarily truly develop a determination against the landlord class that "it won't do not to overthrow them." But what Chen Tianhua said today proved that Chen Tianhua could already spontaneously have a consciousness of confrontation against landlords.

"Xingtai is absolutely right. Brother Wu, what do you say?" Chen Ke asked Wu Xingchen.

Contrary to Chen Ke's expectation, Wu Xingchen didn't express his stance directly. His brows were slightly furrowed, calculating something. Seeing him like this, Chen Ke wasn't anxious either. Having said so much just now, Chen Ke was also thinking about how to explain the specific revolutionary steps in a while. "No investigation, no right to speak." Chen Ke had read records about rural areas in history books; he actually wanted to investigate too. But now he really couldn't spare the time. If Wu Xingchen was willing to engage in revolution in the northern countryside, Chen Ke actually quite supported it. Moreover, he considered that letting Chen Tianhua follow Wu Xingchen to the countryside for social investigation first should be no problem. Since Chen Tianhua could recognize that landlords were the oppressive class in the countryside, it could be said to be a huge leap forward. He could truly be entrusted with heavy responsibilities.

While thinking, he heard Wu Xingchen say hesitantly, "These are all fellow villagers; talking about revolution, these are all relatives."

This statement made Chen Ke speechless. *How could Wu Xingchen have such a notion?* Regarding rural clans, Chen Ke knew a little; the biggest impression was that clan forces must be completely crushed. Because rural clans controlled too much power. A meeting of clan elders could determine the life and death of clan members. This was unacceptable for a modern industrial country. In a modern industrial country, state institutions possess all administrative and judicial powers. Let alone the power of life and death, even if brothers fight, elders have no power to take coercive measures against members. But Chen Ke could understand Wu Xingchen's concern. In 1905, the state had no obligations to the common people at all. The social security system only began to be built after the founding of New China. Under the rule of the Chiang Kai-shek government, during the War of Resistance, there were even bizarre examples of collecting taxes for decades later in advance. So clans had to stick together to resist the government's exorbitant taxes and levies. However, such examples were also a minority in clans. Chen Ke felt he must convince Wu Xingchen. But this problem was the most difficult to deal with; he prepared to change an angle to speak.

"Brother Wu, there is a saying: 'Injustice provokes outcry.' I'll use another saying: 'Where there is oppression, there is resistance.' In such oppression and resistance, which side are you prepared to stand on?"

"Naturally, I stand on the side of resistance," Wu Xingchen said without hesitation.

"Then there is so much resistance now. There are landlords resisting tax collection, and tenant farmers resisting landlords taking back tenancy rights. There is resistance against usury driving people to death. Some people are both oppressors and resisters. Which side are you prepared to stand on?" Chen Ke asked.

This time Wu Xingchen was silent. He actually only really wanted to rebel against the Manchu Qing. Regarding landlords, he sympathized with them for being oppressed by the Manchu Qing on one hand, and was dissatisfied with their excessive cruelty to the poor on the other. Chen Ke's culture brought Wu Xingchen into a confusion he had never thought of before.

Seeing Wu Xingchen silent, Chen Ke said, "Okay, let's change the question. Since Brother Wu wants revolution, let's speak even more simply. Specific execution methods. Let's not talk about how to make everyone follow you to risk death for now; let's first talk about how to make the common people support you."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen perked up some interest again.

"First, you have to let the common people know that someone wants to decide for them (uphold justice for them). Moreover, in what aspects can you decide for them. Actually, Uncle Jing achieved these back then. If Brother Wu goes down to the countryside, you must determine what exactly you want to do."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen felt quite confused; *to what extent should I do it?* According to his initial idea, it was to get rid of the cruel and pacify the good. But after a deep talk with Chen Ke today, who was "cruel" and who was "good," he was now a bit confused.

"Second, you must have a force to complete this work. Anyone who touches your rules must be knocked down. For example, you spread your eyes and ears widely to know whose family is being bullied. You knock on the door through the door in the middle of the night, ask them who bullied them, and exactly how they were bullied. Then you take the team to help them solve the problem. After doing this for a long time, your reputation will naturally exist. The people will also be willing to believe you and tip you off. Some people will even join your team."

Seeing Wu Xingchen not speaking, Chen Ke continued, "Third..."

"Wait," Wu Xingchen interrupted Chen Ke's words. "Wenqing, is this your revolution?"

"Yes, helping the masses, mobilizing the masses, uniting the masses. These are my revolutionary measures."

"Wenqing, this is not a small matter. Not to mention anything else, if you do this, how many people will you offend? As the saying goes, 'When a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it.' When those people join hands to deal with the revolution, that will definitely be a big deal."

Chen Ke answered very frankly, "I know. Last time I told Brother Pang that he could do whatever he wanted according to his own mind. As long as he doesn't launch a People's Revolution, his end is destined to be a complete defeat, and he will lose his life in vain."

Wu Xingchen fell silent. Originally, he was worried that Chen Ke would give up on Pang Zi. If Pang Zi didn't get Chen Ke's guidance and rushed to rebel, he would be destined to fail. So Wu Xingchen wanted Chen Ke to state the specific revolutionary steps. In his imagination, as long as he could get these specific methods and strategies, even if Chen Ke ignored Pang Zi, Wu Xingchen himself could help. But unexpectedly, Chen Ke would propose such a true People's Revolution. After listening to these simple narrations, Wu Xingchen could imagine what kind of fierce confrontation such a revolution would cause. This was no longer revolution, but risking one's life.

"Is there no other way? Wenqing."

"Then what does Brother Wu want Brother Pang to get?" Chen Ke asked back with a smile.

*Yes, what do I want Fatty to get?* Wu Xingchen suddenly remembered Chen Ke's earlier words: "What do Brother Pang and the others actually want to do? What is the purpose of their rebellion? Nothing more than revenge and the like. Or to put it bluntly, when Uncle Jing was alive back then, Brother Pang's social status was much higher than now. And now Brother Pang might want to chase back those happy days of the past."

Not long ago, Wu Xingchen thought this was just Chen Ke's condemnation of the heart. But now it seemed that Chen Ke was the same as before, merely stating the cold reality. Looking carefully at Chen Ke, Wu Xingchen still saw that familiar expression. Every time after Chen Ke conducted such an analysis, he had neither complacency nor the slightest look of pity. Facing the speechless comrades, Chen Ke was expressionless, even feeling somewhat lonely. Looking at Chen Tianhua next to him, he saw Chen Tianhua's brows slightly furrowed; he should be pondering Chen Ke's words repeatedly. And his own expression, presumably, should be a kind of helplessness and anxiety.

Wu Xingchen only truly came into contact with revolution after joining the People's Party. In these few months, Wu Xingchen thought he had learned a lot. But after such a narration of practical operations today, Wu Xingchen understood that compared to Chen Ke, he only understood a little skin and hair about revolution. Such a sense of frustration, and sense of loss. And after thinking deeply about revolution, recognizing what kind of huge hostile forces he had to face. These heavy emotions mixed together made Wu Xingchen suddenly think of a question. *What kind of person is Chen Ke exactly?*

Just at this moment, he saw Chen Ke smile. "Brother Wu, these enemies are nothing to be afraid of. Believe me, if it is a true People's Revolution, we can definitely smash these enemies. We can definitely create a powerful New China."

These words didn't arouse Wu Xingchen's courage. Recalling the impression Chen Ke left on him before, Wu Xingchen suddenly had a superstitious fear. Chen Ke seemed to be a revolutionary star descended into this world. If not for this reason, how could a person understand revolution so profoundly? How could a person be tough enough to face such huge enemies without the slightest fear?
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Many times, silence is a good choice. The emotions contained in speechlessness include resistance and silent pleas. Wu Xingchen was silent now. The previous discussion completely dispelled Wu Xingchen's fantasy; he knew clearly that Chen Ke wouldn't help Pang Zi.

When people's momentum weakens, they often have a psychological weakness. At the beginning of the Party meeting, Wu Xingchen felt that Chen Ke's way of treating Pang Zi was inappropriate and always felt that Chen Ke should give more. Now he couldn't help but think of Pang Zi's consistent disrespect towards Chen Ke. In the *Jianghu*, even this kind of impolite attitude might trigger a very serious conflict, not to mention that Chen Ke's words and deeds truly stemmed from concern for Pang Zi.

"Brother Wu, do you still consider yourself a member of the People's Party?" Chen Ke broke the silence. Hearing this, Chen Tianhua felt a tightness in his heart. Chen Ke had sympathy; he knew this. Chen Ke didn't have the "benevolence of a woman" (undue leniency); Chen Tianhua also knew this clearly. The reason for asking this was probably that he was going to be tough with Wu Xingchen. Wu Xingchen had been favoring Pang Zi; Chen Tianhua knew this well and wasn't satisfied with it either. But looking at Chen Ke's meaning, there was a flavor of expelling Wu Xingchen from the party. Chen Tianhua instinctively wanted to object, but he couldn't say it. In the People's Party's organizational program, there was such a clause—members of the Chinese People's Party must completely sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose the party's program. Pang Zi couldn't be counted as an enemy, but based on Pang Zi's actions, he couldn't be talked about as a friend either. If Chen Ke wanted to handle it according to organizational discipline, Chen Tianhua couldn't raise an objection.

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen's face became even more solemn. His gaze became heavy, and he even rarely bit his lip. After making up his mind, he said, "Wenqing, if you are talking about Brother Pang's matter..."

Chen Ke interrupted Wu Xingchen's words. He said calmly, "It has nothing to do with Brother Pang. I just want to ask, does Brother Wu still insist that he is a member of the People's Party?"

Hesitating for a moment, Wu Xingchen answered, "Yes, I still insist that I am a member of the People's Party. But..."

"Wait for me to finish first, okay?" Chen Ke cut off Wu Xingchen's words again. For some reason, Chen Tianhua suddenly felt a flavor of relaxation in Chen Ke's voice. Chen Ke picked up the scissors, trimmed the candle wick, and the candle burned brighter.

"As the chairman of this Party meeting, I want to request you, Brother Wu, to carry out revolutionary struggle work in the north. Whether with Brother Pang or with those few Shandong brothers. I want you to participate in their revolution, well, I should say uprising work. I wonder what Brother Wu thinks?"

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen was greatly surprised. He didn't want to withdraw from the People's Party. Just now, he wanted to propose staying in Hebei to participate in the uprising with Pang Zi. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke proposed it first. Taking advantage of this bright candlelight, Wu Xingchen carefully sized up Chen Ke's face. Chen Ke showed an encouraging smile that very much understood Wu Xingchen's difficulties, without any dissatisfaction, let alone any intention of testing him.

"How about it, does Brother Wu agree?" Seeing Wu Xingchen not speaking, Chen Ke asked again.

"I agree." Wu Xingchen hurriedly replied.

Seeing that Chen Ke wasn't going to punish Wu Xingchen but proposed such a reasonable suggestion, Chen Tianhua was also very happy. After all, they were comrades; why make it to the point of expelling people? On second thought, Chen Tianhua felt a bit embarrassed again. Chen Ke wanting to expel Wu Xingchen was Chen Tianhua's own speculation. Such speculation of his own was where his magnanimity was inferior to Chen Ke's. While criticizing himself in secret, Chen Tianhua suddenly heard Chen Ke say, "Xingtai, I want you to stay in the north with Brother Wu. Be responsible for the preparation work of launching the uprising."

"Ah? I have to stay too?" Chen Tianhua asked in surprise. Regarding this decision, Chen Tianhua's surprise was fifty percent, and the other fifty percent was joy.

"Leaving Brother Wu alone here, he has revolutionary enthusiasm, but revolutionary theory is obviously insufficient. Originally, I should have stayed in the north, but if we leave Shanghai for a few months, I'm not too assured either. So I can only let Xingtai stay in the north."

"This is very good." Chen Tianhua answered excitedly.

Seeing Chen Tianhua's face full of joy, Chen Ke felt he couldn't let him be too happy. "Don't be anxious; I'm leaving everyone in the north not to let everyone slack off (let loose). What to do here, I have to discuss with everyone."

"Wenqing asked us to stay here; what do you plan for us to do?" Wu Xingchen wasn't as optimistic as Chen Tianhua. He felt Chen Ke wouldn't give in to Pang Zi so easily. Moreover, Chen Ke's words had already made it clear that Wu Xingchen was staying here not as Pang Zi's close friend, but as a People's Party member. In other words, if Wu Xingchen insisted on his stance as a People's Party member, Pang Zi's stance wouldn't be the primary object of consideration.

"Brother Wu, no matter what, I don't want Brother Pang Zi to lose his life in vain. I said so much earlier just to explain to Brother Pang Zi that following the previous rebellion mode will definitely not work. Brother Pang has prejudice against me, thinking I am not on the same path as him." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly laughed again. "This is me speaking wrong. Brother Pang has no prejudice against me; I am indeed not on the same path as him. But what I want to ask is, does Brother Wu want to walk the same path as Brother Pang, or do you want to run towards the path of successful revolution? On this point, as party members, we have no need to tell lies."

Hearing such a frank question, Wu Xingchen tightened his lips. Emotionally, he wanted to support Pang Zi. But rationally, he had long been convinced by Chen Ke. Finally, Wu Xingchen sighed deeply, "Never mind, some things can't be done just with brotherly affection. I want to walk the path of revolution."

"Very good. Then let's first discuss how to let Brother Pang and the Shandong brothers save their lives after the rebellion. As long as the green hills remain, there is no fear of having no firewood to burn. This method should be most practical for them."

"What brilliant strategy is there?" Chen Tianhua was very interested in this.

"They must change from sitting bandits who are very easy to suppress into roving bandits who are not easy to suppress."

"Haha!" Hearing Chen Ke's "brilliant strategy," Chen Tianhua couldn't help laughing out loud. *What's the difference between this and saying nothing? If you can't win, you naturally have to run; how is it possible to sit and wait for the government army to suppress you?*

Wu Xingchen's reaction was completely different from Chen Tianhua's. His eyes lit up. "This requires Wenqing to explain it well." Wu Xingchen had been beaten badly by the Beiyang Army in Shandong. While fleeing for his life, he really had the feeling that the world was big but there was nowhere to hide.

"As the saying goes, a *sheng* (small measure) of rice creates kindness, a *dou* (large measure) of rice creates hatred. Trying to buy people's hearts by scattering wealth is absolutely impossible. The common people don't buy this." Chen Ke didn't talk about revolutionary principles this time.

Watching Wu Xingchen nodding slightly, Chen Tianhua was quite puzzled. "Making everyone live a little better, how can one not be appreciated?"

"A little better? How much better counts as a little better? Eating an extra bowl of rice is a little better; having immense wealth is also a little better. Your view is absolutely wrong." Chen Ke's voice was cold. "If they are contented people, they don't lack your little bit of stuff at all. If they are discontented people, however much you give is not enough. So, relying on scattering wealth only makes capable people look down on you, and incapable people envy you. Moreover, with Brother Pang's current means, this money didn't come from a proper path either. If he engages in buying people's hearts, that would really be Zhu Bajie looking in the mirror—not a human inside or out."

Although Chen Tianhua still didn't quite understand, seeing Chen Ke speaking firmly and Wu Xingchen agreeing completely, he simply stopped interrupting.

"So, how Brother Pang makes a scene now, everyone needs to watch closely. We must enable Brother Pang to save the urgent and the poor. Point out the route of struggle to everyone, rather than just using money and grain to dismiss the matter," Chen Ke continued. Wu Xingchen's mood this time was very different from before. He greatly agreed with the various penetrating criticisms proposed by Chen Ke. When Chen Ke talked about some very ruthless methods, Wu Xingchen even slapped the table and applauded. Chen Tianhua took notes quickly. Regardless of whether he could accept Chen Ke's statements, these were very important materials. They absolutely couldn't just be done with after speaking.

The night grew deeper, and the Party group meeting had become very harmonious. However, everyone had just traveled far. By more than two o'clock, Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua couldn't take it anymore. Chen Ke simply let them sleep and continued writing things himself.

The sky gradually brightened, and Chen Ke put down his pen. Although he didn't feel tired yet, it was painstaking to write these things he wasn't good at after all. Writing wasn't too tiring, but racking his brains to come up with suitable specific struggle methods really made one feel mentally unbearable. Chen Ke had been running around outside these few days and hadn't taken a bath; his body already had a smell. He simply stripped naked and took a basin and soap to bathe by the water well outside.

It wasn't sunrise yet; the sky was just a little hazy. A few stars were still scattered in the pale white sky. The entire quadrangle courtyard was still dark, shrouded in a desolate glimmer everywhere. Chen Ke poured a basin of water over his body. Compared to the cold air, the well water was warm. The comfort of the water flowing over his skin made Chen Ke grunt involuntarily. The autumn breeze blew, quickly taking away the temperature on the skin, and soon made this bather feel a bone-piercing chill. Chen Ke poured another basin of water over his head, then wiped his face and raised his head. A bird flew eastward from high in the sky. Perhaps noticing Chen Ke, it suddenly cawed. Watching the figure of this crow gradually merge into the bronze-colored sky in the east, Chen Ke suddenly remembered that crows seemed to signify bad omens. Of course, Chen Ke didn't believe this nonsense at all. Another few basins of water flushed down, then soaping, then rinsing. The shower of well water re-energized his somewhat numb thinking.

Among those few heroes, Chai Qingguo was always very polite to Chen Ke. And judging from his usual performance, he seemed to agree with Chen Ke's propositions quite a bit. But after all, being with other brothers, Chai Qingguo couldn't directly express approval of Chen Ke either. It seemed he had to find an opportunity to talk to Chai Qingguo alone. Or, when Wu Xingchen and the others went to the countryside, ask Chai Qingguo to stay behind and help alone. While thinking, Chen Ke dried his body and returned to the room. It was truly "living in a fragrant room for a long time without smelling its fragrance"; as soon as he entered the door, Chen Ke felt the smell in this room was quite strong. Luckily he could stay in here for a night. He didn't close the door either, just found clean clothes to change into, threw the dirty clothes into the basin, squatted in the courtyard, and started washing clothes.

There were quite a few dirty clothes. Chen Ke washed clothes alone in this quiet morning. Suddenly a strange thought popped into his mind: *I wonder if that Miss He I met last time washes clothes herself.* As soon as this thought appeared, Chen Ke felt quite strange. The two were just chance acquaintances and had only met once; why did he suddenly think of this lady?

Recalling carefully, Chen Ke actually couldn't remember the specific appearance of that lady. The only thing he could remember was those pair of bright and firm beautiful eyes. That was a gaze Chen Ke was very familiar with. In the 21st century, only those sufficiently firm women had that kind of fearless gaze.

Chen Ke liked this kind of woman. They only did things to accomplish their goals. In the process of things, they only did their best according to the laws and didn't pursue any final result. Therefore, that gaze would be so bright, so focused. Unlike "Lord" He Ruming, who was only to get the result and didn't care at all what the intermediate process was. If possible, "Lord" He Ruming hoped the process of things would be like this: others shouting "Daddy He," "Grandpa He," you must honor us, please let us serve you. Facing He Ruming's modest "repeated refusal," others steadfastly wanted to handle affairs for He Ruming. Finally, out of absolute helplessness, to give others face, He Ruming reluctantly accepted others' service. In the end, He Ruming didn't have to lift a finger, yet gained both fame and fortune.

*I'm also a bit too mean,* Chen Ke thought. But when He Ruming talked with him about those trivial details, his eyes changed constantly. However, on those core contents, He Ruming's reaction was quite slow. It presented a perfect contrast with He Qian's shrewdness and capability. *Are these two really biological siblings?*

*If it were in the 21st century, it would be great,* Chen Ke couldn't help thinking. In that case, he could ask He Qian out and discuss this matter properly in private. Maybe this matter would have been done long ago. And they could also make friends or something. Chen Ke liked shrewd and capable women very much. Being with them, there was no nonsense; everyone had a very relaxed feeling. Moreover, when chatting idly, these women often spoke wittily; chatting about everything was also an enjoyment.

But this was really an absolute extravagant hope. Just like in the 21st century, Chen Ke only needed to throw clothes into the washing machine and didn't need to worry. Now, to maintain hygiene, he had to wash by hand.

The clothes were washed, and the sky was bright. No one got up; it seemed the long-distance travel made everyone exhausted. Chen Ke felt a bit sleepy, but he didn't dare go back to lie on the bed. Everyone probably wouldn't wake him up; what if he overslept? He simply lay on the table in the main room and slept.

"Mr. Chen, wake up." Someone called beside him. Chen Ke slowly raised his head and saw Pang Zi standing beside him. Checking his watch, Chen Ke had slept for about two hours.

"What's up?"

"Breakfast is ready," Pang Zi said.

Looking outside, he saw the soup pot on the honeycomb briquette stove steaming, and Wu Xingchen and the others were busy around the pot.

"Good." Having slept for this while, Chen Ke felt his energy completely restored. He stood up and answered, "Eat."

According to yesterday's agreement, after eating, Wu Xingchen would talk with Pang Zi and the others, and Chen Ke wouldn't participate. If Chen Ke participated, it would only make Pang Zi feel uncomfortable. So Chen Ke took this time to visit He Ruming.

Steward He was very enthusiastic about Chen Ke's visit. He told Chen Ke that He Ruming was not at home. Chen Ke almost blurted out asking if He Qian was in. Fortunately, he held back. If he really dared to ask like this, Steward He would probably beat Chen Ke out the door. Returning to the residence unhappily, he heard Wu Xingchen saying something to everyone in the wing room. Chen Ke didn't stop either and went straight back to the main room. Just after sitting for a moment, he heard someone knocking on the door. The gate wasn't closed tightly. The person outside pushed it open gently and then shouted through the crack of the door, "Is Mr. Wenqing in?" It was Xie Mingxian's voice.

"I am here, Mingxian, come in quickly." Chen Ke responded happily.

Xie Mingxian carried a square package; presumably, it contained medicine. What surprised Chen Ke greatly was that there was another person standing outside the door with him; it was actually Wang Bin. Chen Ke was slightly stunned, then reacted. "Brother Wang, welcome, welcome. Come in quickly; the journey must have been hard." Saying this, he took the package from Xie Mingxian's hand with one hand, picked up the suitcase beside Wang Bin, and led the two into the main room.

Wang Bin was really a rare guest. Since You Gou introduced Wang Bin and Zhou Yuanxiao to Chen Ke, the two began to cooperate. As a middle-to-high-level steward in a German foreign firm, Wang Bin actually helped Chen Ke get a lot of things. But the two didn't have any personal friendship. He came from Shanghai with Xie Mingxian, but Chen Ke didn't know why.

"This coal looks quite interesting," Wang Bin asked holding a teacup with both hands. Shanghai was much warmer than Beijing. He and Xie Mingxian came by boat and really weren't used to this temperature difference. Just now when Chen Ke was boiling water, putting honeycomb briquettes into the stove attracted his attention.

"I plan to promote this thing in a big way in Beijing." Chen Ke didn't hide it from him. Anyway, the price of anthracite in the south was high, and Chen Ke wasn't worried about Wang Bin starting it in the south. "Does Brother Wang want to stay in Beijing and make honeycomb briquettes with me?" Chen Ke teased.

"I didn't come for this. A German friend arrived in Beijing; I came to see him," Wang Bin replied.

"It should be so, it should be so." Chen Ke laughed. Chen Ke had no special feeling about Wang Bin's action. He himself liked traveling. If he had a whim to go out in the morning, he would immediately contact friends in that place, buy tickets at noon, and leave by car at night. This kind of thing hadn't happened just once or twice. Before, a brother from out of town called after nine in the evening, saying they were short one for Mahjong. Then Chen Ke immediately went out to the train station, bought a train ticket for the nearest trip, arrived at the card table more than a hundred kilometers away by 11:30, and played cards all night. Chen Ke very much approved of Wang Bin's action. A German friend coming from afar, rushing from Shanghai to Beijing to meet, counted for nothing.

However, Xie Mingxian beside him looked at Chen Ke with strange eyes. Although Xie Mingxian had heard of "traveling ten thousand miles" when reading books, that was just talk. He felt the journey was far when he went from Hunan to Shanghai alone. Qi Huishen sent him from Shanghai to Beijing. Young people's nature naturally liked to go far away. But having really experienced such a long journey at sea, and actually arriving at the capital at the foot of the Son of Heaven, Xie Mingxian felt a bit unreal instead. Seeing Chen Ke's nonchalant attitude made Xie Mingxian feel very uncomfortable.

Chen Ke noticed this. He patted Xie Mingxian's shoulder. "Mingxian, you also have courage. From Shanghai to Beijing, this journey is also several thousand *li*. How do you feel now?"

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Xie Mingxian smiled. "It's really far." After speaking, he added, "The weather here is quite cold."

"Haha." Chen Ke and Wang Bin both laughed after hearing this.

"By the way, Brother Wang, where do you plan to live when you arrive in Beijing? If you don't mind, simply stay here with me for a few days," Chen Ke said.

Wang Bin didn't decline. "That's exactly my intention."

Looking at Wang Bin's swollen eyelids, Chen Ke said with concern, "The journey was tiring. Brother Wang, go sleep for a while first."

After Wang Bin went to sleep, Xie Mingxian saw no one around, so he took out a letter and handed it to Chen Ke. "Mr. Wenqing, this is a letter from Mr. Qi to you."

Chen Ke wasn't in a hurry to open it. "Mingxian, you go sleep for a while too. Whatever it is, wait until you get up at noon to talk about it. In the afternoon, go out with me; we'll go to a good place."

"Where to?" Xie Mingxian felt Chen Ke's mysterious words weren't quite right; he asked.

"Imperial University." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he saw Xie Mingxian's eyes immediately widen, getting bigger and bigger, finally almost glaring into circles.

"That's right, it's the Imperial University." Chen Ke added.

Xie Mingxian's arms were somewhat stiff. Seeing that Chen Ke didn't mean to deceive him, he then stood up. "Mr. Wenqing, I'll go sleep right now." After speaking, Xie Mingxian went towards the bedroom almost trembling. Chen Ke could understand how excited this scholar (*Xiucai*) was to hear this name.

With an excitement less than one-tenth of Xie Mingxian's, Chen Ke checked the integrity of the envelope, then opened the envelope and pulled out a thick stack of paper.
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Chapter 36 Letter

"Today is a historic day; today will be remembered forever. Many years later, young people will ask about everything that happened today with reverence and curiosity. Today is a historic day, and you are part of it. For thousands of years, the people have never been truly paid attention to. No matter who wrote the history books, whether official history or unofficial history, whether imperial diaries or county gazetteers, no one has ever truly studied the daily lives of the people. Especially after the foreign powers fought into China, all we heard were people shouting, 'We can't go on living!' 'The country will no longer be a country!' 'China is going to be exterminated!' Why can't we go on living? Why is China going to be exterminated? Under these slogans, what exactly is Chinese society like, and why did it become like this? No one has ever truly studied it. The actual lives of the people are at best rumors in the streets and vague stories. But today, there is such a group of people, it is ourselves, who will conduct a social investigation. The mysteries will be uncovered; the social pulse and disorder will be clearly seen and pointed out. 'The People' is no longer a vague noun but concrete figures, a clear existence in the operation of society. So, today is a historic day!"

This passage was Qi Huishen's speech at the "oath-taking rally" for the social investigation. After reading it, Chen Ke felt extremely familiar with it. This was an impromptu call to action Chen Ke made at the Party meeting when encouraging comrades to grasp the social investigation work. Several sentences imitated the speech of the SS officer in *Schindler's List*. Obviously, Qi Huishen had applied it flexibly.

The letter was handwritten by He Zudao. That beautiful penmanship was undoubtedly the best in the People's Party at the current stage. And the one who dictated this letter should be Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen detailed the recent preparations for the rural investigation. While Xie Mingxian was ordered to set off for Beijing, twelve investigation teams also set out for the countryside. Reading between the lines revealed a high-spirited emotion. Thinking about it, Qi Huishen had been launching "revolution" for several years; this should be the first time he could organize a three-digit number of people for an action with the same purpose. Not to mention that his companions were all like-minded young people. So Qi Huishen's article was full of emotion.

Putting down the letter, Chen Ke looked at the blue sky outside the window. He didn't know what results this group of young people would get from going to the countryside. Chen Ke recalled his own feelings when he first returned to the countryside. Apart from rational thinking and a faint disgust, he didn't generate much deep sympathy for the working people.

However, Chen Ke didn't feel ashamed of his cold-bloodedness. At any rate, he had experienced countless exam-oriented education tests and read many Party theoretical books. In Chen Ke's subconscious, he had completely accepted that this world was a world of struggle—struggling with heaven, struggling with earth, struggling with people. In such a world full of struggle, seeing where the problem lay wasn't everything. To liberate oneself, one must struggle to the end against all unreasonable things. If it was someone who dared to rise up and struggle, then Chen Ke would gladly include him in the ranks of comrades. Even for someone like Pang Zi who rose up to rebel merely for his own desires, Chen Ke didn't give up the thought of him. The reason he spent so much effort teaching Pang Zi various revolutionary theories was that he hoped Pang Zi's struggle could turn into a true revolution.

But as for those who submitted meekly to oppression, the People's Party didn't have enough strength to fully mobilize the masses yet. So Chen Ke didn't even have the thought of "mourning their misfortune." Education in industrial society had branded the concept of "efficiency" into Chen Ke's instinct. He could tirelessly complete many tedious tasks. Because these tasks were the steps Chen Ke believed could most effectively promote the revolution at the current stage. Seemingly magnificent extensive mobilization of the masses, in Chen Ke's view, was actually the most inefficient move.

*Hope those comrades can gain something,* Chen Ke wished silently.

He picked up the letter again and continued reading. Qi Huishen reported the latest resolution of the Shanghai Party Branch. After discussion, the Shanghai Party Branch passed the latest plan for developing Party members and formed a resolution.

According to the letter, Chen Ke pulled out the last page, which was a copy of the latest resolution document. In this document, the Party Branch required Party members to abandon pure theoretical education, but instead first talk about results, talk about the deduction process, and then directly lead activists to verify through social investigation.

"The role of the Party Branch has finally been brought into play." After reading the resolution, Chen Ke was very happy. In fact, not only the Shanghai Party Branch, but the Beijing Party Group also adopted the same method based on facts. Yesterday's overnight discussion, the workshop style finally chosen was exactly the same as Shanghai's.

*It seems I was wrong.* Chen Ke admitted this fact. As if to verify Chen Ke's thought, laughter came from the wing room. Not only Pang Zi was laughing, but several other people were also laughing happily. Yesterday evening, after determining the future development direction, Wu Xingchen's lectures to Pang Zi and the others no longer centered on "must take the revolutionary road," but adopted the method of teaching specific revolutionary techniques. The result was continuous laughter in the wing room serving as the meeting place. Chen Tianhua was also participating in the meeting inside. In the past few days, during Chen Ke's lectures, there was no laughter; everyone either looked up at the sky or looked worried. It seemed listening to Chen Ke's class was torture for everyone.

And today, just from this atmosphere, it could be judged that Wu Xingchen's class had grasped the emotions of Pang Zi and the others. The effect should be very good.

With a pleasant mood, Chen Ke continued reading. One of the school buildings had been completed, and the teaching equipment and instruments ordered previously began to arrive. Before Chen Ke left, he also arranged the construction of the glass factory, and You Gou recommended a few friends to be responsible for this matter. Now, only Hua Xiongmao and Qin Wu'an of the Shanghai Party Branch remained in Shanghai. Everyone else had gone to the countryside. At the end of the letter, the comrades wished Chen Ke smooth sailing in Beijing and an early return to Shanghai to reunite with everyone.

"It seems the comrades are doing well, but Beijing hasn't been able to achieve the current stage's goal," Chen Ke muttered to himself. *Maybe I am the one who is most ridiculously wrong in the People's Party.* Such a thought suddenly popped up. After reading the letter, Chen Ke could roughly determine that the comrades in the south were definitely working enthusiastically now. Their final gains would definitely not reach Chen Ke's current level, but in the task of absorbing new Party members, there was destined to be huge success. Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua working in the northern countryside couldn't make Pang Zi a staunch Party member either. But at least the revolutionary activities in the north would become intense. Compared with them, Chen Ke's own work hadn't progressed much.

Thinking of these, Chen Ke suddenly felt a sense of frustration. Perhaps he had committed the mistake of dogmatism. But on second thought, Chen Ke felt maybe this idea of his was wrong. Although he wasn't familiar with the Party history of back then, the Party made many mistakes in the early and middle stages. Presumably, someone must have done the activities of the Shanghai Party Branch and the Northern Party Branch back then. Since these experiences weren't recorded in history books, it proved that these practices didn't succeed. Finally, the revolutionary road pointed out by Chairman Mao led the Party to victory. Since history has already proven it, then he shouldn't easily doubt the line.

Thinking it over and over, he couldn't get a better answer. Chen Ke didn't want to waste time, so he simply prepared for the afternoon course.

At noon, the door of the wing room opened. Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi, and the others walked out with glowing faces. It seemed the morning class was effective. Even Pang Zi acted out of character and was quite polite to Chen Ke. The resistance in his original expression disappeared completely. Chen Ke naturally had to follow the trend; he laughed and joked with everyone. At the same time, he started fiddling with the honeycomb briquette stove, preparing to cook.

At this juncture, He Ruming's steward came to invite Chen Ke; He Ruming was back.

He Ruming was obviously smug. Seeing Chen Ke enter, he smiled quite reservedly, and then kept him in suspense: "Has Wenqing been well recently?" Then it was a pile of nonsense about the weather in Tianjin and the changes in the city. Chen Ke wasn't too optimistic about He Ruming's eye for selecting talent. Moreover, his own mood today couldn't be called very happy. After perfunctorily saying a few sentences, Chen Ke suddenly wanted to open his mouth to tell He Ruming that he was going to lecture at the Imperial University in the afternoon. But words at his lips, Chen Ke held back again. Such a demonstration would definitely have an effect on He Ruming, but not necessarily positive. He Ruming cared about face; if Chen Ke said this, the implied meaning was "You, Lord He, are nothing remarkable." He Ruming would definitely be able to hear the meaning outside the words, and then everyone would absolutely have a conflict.

But to let He Ruming go on with endless nonsense like this, Chen Ke really didn't have time. He simply asked directly, "Lord He, seeing you so happy, presumably you must have met many excellent friends in Tianjin, right?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Ruming frowned. He answered with slight dissatisfaction, "I didn't meet many friends. But Wenqing, your luck is not bad; I found quite a few people."

"That's great," Chen Ke laughed.

"In just these two days, they will arrive in Beijing."

"About how many people? I'll hurry to prepare accommodation now," Chen Ke responded quickly.

Seeing Chen Ke was very tactful and knew to prepare accommodation for the comers, He Ruming was relatively satisfied. "You prepare accommodation for twenty people first. Maybe more later."

"Since the people will arrive in two days, I'll go prepare first. If Lord He has no other orders, I will take my leave." Chen Ke wished he could leave immediately.

"There's no rush for this moment. Wenqing, stay for lunch."

*He Ruming actually invited me to dinner; what does this mean?* Chen Ke couldn't make heads or tails of it. And he really didn't have time. If he let He Ruming entangle him, the afternoon plan would be disrupted. He quickly explained, "I have friends coming from Shanghai; we agreed to have dinner at noon today. Lord He's kindness, I can only wait for next time."

Hearing someone coming from Shanghai, He Ruming's eyes lit up. Chen Ke thought, *Oh no.* As expected, He Ruming continued, "Wenqing, this time in Tianjin, I saw many people troubled by malignant diseases, unspeakably miserable."

*What does this have to do with me?* Chen Ke said in his heart, *Lord He, you still owe me money you haven't given. Do you think I'm a three-year-old child; I agree to whatever you say?* Chen Ke had seen quite a few people like He Ruming in the 21st century, very similar to pyramid schemes. Generally speaking, they draw a beautiful bubble for you and then let you jump in yourself. The only difference lay in that those people knew they had no power to force others to do so, so they paid more attention to speaking skills. While Lord He thought he was an official and believed Chen Ke should dedicate himself selflessly to fulfill Lord He's "kindness." If not for Yan Fu behind Chen Ke, He Ruming would probably be putting on official airs now.

So He Ruming kept hinting to Chen Ke how anxious the patients were. But he didn't mention money, so Chen Ke played deaf and dumb, giving noncommittal answers. Just as the two were wrangling, Chen Ke heard a woman's voice. "Brother, get ready to eat." As soon as the voice fell, He Qian walked into the living room.

He Qian had actually been listening outside the living room for a while. She heard Chen Ke's increasingly impatient mood very clearly.

Actually, He Ruming's harvest in Tianjin this time was good. Old Master He was an old Westernization Movement adherent and one of the elders of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. He Ruming also entered the Tianjin Machinery Bureau under the Old Master's arrangement. Old Master He didn't love social engagement, but whenever he treated guests, he would always bring his daughter to the banquet. The adults drank, and He Qian would drink a little too; the Old Master never minded. The people Old Master He could invite were considered decent fellows; everyone would talk about work matters at the wine table. He Qian still had impressions of the people mentioned in these conversations. Before He Ruming went to Tianjin, He Qian specially discussed with him who to find and how to tell those people about coming to Beijing. And the harvest was quite good.

But He Qian really didn't expect that after He Ruming handled this matter well, he would actually start to be muddled at the critical moment. Although she had only met Chen Ke once, He Qian could determine that Chen Ke was not a person who loved face, nor a person who would care too much about others' face. Negotiating with Chen Ke required a straightforward, clearly priced transaction method. Chen Ke would respect the credit of the transaction. He Ruming felt he held a good hand and wanted to make Chen Ke soften first. This would only lead to the failure of cooperation. Hearing Chen Ke becoming more and more impatient, He Qian had to come forward.

He Ruming didn't expect his sister to come out personally. What was more surprising was that his sister just greeted Chen Ke and then started negotiating like an acquaintance. "Mr. Chen is also here." He Qian bowed slightly.

Chen Ke also nodded in greeting. "Hello, Miss He."

"Mr. Chen, my eldest brother found people back from Tianjin. It's not yet thirteen days; I wonder how Mr. Chen's preparations are going?"

"The medicine has been brought."

"Then when will Mr. Chen meet these friends from the Machinery Bureau?"

"The day after tomorrow. After I prepare the accommodation, I will treat everyone to a meal."

"Then when can we give Mr. Chen the medicine money?"

"After the meal, I will pay a special visit to your residence."

"Then Mr. Chen must bring a few more people. Banknotes worth thousands of taels of silver; don't get robbed on the way."

Hearing these words with needles hidden in cotton, Chen Ke laughed loudly. "Miss He is saying I don't trust Lord He. I absolutely have no such intention. I'm just a businessman; if Lord He doesn't speak, I dare not mention money."

Seeing Chen Ke simply putting on a "rolling knife meat" (tough/shameless) attitude, He Qian had no other way to say anything else. Anyway, what should be discussed was discussed, and what should be beaten (hinted/warned) was beaten. She just smiled and stopped speaking.

He Ruming saw his sister settle most of the matter so easily, but the key issue wasn't mentioned. Chen Ke said at the time that as long as he was satisfied with the people introduced by He Ruming, then for twenty people, it would be much cheaper. But the two only talked about the drug transaction fundamentally, but didn't mention this discount issue. He Ruming couldn't help looking at his sister. He Qian knew her brother's plan in his heart. She felt regret in her heart. Her brother's vision was still too narrow, only thinking about the matter of saving a few hundred taels of silver. If He Qian were handling this matter, she would take the money to buy medicine directly at this time, regardless of anything, let Chen Ke sell fifty people's worth of medicine first. Going to Tianjin this time, He Ruming really contacted patients. The patients over there were waiting to use the medicine; let alone twenty taels, they would pay fifty taels. Not rushing to earn big money, but haggling over those small sums; heaven knows what her brother was thinking.

But He Qian, a girl, couldn't say this; He Ruming had to say it personally. But seeing her brother just not opening his mouth, He Qian blinked, and a plan came to mind. She took her leave first.

Seeing his sister quit, He Ruming didn't know what to do. Chen Ke refused both soft and hard tactics, having a posture of "not acting until the outcome is certain (not releasing the hawk until seeing the rabbit)." If Chen Ke said he didn't like these twenty people, what should be done? These were all found by He Ruming personally. If they were driven back to Tianjin by Chen Ke, this face would be lost greatly. Originally, He Ruming wanted to talk about this at the dinner table, but Chen Ke refused to eat this meal. And his sister had already set the delivery time to the day after tomorrow just now. How could he make Chen Ke obediently express his stance that he would absolutely treat these people well?

Just not knowing how to speak, he saw Steward He enter the living room. The steward greeted Chen Ke and then said, "Mr. Chen, my master asked me to calculate last time; we should give you two hundred taels of medicine money. I didn't calculate wrong, right?"

"That's not urgent," Chen Ke laughed.

"My master instructed that since my master invited you here, although the Beiyang Army should pay for the medicine, you are not familiar with the people of the Beiyang Army. We can't let you worry. My master plans to advance this medicine money first. I handled this matter slowly. Later when I went to find you, you weren't home. This matter dragged on until now. Really sorry." The steward finished speaking and bowed to Chen Ke. "Please forgive me."

He Ruming didn't remember instructing the steward to give Chen Ke money. The ones seeing the doctor were Beiyang Army officers; if Chen Ke wanted money, he should ask the Beiyang Army. Beiyang had actually prepared the money. Finding Pu Guanshui would get the money. *What play is the steward acting out?*

But Steward He was someone who followed the Old Master when he was alive; He Ruming knew he wouldn't act recklessly. Sure enough, he heard Chen Ke say, "Lord He, thank you for your concern about this matter. Brother Pu said he would give me this money. You don't need to worry; there won't be a case of not getting the medical fees."

"That's good, that's good." Although He Ruming didn't understand what the steward meant, he still had the basic ability to act on the spot.

"Master, last time you said when collecting money, we should send a car to pick up and drop off Mr. Chen. Do we still need to send it this time?" Steward He continued to ask.

"Send, send a car." He Ruming immediately followed the steward's words. Although thinking in his heart to ask clearly what happened later and then severely punish the steward, He Ruming refused to lose this face.

Watching the master and servant singing a duet, Chen Ke knew there was a follow-up. But since He Ruming gave him this face, he couldn't let He Ruming be unable to step down. He cupped his hands to He Ruming. "Lord He, you love me too much; I really thank you. I can't take this car. You helped me and introduced me to Brother Pu Guanshui; we two hit it off very well. Another day, Brother Pu and I will treat you to dinner; you must honor us."

"Easy to say, easy to say." Hearing Chen Ke say he was already calling Pu Guanshui, this Beiyang commander, brother, He Ruming only felt sour in his heart, very jealous of Chen Ke.

"Since Lord He helps me like this, treating once absolutely cannot express my gratitude. If Lord He has any orders, as long as I can do it, I will never refuse." While speaking, Chen Ke hoped this steward was instigated by He Qian. He couldn't help glancing over to where He Qian went out. Although there was a door curtain, this door curtain was a bead curtain made of glass pendants. He faintly saw He Qian's figure hiding behind it.

"Mr. Chen, saving a life is like putting out a fire. I wonder if you can sell my master medicine for 100 people first."

*Finally got to the point.* Chen Ke felt relaxed in his heart finally. Originally not a big deal, two or three sentences could settle it. He Ruming had to circle such a big circle and hadn't finished yet.

"No problem. These medicine for one hundred people, I sell to Lord He at the price of eighteen taels per portion. This has nothing to do with the matter we agreed on. This counts separately," Chen Ke said.

"Master, what is your meaning?" the steward asked He Ruming.

"This..." He Ruming pondered. He didn't expect this matter to be settled so quickly; it was greatly beyond his expectation. He Ruming frowned, and a plan came to mind. "Wenqing, my cash flow hasn't been too good recently..."

"In that case, I'll give Lord He medicine for 30 people first. The other 70 portions, I'll send to you when your turnover recovers?" Chen Ke answered with a sincere attitude.

Although the voice was small, Chen Ke vaguely heard the muffled sound of He Qian forcibly swallowing laughter back into her throat. He Ruming looked at Chen Ke dumbfounded. Chen Ke thought, *Want me to give credit? Lord He, do you have this credit? If it were a shrewd character like your sister, I might consider it. The problem is your sister would never come up with such a muddled move as asking me for credit.*

Seeing He Ruming stop making a sound, Chen Ke didn't want to waste more time. He took his leave decisively.

As soon as Chen Ke left, before He Ruming spoke to the steward, He Qian lifted the door curtain and entered the living room. "I asked Uncle He to say this. Brother, don't blame Uncle He."

The steward hurriedly apologized to He Ruming. He Ruming didn't want to say more either; he waved his hand to let him withdraw.

"Brother, why did you think of asking Chen Ke for credit?" He Qian really couldn't help it. Although she was laughing, the meaning of blame was extremely obvious.

"That kid really doesn't know the immensity of heaven and earth." Seeing his sister say this, He Ruming got angry.

He Qian knew she couldn't persuade her eldest brother. She laughed, "How about this? I'll use my private money to buy these one hundred portions of medicine. We brother and sister split the profit thirty-seven. You seven, me three. Brother, what do you think?"

Hearing his sister say this, He Ruming knew there was no point in saying more. And to be honest, this plan really moved He Ruming. But at any rate, He Ruming still had some bottom line. Although he almost agreed, he finally regained his reason. After thinking for a moment, He Ruming said, "You pay for three portions, I pay for seven portions. You earn however much you should earn."

Seeing her eldest brother finally regain calmness, He Qian was also quite happy. She bowed very seriously to her eldest brother. "Then thank you, Brother."
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Chapter 37 Qin Tongren

Whether one is willing or not, objectively speaking, everyone has to experience twenty-four hours a day. Chen Ke's feeling was that there were too many things and not enough time. Wu Xingchen personally took charge of finding a house. Chen Tianhua took over Wu Xingchen's teaching pointer for lecturing. Chen Ke took Xie Mingxian to lecture at the Imperial University, and after coming back, he started preparing for the honeycomb briquette matter; this whole day passed.

The next day, early in the morning, the He family came to buy medicine, and then Pu Guanshui came to the door to treat Chen Ke and the others to a meal. After finally getting these things done, he continued lecturing in the afternoon. After returning from the lecture, Wu Xingchen took Chen Ke to look at houses.

Early on the third day, Chen Ke prepared to receive the people He Ruming had found. The gathering place was a teahouse not too far from the Beijing Railway Station. In these times, people didn't have a strong sense of time. At 10:30 in the morning, only thirteen of the agreed twenty people arrived. Facing such efficiency, He Ruming still felt it was quite good.

Chen Ke couldn't say anything, so he had to continue waiting. He recalled Chairman Mao's early journey back then. It is said that when the old man did things alone, he failed in business and didn't persist in the army for long either. Some accounts say the Chairman used the wedding money given by his father-in-law to pay the party entrance fee. Only then did he join the party organization. But by the time of the First National Congress, there were at least a dozen or twenty national representatives, and hundreds of party members nationwide. Chairman Mao had enough comrades to work together.

But starting from scratch himself, there were only eight party members at this stage. Some of these people couldn't even be called party members, just clerks. Not to mention guys like Wu Xingchen whose revolutionary stance was unclear. Whose method should he learn to open up the revolutionary situation? Thinking it over, he couldn't find any model. When Mr. Li Dazhao formed the party, he was already a world-renowned scholar, and Chen Duxiu was an even more famous literati. When they raised their arms and called, they always had great rallying power. Chen Ke also imitated these people, but the early party organization was even more unpredictable, and there was even an incident where a large number of anarchists withdrew from the party collectively. Compared with the party that possessed steel-like discipline later, the early party organization was like playing house.

The growth of the Party was completed in the test of blood and fire, and the prerequisite for the test was having enough manpower. Chen Ke reflected on the initial purpose of his trip to Beijing, which was to assemble enough manpower. And this group of people must be those dissatisfied with the existing system. If they just wanted to come to him to eat and drink, or work for money, as soon as they heard the news that the government army was coming to suppress them, they would immediately scatter like birds and beasts, or simply "strike back" and attack the People's Party.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke's gaze at those people also became critical.

He Ruming didn't pay attention to Chen Ke's expression; he just sat there putting on official airs. Although he was no longer an official of the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, he didn't want to change his way of doing things. Instead, he maintained his "official authority" all the time. Chen Ke saw the people below sitting at the table daring not to make a sound. They weren't very old, ranging from their twenties to thirties. There was also some unease in their eyes when looking at He Ruming. Chen Ke felt he couldn't let the dissatisfaction accumulated by He Ruming be directed at himself. He stood up and picked up the teapot to pour tea for everyone.

Doing things requires paying attention to details. Even in the 21st century, the rules for pouring tea are quite big. It is a universal habit to pour tea for those with high status and age first. Chen Ke just started pouring tea one by one counterclockwise. He Ruming wasn't the last one, but it was just very ordinary treatment. Although Chen Ke's attitude was exceptionally respectful when pouring tea for He Ruming, and he even said, "Lord He, please drink tea," He Ruming's expression was already quite dissatisfied. Chen Ke knew He Ruming noticed this detail. Whether others could notice it, Chen Ke wasn't too sure. But observant people should know the meaning of this move.

As expected, He Ruming didn't drink this tea; his face became unhappy. Originally, he had told Chen Ke that he wouldn't stay here for lunch at noon. Around eleven o'clock, He Ruming sat for a while and then got up to leave. Chen Ke didn't ask him to stay either. Watching the angrily grunting He Ruming leave, he continued to pour tea for everyone in the order just now.

As soon as He Ruming left, the atmosphere of the venue began to liven up. Some people let out a long breath, and some simply showed smiles; the oppressive atmosphere just now was swept away. Many people already had slight goodwill and respect in their eyes looking at Chen Ke.

"My name is Chen Ke. I am a disciple of Mr. Yan Fu, the Chief Instructor of the Naval Academy." Chen Ke stood up and introduced himself.

"You are Mr. Yan's disciple."

"Are you also a student of the Naval Academy?"

The Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau and the Beiyang Naval Academy had a deep origin. Hearing that Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple, everyone was immediately filled with respect for Chen Ke. Seeing this, Chen Ke regretted it; maybe he shouldn't have offended He Ruming just now. But as the saying goes, "spilt water cannot be gathered again" (what is done cannot be undone); unless Chen Ke transmigrated again, what was done definitely couldn't be redone.

"Are you all from the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"My name is Xu Tianqi; I'm from the steel workshop."

"My name is Xu Erba; I'm from the machinery workshop, and these three here are too."

Some people introduced themselves, and some helped introduce others after introducing themselves. These thirteen people who came were all from the Machinery Bureau. This really greatly exceeded Chen Ke's expectations. Originally, he didn't trust He Ruming's ability much, but he didn't expect the people found might really be qualified.

Although people from the 21st century might lack skills in associating with others, they were absolutely first-class in treating people equally. Chen Ke treated everyone equally. These young people were bluffed by Chen Ke's background, and seeing Chen Ke had none of He Ruming's "official authority," they all became enthusiastic.

While Chen Ke was chatting with everyone, people arrived one after another. Some were from the East Bureau, and some were from the West Bureau; they naturally sat on two sides, faintly forming two camps. Seeing enough people had arrived, the large private room was already crowded with people.

From the conversation just now, Chen Ke roughly understood that among the current eighteen people, there were eleven workers, five technicians, and two engineers, originally engaged in steam engine and firearms manufacturing in the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. As for their origin, most were northerners; only Xu Tianqi and Xu Erba were from Anhui.

Chen Ke continued, "Everyone comes from all corners of the land, sitting here for a common goal. What exactly is this goal? Who can say?"

Everyone looked at each other; *for what goal did we gather here?* Since the Tianjin Machinery Bureau was destroyed in the Gengzi year, everyone had been basically in a semi-unemployed state. These people all relied on the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for a living. Once the Tianjin Machinery Bureau collapsed, they lost their source of income. As soon as He Ruming summoned everyone, in order to make a living, these people came to Beijing upon receiving the summons.

"Let me speak first." Xu Erba spoke first. "I am a poor scholar (*Xiucai*). Failing to pass the provincial examination (*Juren*), I came to Beijing wanting to find an opportunity. I worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau for only a few days, and the bureau collapsed. I came here to make money, so that when I return home, I can have some savings and won't be unable to lift my head when meeting fellow villagers."

Hearing this, the atmosphere became somewhat active. Yin Ergou, who came from a worker background, said, "I haven't thought about making big money. As long as I can eat my fill and marry a wife, it'll do."

Such a simple pursuit made many people laugh heartily.

"I'm already married and have no plan to marry another wife. But seeing my wife living frugally all day makes me feel bad. I want to make money." Xiao Qi, who came from a small landlord background, said.

In the end, the consensus reached by the attending young people was two words: "Make Money." Just as they were speaking, they saw a person standing at the door. The first to see this person was Xiao Qi; he immediately changed his face like a mouse seeing a cat. Seeing Xiao Qi's appearance, others looked towards the door coincidentally. First, the people from the East Bureau stopped making a sound, and then the people from the West Bureau also lost their words. The young people stood up one after another, but no one spoke. The originally lively welcome meeting immediately became silent, as if it suddenly turned into a memorial service.

The young man at the door looked about 30 years old, tall, long face, thick eyebrows and big eyes, with an indescribably serious expression. Combined with his pale complexion, Chen Ke's first impression was: *Could this person be possessed by the White Ghost (Bai Wuchang)?*

Seeing a bunch of acquaintances, this person stepped into the courtyard. Yin Ergou was already somewhat terrified. "Lord Qin." He called timidly. Judging from their expressions, everyone knew this person; he should be a high-ranking cadre of the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau.

That Lord Qin walked up to Chen Ke. "May I ask which one is Mr. Chen Ke?" His voice was thin and soft, but there was no emotion in it, very businesslike.

Chen Ke answered, "I am."

That Lord Qin sized up Chen Ke, then said, "My name is Qin Tongren. Lord He sent me here to participate in Mr. Chen's factory."

As soon as Qin Tongren joined, the atmosphere of the meeting changed immediately. The young people, who had a trend of harmony, now became trembling with fear. It seemed this Qin Tongren had quite some prestige and means back then.

Chen Ke naturally couldn't let an outsider dominate the situation; not a single step of the process could be missing. Qin Tongren also had to introduce himself. This request didn't surprise Qin Tongren. He calmly narrated his resume. Studied at five, attended a Catholic mission school at ten, went to Germany for middle school at twelve, admitted to Humboldt University of Berlin with excellent grades at sixteen, graduated from Humboldt University majoring in mechanics at twenty, returned to China the same year, and began to take office in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau.

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help asking, "I wonder if Mr. Qin knows You Gou and Wang Bin?"

Only then did Qin Tongren's expression change slightly. He replied, "The year I graduated, they just entered Humboldt University. Mr. Chen knows them?"

"They are my friends." Chen Ke replied.

Qin Tongren didn't care about this; he continued to introduce himself. In the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, Qin Tongren worked from engineer all the way to deputy chief engineer. It wasn't until after the Gengzi year that Qin Tongren was forced to leave. Qin Tongren had also been idle at home for these two years.

"Mr. Qin, everyone comes from all corners of the land, gathering here for a common goal. What does Mr. Qin think this goal is?" Chen Ke continued to the next question.

Qin Tongren scanned the crowd. "It should be to accomplish something so everyone can make some money."

Chen Ke originally thought this brother would sing some high-sounding tune; he didn't expect such an answer, which made him admire him a little.

Counting the number of people, nineteen people had arrived now, exactly twenty including Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't plan to wait any longer and started talking about the factory construction plan directly. The plan had been talked about many times; nothing more than the benefits of honeycomb briquettes and the social significance of honeycomb briquettes. The purpose of these narrations was only one: this was a business beneficial to the country and the people and could make big money. Chen Ke was calm and full of confidence. The attendees had worked in factories after all, and military industrial enterprises at that; their insight was extraordinary. Listening to Chen Ke's clear statement, everyone became spirited.

Yin Ergou wanted to speak but didn't make a sound. He glanced at Qin Tongren. Qin Tongren looked calm and didn't mean to express his stance. Seeing Qin Tongren's expression, Yin Ergou swallowed his words back into his stomach. Others didn't dare to express opinions either.

Chen Ke saw the scene turn cold. If Qin Tongren didn't speak, others wouldn't dare to say anything either. He asked Qin Tongren directly, "Mr. Qin, what do you think?"

Qin Tongren thought for a moment. "Mr. Chen, you haven't finished talking about the key points; I don't know what to think now either."

This made sense. After Qin Tongren finished speaking, several people nodded slightly.

Chen Ke nodded. "How much is the coal transported here? Who knows?"

No one answered.

Chen Ke put a piece of paper on the table, told everyone the retail price of coal, then told everyone how ordinary families used coal, and then calculated the actual cost price of a honeycomb briquette. With this calculation, the price for a household to use honeycomb briquettes was actually half cheaper than burning coal balls. Everyone sighed coincidentally; everyone looked relaxed, feeling that this business would inevitably make a big profit.

Only Qin Tongren frowned slowly.

Seeing this, Chen Ke was secretly happy. *If the reason for Qin Tongren's frown is the same as what I think, that would be great.*

Chen Ke looked at everyone with a smile and began to list new data on the paper. A strong coal worker, if making honeycomb briquettes, could make a thousand a day. If these people went to homes to make coal personally, the price could be suppressed very low. One person earning 50 *wen* a day could cover living expenses. As long as the briquette maker could be popularized, the honeycomb briquette factory could close down. Of course, Chen Ke was calculating on the high side; no matter what kind of coal worker, they couldn't reach the quantity of one thousand a day even if exhausted to death. But this was to pave the way for later things.

Listening to this reasonable explanation, the people who originally looked relaxed darkened their faces. Qin Tongren was different from everyone else again; his face softened.

"To compete with these people who make coal themselves, and to win against them. There is only one way." Chen Ke said here but didn't continue. He wrote four big characters on the paper—"**Machine Production**."

Several people made an "En" sound coincidentally. Although Qin Tongren wanted to remain calm, a trace of a smile finally appeared at the corner of his mouth.

"We use machines to produce honeycomb briquettes. With twenty of us, we can produce one hundred thousand to two hundred thousand pieces a day. Establish a honeycomb briquette delivery system for the entire Beijing city. Absolutely cheaper than those who make coal themselves, and the coal is better than theirs. Even if we only earn twenty *wen* for a thousand pieces of coal, producing one hundred thousand pieces of coal every day is one hundred times that of those people. Everyone can earn nearly one thousand *wen* a day. And no one can compete with us. Only in this way can the honeycomb briquette factory survive."

This kind of naked modern competition mechanism relied on efficiency and price to overwhelm all competitors. Yin Ergou was quite smart; after hearing this, his breathing quickened a lot. "Mr. Chen, I'll follow you." Speaking of this, he didn't care about others' eyes gathering on him. "Lord He said very clearly that I have to do any hard labor when I come here. Hearing your words, I think it can be done. I will definitely follow you and work hard."

Contrary to everyone's expectations, Qin Tongren said in that consistently calm tone, "This matter can be done." Everyone's eyes fell on Qin Tongren. Everyone followed Qin Tongren to express their stance one after another, saying they would work hard here.

Although Wu Xingchen had left Beijing for a long time, his connections still remained. Plus, after the Gengzi Incident, many people in the capital were killed, and many fled to other places. As a result, Wu Xingchen actually rented a huge house. This was originally a cart and horse shop. Outside Beijing city, it was occupied when the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded. The shop owner and his two sons were killed, and the mules, horses, and carts were looted clean. It was tantamount to family ruin and death, leaving only such a courtyard. Wu Xingchen rented it for two years with one hundred and thirty taels of silver. In Chen Ke's view, it was indeed a very cost-effective deal.

Leading everyone here, they saw it was quite dilapidated. Except for being big, it could be said to have no merit. The courtyard walls were dilapidated, and the houses were dilapidated. Living people was a problem.

Chairman Mao said, "Self-reliance, ample food and clothing." Chen Ke firmly believed in this. Pointing to this dilapidated house, Chen Ke laughed, "Do you believe we can restore this place to its old look very quickly?"

Although everyone hadn't met for long, they could already see that Chen Ke had no airs and could be talked to. Xu Erba summoned up his courage and said, "Mr. Chen, I have repaired houses in the countryside. If we want to repair this place, I'm afraid it won't work without ten days or so."

"Besides Brother Xu, has anyone else repaired houses?" Chen Ke asked.

Technician Gao Huaide stood out. He came from a rich family in Tianjin, attended private school, and later entered the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. "Mr. Chen, I have also repaired houses."

Chen Ke didn't know if others had similar experiences. He saw a few people making eyes at each other but refusing to stand up and speak. Ignoring those people, Chen Ke asked, "If I let the two of you lead twenty people to repair the house. How many days do you think it will take to finish?"

"This, with twenty people. It would also take five or six days." Gao Huaide said.

"About that long." Xu Erba also agreed.

"Then it's simple. Aren't there twenty people here? You two take the lead, and we all repair the house together."

As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, there was a commotion in the team.

"Mr. Chen, you want to repair this house yourself?"

"I don't know how to repair houses."

There were those surprised that Chen Ke did this, and those expressing they didn't want to participate. Opinions varied.

Chen Ke stood at the front of the team and scanned everyone. Seeing Chen Ke's resolute gaze, those who were speaking stopped subconsciously.

"Lord He should have mentioned my rules here before inviting you. Everyone has to work. This is our future factory, so we have to do everything ourselves. If there are people who want to come here just to do their skilled jobs, I can't support them. Let me state my position here: I can't repair houses, nor do I understand repairing houses. But asking me to exert this strength, I can. And I am willing." After saying this, Chen Ke scanned the team again. He saw some were awed, some had indifferent expressions. There were also those unconvinced who wanted to speak but stopped.

"Lord He invited everyone here; I can't embarrass Lord He. Nor can I let everyone make a trip in vain. How about this: if you feel it won't work and can't accept this rule of mine, you can propose to leave here now. I will immediately present five silver dollars as travel expenses." After speaking, Chen Ke took out a money bag from his satchel and weighed it in his hand. The money bag was heavy with many silver dollars, making a dull clattering sound.

"Don't worry, I said I would present five silver dollars, and I will honor it."

Seeing Chen Ke so firm, and the money bag should contain real stuff, many people seemed convinced. But two people still expressed they wanted to leave. Chen Ke distributed the money in public and shook hands with them sincerely to bid farewell, wishing them a safe journey. Others didn't expect Chen Ke to be so decisive, and there was no movement instead.

"If no one wants to leave, let's start. I am a layman regarding house repair. So regarding how to repair the house, I think those with experience have more right to speak. My request is to let everyone move in quickly. As for exactly what to do, I listen to everyone." Chen Ke laughed.

Although he said leading the house repair, Chen Ke didn't really let those two have the final say. On the contrary, according to the Party's knack back then, the first thing was to mobilize the masses. One of the cores of mobilizing the masses was to let everyone participate. Including Chen Ke, these eighteen heroes were all working class. The working class was the most organized.

First, Xu Erba and Gao Huaide explained the architectural features of the house, and then how to repair those damaged parts. The Party relied on "Democratic Life Meetings" and "Soldier Committees" to organize a group of farmers back then. For workers, this mode was more efficient. Taking less than an afternoon, everyone had formulated a plan to repair the house.

Everyone had never experienced such an organizational model. In their previous lives, everyone was arranged to do some work. Possessing different authorities according to the level of status. Even incompetent people could order people around as long as they could obtain authority. Chen Ke's new model was appointing people on their merits. Xu Erba and Gao Huaide had indeed repaired houses; after getting the opportunity to perform, they also performed fully. Seeing Chen Ke having no airs at all but listening to their explanation seriously instead, others were a bit dissatisfied. Xu Erba was a mechanic, and Gao Huaide was a worker; their status in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau wasn't considered high. Shen Songwen, born as a steam engine engineer, felt dissatisfied; he also joined the discussion. But he had no civil engineering experience after all and was quickly refuted.

Seeing that Chen Ke really hoped everyone could participate, two people who dared not speak before also stood out. They also had experience repairing houses. They raised different viewpoints against Xu Erba and Gao Huaide's statements. After arguments, two plans were finally reached. The few people arguing red in the face looked at Chen Ke, waiting for him to make a decision.

"This factory is our factory. Although I pay for it, everyone has to participate in the factory production and construction. So my idea is, this matter needs voting. Let me say this upfront: what does everyone voting mean? It means that after you vote, even if someone else's opinion is passed, you must accept the final plan."

After explaining the game rules of this "democratic voting," everyone looked at each other. Voting was good, but in case the plan one supported wasn't passed, one still had to listen to others. Then what was the meaning of this voting for oneself?

Shen Songwen came from an engineering background after all; his brain was quite flexible. Seeing everyone was thinking, feeling the opportunity was rare, he proposed a set of his own insights. Obviously, Shen Songwen absorbed parts of the viewpoints of the two plans and then summarized them according to his own train of thought. The core content was equivalent to a compromise plan. This plan immediately received partial support. Seeing the two plans turning into three opposing attitudes.

Qin Tongren, who had been silent and watching, finally opened his mouth. Once this deputy chief engineer spoke, it was indeed very different. Qin Tongren suggested first completing the repair of several large damaged parts of the house quickly. Then repair the damaged parts of the roof and walls to let everyone move in. Repair other places later. This plan was obviously much better than Shen Songwen's. Clinging to this "quick move-in," the rationality of the plan was clear at a glance.

This was a secret ballot. Finally, with sixteen votes in favor of Qin Tongren and two votes in favor of Shen Songwen, Qin Tongren's plan was passed. Next, Chen Ke entrusted the four brothers with civil engineering experience to come up with a comprehensive plan tomorrow.

Party members mimicking a leading role had always been the key point; Chen Ke already had sufficient experience in Shanghai. In the following three days, he neither challenged the final plan nor evaded work. With him taking the lead, and Qin Tongren showing a style like Chen Ke's, others naturally had nothing to say. The division of labor for each project was formulated after everyone's collective discussion. It wasn't that no one slacked off, but "thousands of accusing fingers make one die without a disease" (public censure makes it hard to continue). While others were working hard, the lazy ones appeared extremely conspicuous. Thus the project proceeded smoothly. By the afternoon of the third day, the dormitory repaired first could be moved into. On the sixth day, other houses could also be put into use. Chen Ke also found lime to whitewash the inside of the room slightly. The houses that looked dilapidated a few days ago actually had a feeling of taking on a new look.

In this process, Qin Tongren's performance was extremely outstanding. Although under the command of a few ordinary mechanics and workers, although doing physical labor. Qin Tongren, this foreign student, never made a sound about the hard work. Qin Tongren, this senior engineer, did the physical work of moving bricks and mixing mud very seriously. *Could this brother also be a transmigrator?*

There was a rule in Chen Ke's family education: if you look down on work like digging manure after reading books, it only shows that your reading was in vain. The so-called "A gentleman is not a utensil" (a gentleman is not limited to one function) means there is only work that needs to be done, not work that one can only do. Foreign students of this era all felt they should do big things, not these "low-level" jobs. Qin Tongren's performance made Chen Ke's glasses drop (greatly surprised).

Moreover, such serious labor didn't make others feel arrogant. On the contrary, as long as Qin Tongren stood there, everyone's work seemed to immediately get on the right track. The prestige brought by this quality and performance was the hardest to establish, and once established, it was also the hardest to shake. Chen Ke felt something wasn't quite right. According to Qin Tongren's way of doing things, don't let him really succeed with the honeycomb briquette project? Then he would be doing work for others' benefit (making wedding clothes for others)!
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"Regarding working hours, I suggest adopting a weekly system. Seven days a week, with one day off every week. Everyone has already worked for six days; rest tomorrow." Chen Ke proposed his suggestion for the work schedule. All factory matters were subject to collective discussion, and all systems were handled very transparently. For a project destined to fail, Chen Ke wasn't so picky. He applied advanced management experience from later generations here, also with the intention of doing social practice.

"Let's vote on it," Qin Tongren said tepidly. After these six days of work, this young man's calm expression also revealed exhaustion. The voting result was unanimous approval. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. After such high-intensity work, everyone was really tired. If it weren't for adopting such a collective discussion mode, many people would probably have started slacking off in various ways long ago.

"Everyone just arrived, and people's minds are unstable. My suggestion is that we use a weekly wage system for these two months. Pay wages once a week. Let's vote," Chen Ke threw out his "real benefits" (dry goods).

Hearing this suggestion, everyone was truly beaming with joy. It was immediately passed unanimously. The agreed wage now was 8 silver dollars (*dayang*) per month. That meant two silver dollars per person per week. The crowd stuffed the silver dollars into their pockets, their joy overflowing in their words and expressions.

A hygiene duty roster was also made, along with several shift scheduling systems that a factory must have. Two simple honeycomb briquettes had already been made. After Chen Ke repeatedly instructed to be careful about carbon monoxide poisoning, this democratic life meeting dispersed. Just as Chen Ke was about to leave with Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo, Qin Tongren took the initiative to come over and ask, "Is Wenqing preparing to return to the residence?"

Qin Tongren was a typical example of the old style, never discussing private matters in public. His question made Chen Ke feel a bit curious. "Yes, I'm going back to the residence now."

"Let's go together; I happen to be going to Lord He's place," Qin Tongren looked in good spirits.

Chen Ke dared not slight this Mr. Qin. In fact, if he had to say it, Chen Ke even had some respect for Qin Tongren. Seeing that Qin Tongren had very high prestige among his colleagues in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, Chen Ke privately inquired about this Mr. Qin's background. Yin Ergou and Shen Songwen, because of their outstanding performance in the house repair project, were naturally the first to defect to Chen Ke. The two recounted Qin Tongren's experience.

The Tianjin Machinery Bureau was a government-run military enterprise. Founded in Tianjin in the 6th year of the Tongzhi reign of the Qing Dynasty (1867) by Chonghou, the Minister of Trade for the Three Ports. It was initially named the "General Bureau of Munitions and Machines." The start-up fund was more than two hundred thousand taels, and its scale was second only to the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau. In the 9th year of Tongzhi, it was taken over by Li Hongzhang, the Governor-General of Zhili, and renamed the "Tianjin Machinery Manufacturing Bureau." This enterprise could be said to be the base camp of the northern Westernization Movement. In addition to producing munitions, the Tianjin Machinery Bureau also produced some warships and vessels, including Empress Dowager Cixi's pleasure boat. Particularly worth mentioning is that in 1880, it built China's first submarine and the first set of pontoon bridges.

In the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion era), the Eight-Nation Alliance insisted on destroying this largest military industrial enterprise in Asia. As a technician, Qin Tongren also volunteered to fight in this war, fighting under the command of Commander-in-Chief Nie Shichen. The specific situation wasn't clear, but listening to the factory workers, Qin Tongren defended the factory and didn't evacuate until the very end.

Once the disaster of war passed, immediately followed the disaster of man. After the factory fell, except for Japan, other countries had no interest in the equipment of the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. The Japanese, however, looted the equipment frantically. Not only the Japanese, but many locals in Tianjin also hauled things from the Manufacturing Bureau to their own homes. Thus, the fine Manufacturing Bureau was completely destroyed like this, not even a slag remaining. On the contrary, many private factories and workshops appeared in Tianjin subsequently.

Chen Ke believed everyone wasn't lying. The Manufacturing Bureau belonged to the court; if the equipment of the Manufacturing Bureau was hauled home, it could become one's own. No need to say which was lighter and which was heavier in between. Yin Ergou also told Chen Ke privately that back then, Qin Tongren pulled some people to protect the Manufacturing Bureau. Not only did he fail to keep the factory, but Qin Tongren even had one of his arms broken by someone.

Hearing these introductions, Chen Ke couldn't help but feel deep respect for Qin Tongren. In these times, there were still such people; it was simply harder than a white rabbit burrowing out of a coal pile.

Qin Tongren usually didn't speak much. Even when he spoke, his voice wasn't loud, and his attitude was steady, looking just like a scholar. Yet back then, he personally took up weapons to fight against the Eight-Nation Alliance and defend the factory. These two different images couldn't be unified in Chen Ke's mind no matter what. But no matter what kind of question mark Qin Tongren was, since he said he wanted to travel together, Chen Ke naturally wouldn't refuse. After the group got on the road, everyone just chatted idly. Qin Tongren didn't ask so many private matters; everyone just chatted simply, which was also harmonious and happy. Parting at the door of Chen Ke's house, Chen Ke opened the courtyard door.

Very different from a few days ago, the courtyard was now quiet. Pang Zi and the others set off separately two days ago. Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua returned to Nangong County with Pang Zi, and the Shandong brothers returned to their hometown together. Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo stayed in Beijing, and the two now lived in the factory with Chen Ke. Only Wang Bin lodged here; compared to a few days ago, it was more than a little deserted.

"Wenqing, you are finally back." Seeing Chen Ke, Wang Bin was quite excited. "Do you want to go to the cocktail party at the German Legation?"

"Hmm?" Chen Ke could understand this sentence but couldn't understand the meaning of it. The cocktail party at the German Legation was considered a very high-level diplomatic gathering. It was already somewhat unexpected that Wang Bin, a foreign firm cadre, could attend, and being able to bring friends made it even more puzzling.

Seeing Chen Ke's doubts, Wang Bin laughed, "My invitation is generic; I can take as many people as I want. I can't find anyone else either; Wenqing, you come with me."

Foreign invitations were generally like this. Except for a few cases, those cocktail parties generally didn't welcome single young men. Chen Ke had the thought of going to see the world, but on second thought, he felt it was inappropriate. While hesitating, he suddenly remembered something and asked, "Brother Wang, do you still remember Qin Tongren? It is said he also graduated from Humboldt University of Berlin. A few years senior to you."

"Hmm..., hmm! I remember, it's that thin one, right? From Tianjin." Wang Bin was excited.

"That's right, it's him."

"How do you know him?" Wang Bin asked urgently.

"I met him through that Lord He across the door. He is at Lord He's house right now."

"Wenqing, take me to see him. It's really been a long time."

Chen Ke originally wanted to find He Ruming too. Last time he rejected He Ruming's face, the relationship between the two began to cool down. Although Chen Ke sold medicine to He Ruming at the price of 12 taels, He Ruming obviously hadn't calmed his anger yet. But Chen Ke really felt that this brother was his noble person (*guiren* - benefactor). Even if he only met Qin Tongren through He Ruming, Chen Ke felt it was very worthwhile. Hearing Wang Bin say this, Chen Ke stood up and said, "Let's go right now."

Seeing Chen Ke, He Ruming still looked like he couldn't be bothered. However, Qin Tongren looked at the excited Wang Bin with slight surprise, then stood up. He said slowly in that trademark gentle tone, "This is Wang Bin, right?"

"Brother Qin, it is indeed little brother." Seeing Qin Tongren recognized him, Wang Bin hurriedly stepped forward a few steps and held Qin Tongren's hand. "After parting for many years, Brother Qin's elegant demeanor remains the same."

He Ruming watched this scene dumbfounded. Although extremely dissatisfied with Chen Ke, he had to admire him; the breadth of Chen Ke's social circle was truly breathtaking.

Qin Tongren wasn't as enthusiastic as Wang Bin at all, but he was absolutely not cold either. He was also very happy that this old friend could meet here. He introduced Wang Bin to He Ruming, and everyone simply started talking at He Ruming's house. Wang Bin was very excited. After talking for a while, he simply invited Qin Tongren to attend the German Legation cocktail party with him. Wang Bin acted quite smartly; since he was at He Ruming's house, he naturally wouldn't give the cold shoulder to He Ruming, so he also invited He Ruming's family to attend the cocktail party.

Chen Ke watched quietly from the side. Qin Tongren didn't have much interest in this invitation. After He Ruming heard the invitation, he was first shocked, then showed uncontrollable joy. Wang Bin made it clear that this cocktail party was a social cocktail party held by a counselor's wife who had arrived in China. Not only foreign diplomatic corps were invited, but also some Chinese officials. He Ruming couldn't help asking, "But the German Legation didn't send me an invitation."

"Don't worry about this. My invitation allows me to go with anyone, and the number of people is not limited."

"If I go, who should I bring?"

"Just bring your wife, son, and daughter along."

"Oh?"

"But I suggest not bringing those small children."

"Oh. When does the cocktail party start?"

"It starts tomorrow morning and ends in the afternoon. We'll have a meal together at noon. If Lord He is willing, let's go together."

Learning that Wang Bin was now living with Chen Ke, He Ruming said he would reply to Wang Bin early tomorrow morning. Wang Bin asked Qin Tongren to come to Chen Ke's side if he had time, and then got up to take leave with Chen Ke.

Qin Tongren didn't come that night, which disappointed Wang Bin quite a bit. Early the next morning, He Ruming sent his steward over, saying he was willing to go together.

Regardless of what others thought, in Chen Ke's view, the cocktail party didn't look like much. Groups of foreign devils came in and out. Wang Bin was with Chen Ke at the beginning, then played missing. The food wasn't great either, much worse than high-end buffets. Chen Ke lost interest after eating a few bites. Seeing this scene, He Ruming was originally somewhat trembling with fear, but soon he saw a few Manchu Qing officials. He Ruming was from the Ministry of Rites; these few should be his superiors. So Lord He went to talk to the superiors with a beaming face. Germany was a rising star in Europe, and quite a few people came. Listening to a group of bird languages with various accents, Chen Ke felt a bit drowsy. He hid in a corner, holding a piece of bread and gnawing on it boringly.

It is said that the great mentor Marx or Engels believed German women should go to the farm. The poor appearance of German women ranked second to last in Europe. After the hostess of this cocktail party appeared, Chen Ke originally thought this friend of Wang Bin should be an ordinary German Dragoon auntie, but unexpectedly her looks weren't bad. The master of ceremonies used French for the introduction; Chen Ke didn't understand those gibberish words. The hostess toasted everyone. Chen Ke followed at the end of the line, took a wine glass, raised the glass together, and then drank the wine. Then he continued to be bored.

But opportunities will be encountered as long as one is willing to wait. Chen Ke seemed bored, but actually, he had been waiting for an opportunity. Now the opportunity finally came. He Ruming brought his two daughters out this time. The girls had been following He Ruming. Now handsome old man He finally left with the superiors. Chen Ke walked over quickly.

Today, He Qian's attire was very different from what he saw last time. Although this outfit wasn't a Western-style formal dress, it wasn't a Manchu style either. It was winter now; this dark cyan silk suit was quite similar to Hanfu. Moreover, both girls just combed braids and didn't have so many bits and pieces on their heads; they looked quite delicate and pretty.

"Hello, Miss He," Chen Ke said.

He Qian didn't expect Chen Ke to come over and greet her; there was immediately vigilance in her expression. "Hello, Mr. Chen," He Qian said lukewarmly.

"I really felt very happy discussing business with Miss He last time. I wonder if Lord He has other cooperation ideas?" Chen Ke didn't want to entangle with He Ruming about the honeycomb briquette matter. Even if He Ruming helped Chen Ke do a lot of things, Chen Ke still didn't want to talk business with He Ruming. Because it was too tiring.

He Qian didn't expect Chen Ke came to say this. Her beautiful big eyes stared at Chen Ke for a while, as if trying to see through Chen Ke's mind.

"Don't worry, I have no other meaning. Lord He is not a good partner for doing business. As for you, I am quite willing to cooperate."

Hearing Chen Ke speak ill of her brother to her face, He Qian felt both angry and funny. She looked at Chen Ke with a despised gaze. "Mr. Chen, don't you think it's inappropriate to say this?"

Such questioning had no effect on Chen Ke at all. He laughed, "Business is business. I hope to talk business with the person most suitable for negotiation. This is convenient and fast. I am a lazy person."

Hearing Chen Ke's such serious praise, He Qian couldn't help but reveal a slight smile at the corner of her mouth. However, this smile vanished in a moment. She said seriously, "In my family, my eldest brother makes the decisions. Mr. Chen finding me to talk business is finding the wrong person."

Chen Ke stared at He Qian seriously for a while before answering, "That's true too." After speaking, he looked at that little girl who was somewhat timidly half-hiding behind He Qian but looking at him with curious eyes. The little girl looked fifteen or sixteen years old. The style of the silk clothes on her body was similar to He Qian's, and the color was dark green.

"Hello," Chen Ke greeted her.

"Hello," the little girl answered very politely.

"Are you full? The food in this place is taken by yourself, not brought by others. So don't be polite; if you see something on the table, just take it directly," Chen Ke said gently to the little girl.

"Thank you for the guidance." Although the little girl was shy, she wasn't timid; she answered Chen Ke very seriously. Chen Ke originally thought the little girl would have stage fright, but unexpectedly it wasn't the case at all. He couldn't help sizing up the little girl carefully. Her skin was relatively dark, but lustrous and delicate, and her eyebrows and eyes had deep contours, not looking much like He Ruming. Chen Ke's gaze made the little girl lower her head slightly. *Damn, this is really a lady from a prominent family.* Chen Ke praised in his heart. *Although He Ruming is not much, his sister and this little girl are really extraordinary. Yin thrives and Yang declines.*

"Does Mr. Chen have other matters?" Seeing Chen Ke sizing up her niece, He Qian asked unceremoniously. This was an eviction order. Chen Ke understood; he quickly responded, "Then everyone have fun and eat well. I'll go over there first."

Sitting back in the corner, Chen Ke looked towards the two ladies of the He family again. He saw He Qian looking around; she should be looking for He Ruming. That little girl was still standing there quietly, her gaze slightly downward. From this distance, she looked like an exquisite doll. Chen Ke suddenly wanted to go over again and say, "Little Loli, strange uncle will take you to scoop goldfish."

While letting his imagination run wild, Wang Bin suddenly appeared in front of Chen Ke. Although he wanted to force a smile, an unconcealable anger made it all the more conspicuous.

"What's wrong? Who provoked you?"

Wang Bin didn't make a sound.

"If you are unhappy, let's go. One is free to come and go at this kind of cocktail party," Chen Ke laughed.

"En, that's good too." Wang Bin nodded fiercely.

The two found He Ruming and saw He Ruming standing cautiously beside several officials. One of them, who was talking with fervor and assurance, should have a high official rank. No wonder He Ruming didn't even care about his own female family members; not serving the superiors well wouldn't do. Spotting Chen Ke waving to him, He Ruming apologized and then came over. He should have earned face; He Ruming, who was very cold to Chen Ke a few days ago, looked quite excited in his expression. Learning that Chen Ke and Wang Bin were leaving, He Ruming looked a bit troubled.

"It's okay, Lord He. One is free to come and go at this kind of cocktail party. If we leave, we leave; it's perfectly fine for you to stay here," Chen Ke explained quickly.

Learning that he didn't have to leave together, He Ruming immediately became happy again. Everyone bade farewell to each other, and Chen Ke and Wang Bin embarked on the return journey.

"What's wrong? Could it be that your friend's husband said something unpleasant?" Chen Ke laughed.

"How did you know?" Wang Bin was startled.

"I knew it at a glance. What exactly happened? Tell me." Chen Ke comforted Wang Bin.

Humboldt University of Berlin could be said to be one of the centers of world academia before World War II. Many famous scholars and politicians left their figures here. It produced 29 Nobel laureates in fields such as chemistry, medicine, physics, and literature; the achievements were amazing.

In such a school, there were naturally a large number of children of German nobility studying here. Wang Bin met a lady here, Joanna von Wittbach, and the two fell in love just like that.

"Wait, von Wittbach? Is she Bavarian?" Chen Ke stopped Wang Bin's words.

Such profound genealogy knowledge startled Wang Bin. Wang Bin nodded in astonishment.

"Brother Wang, you really know how to choose people," Chen Ke said admiringly.

Von Wittbach was the royal family of the Bavaria region in Germany, with eight hundred years of inheritance. There were quite a few people in this family who had been kings of some small European countries.

"Joanna's family only has this name left now." Wang Bin said with slight regret. "I only knew her family's background a year after I met her."

Joanna's family wasn't the branch that inherited the family property; it could only be considered a standard side branch. However, in Germany, this name was already very famous. There were quite a few children of big capitalists who pursued Joanna, hoping their names could be linked with the prominent von Wittbach. Obviously, Joanna's father also had this plan. Forming a wealthy marriage alliance was a very good choice for a family with only a noble title but no wealth.

So learning the news that his daughter was in love with a Chinese student, this father was quite unhappy. Being unhappy would trigger unhappy results. Wang Bin was dealt with several times in school. Joanna was a Bavarian after all; she had several big quarrels with her father for this. But the two really couldn't twist the thigh with the arm (couldn't win against the stronger force), so they had to break up.

Originally, Wang Bin wanted to stay in Germany to work, and he found a job after graduation. Unexpectedly, Joanna married after graduation, and her husband's family actually had a relatively deep relationship with the enterprise Wang Bin was in. Thus Wang Bin was "sent back" to China by the company. A dignified science and engineering student became a foreign firm clerk.

But Heaven plays tricks on people. Joanna's husband was a member of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Less than a year after Wang Bin returned to China, he was appointed as the Consul of the German Embassy in China and brought his wife Joanna to China together.

Wang Bin didn't say the rest of the things, but Chen Ke could guess. It must be that Joanna's husband said quite a few unpleasant words to Wang Bin, and Wang Bin left the venue indignantly.

"It's okay, Brother Wang. Wait until we drive the foreign devils out of China in the future. We will insist on letting this brother be the German Ambassador, and must make him personally hold a cocktail party to entertain you. I'll see to what extent he can still be arrogant," Chen Ke comforted. For some reason, he suddenly thought of the He family's loli.

"Driving the foreign devils out of China, this is hard enough," Wang Bin said regretfully. But after a moment, Wang Bin deliberately said in a happy tone, "That's right. Wait until the foreign devils are driven out; we will insist on letting this bastard be the German Ambassador."

"We should have such spirit." Chen Ke also laughed heartily.

After resting on Sunday, work continued on Monday. Qin Tongren was still his usual self. He didn't show any intention of being close to Chen Ke just because of the encounter with Wang Bin the day before yesterday. Chen Ke didn't hope for that much either; the next step of work was even heavier.

First, a general meeting was held, which was the design analysis of the honeycomb briquette production line. Chen Ke had seen steam honeycomb briquette machines when he was a child. Coming from an engineering background, he was very clear about the principles inside. The most critical part was the linkage. The core of the honeycomb briquette machine was that while automatically filling coal powder, the pressure hammer lifted, coal filling ended, the big hammer fell, and knocked out 16 pieces of coal at once. Repeating like this, in Chen Ke's impression, using a machine, 48 pieces of coal could be produced in one minute. Calculated according to the machine working 10 hours a day, one day would be 28,800 pieces of coal.

The Tianjin Machinery Bureau was a military industrial enterprise, and everyone's level wasn't low. Watching Chen Ke finish drawing the entire set of machine designs on the blackboard, no one spoke. After a long while, Qin Tongren finally spoke. "Do we manufacture the machines ourselves, or what?"

"I don't know if the Tianjin Machinery Bureau still has surplus equipment that can be used. If these equipments are manufactured by ourselves, the steel used, and the accessories, are all a problem. My meaning is that if we can utilize previous equipment, that would be best."

Hearing Chen Ke's suggestion, Qin Tongren stopped making a sound.

"Mr. Chen, although this set of things of yours is good. But to be honest, this reciprocating equipment has too high requirements for steel. Think about it, hammering down thousands of times a day like this, how long can the parts last?" Xu Erba spoke.

Seeing Xu Erba speak, Xu Tianqi from the steel workshop also came to speak. "I think there is no need to do it like this; it is already winter now. It takes too long for us to build such a complete set of equipment. I see the basic principle is already clear; let's simply redesign it, mainly the lifting and lowering of that big hammer. Looking at Mr. Chen's design, this relies on a screw rod. This kind of screw rod is not easy to make domestically. I think we can do it using a stop motion method; this way, it won't be so troublesome."

Chen Ke quickly gave up his position in front of the blackboard. "Come, come, you two come up and say."

As soon as these words came out, Xu Erba and Xu Tianqi blushed immediately. "With so many engineers here, we dare not." Although saying so verbally, the two young men still looked eager to try.

"I said the rules of our factory; if there is anything, everyone discusses it together. Everyone adds firewood, the flame rises high (many hands make light work). Are men afraid of speaking in public?" Chen Ke dragged and pulled the two to the front of the blackboard.

Xu Erba hurriedly cupped his hands to everyone. "I'm also talking nonsense. Everyone, don't laugh."

As soon as the voice fell, everyone had already started laughing. This made Xu Erba even more embarrassed. Looking at Chen Ke, he saw him smiling encouragingly. Only then did Xu Erba have some courage. His suggestion was that there was no need to make such precision equipment, but adopt heavier and clumsier equipment, so as to guarantee the usage time. "When I was in the factory, every time parts were changed, it took a long time. I thought at that time, rather than making those precision gadgets, it's better to make some thick, big, clumsy, and ugly gadgets. Not good-looking, but durable. Moreover, making coal is not making munitions; no need to be so fine."

After making the concluding speech, Xu Erba saw everyone didn't make a sound. Not knowing if what he said was right or not, he just stayed in front of the blackboard.

"Has Mr. Xu finished?" Chen Ke asked.

"Finished, finished." Xu Erba responded quickly.

Chen Ke was the first to applaud, which baffled Xu Erba. "Mr. Chen, don't make fun of me (*huajiao* - prickly ash/tease); what I said may not be right."

"Whether it's right or not doesn't matter, but you can stand up and say it; this is the attitude towards work. We should applaud to encourage it, right?" Chen Ke said with a smile. "Comrades, please encourage Comrade Xu Erba's speech with applause."

Gao Huaide applauded, but only clapped a few times, realizing no one echoed, he also felt embarrassed. Unexpectedly, Qin Tongren continued to applaud. With him taking the lead, everyone started applauding. Xu Erba really didn't expect his speech to actually receive everyone's respect; tears welled up immediately. Wiping tears, Xu Erba bowed to everyone in return. Chen Ke pulled him back to his seat. Only then did he let Xu Tianqi continue to speak.

The ones who understood the work were definitely the frontline workers. They might not understand the purpose of production; these were the scope of the engineers' work. But after operating the machines personally, the workers definitely had their own ideas. Whether these ideas were correct or not, they represented the experience of time.

Xu Tianqi was a technician, majoring in steel casting. His viewpoint revolved around the bearing capacity range. When he finished speaking, naturally everyone applauded together. Xu Tianqi also felt quite excited; his face was flushed red, and his breathing was rapid.

Next, aiming at Chen Ke's design, everyone expressed their own opinions. The purpose was simple: start work and make money quickly. Discussing for two days, Chen Ke's delicately designed briquette machine was changed beyond recognition. A thick, big, clumsy, and ugly new design was taking shape before their eyes. Not only did it look ugly, but the efficiency was also much lower. But the feasibility of this equipment was much greater. It could be manufactured with just the things the factory could utilize now.

Finally, after everyone voted, a design team headed by Qin Tongren was selected. Qin Tongren stated that a complete design could be produced within two days.

After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke said to Qin Tongren sincerely, "Mr. Qin, the colleagues from the Machinery Bureau are really quite good." Chen Ke originally thought there wouldn't be too many excellent talents among these people. Unexpectedly, these people could basically be used.

Qin Tongren replied faintly, "The workmates who can still be gathered together until now all genuinely like machinery. This is not rare. What is rare is you, Mr. Chen."

"What's rare about me?" Chen Ke was very puzzled.

Qin Tongren revealed some emotions rarely; his brows furrowed slightly. "Mr. Chen, I am reading your masterpiece. The things discussed in there are really extraordinary. I originally thought Mr. Chen was a man of letters, but seeing Mr. Chen discuss building machines together these two days, although not an expert, you are not a layman either. What is more rare is Mr. Chen's design train of thought; this kind of linked production is definitely not something ordinary people can figure out. This really makes me wonder. At Mr. Chen's age, I can only say, very extraordinary."

"You flatter me. I am just a businessman now. Everything is to do business well."

"A businessman now, what about later?" Qin Tongren asked.

Chen Ke was speechless for a moment; he couldn't say, *Later I will be a professional revolutionary.*

Seeing Chen Ke silent, Qin Tongren said, "Mr. Chen, I see your management of the factory is very extraordinary. I have a suggestion: simply take out your set and use it. These workmates, oh, according to what Mr. Chen loves to say, are comrades, who genuinely love the machinery industry. Lord He spent some effort gathering these people together. If this factory is not run well, I feel it will just make everyone sad in vain. I still hope Mr. Chen won't be timid."

These words were reasonable, but why did they give Chen Ke a very weird feeling? He replied, "That is natural."

"Then I'll go design the blueprints." After speaking, Qin Tongren turned and left, leaving Chen Ke on the spot, dumbfounded and not knowing what to say.
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Qin Tongren kept a queue (braid), and the comrades from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau also kept queues. Chen Ke had always been afraid to ask a question: *Is it safe to operate a lathe with a queue?*

Chen Ke grew up in the family compound of a diesel engine factory. The female workers in the metalworking workshop also had braids. Long ponytails were not allowed when operating lathes. At that time, short hair like a boy's crew cut wasn't popular, so female workers also found it difficult. If the hair wasn't tied up, strands hanging in front of the eyes would delay work. If the hair was too long, tying it up was also troublesome. Because the workshop stipulated that long hair must be tucked inside the work clothes during work. Examples of female workers' long hair getting caught in machine tools, resulting in terrible work injuries, were simply too horrible to look at. But seeing Qin Tongren and other workers keeping queues, Chen Ke felt something was very wrong. *What does everyone do when working?*

Obviously, Chen Ke worried too much. When making the design drawings, the workers were divided into two groups; one group designed, and the other group followed Chen Ke to make furnace tiles. Firing furnace tiles wasn't troublesome; there was a brick kiln near the factory, and several batches of furnace tiles were quickly fired. This work didn't have high requirements for queues.

When it came time to start work, everyone skillfully coiled their queues around their necks and fixed the ends with hairpins, which was a method. Chen Ke's attempt to lobby everyone to cut their queues failed. Not only that, but the comrades were in good working condition. It only took four days for the equipment to basically take shape. The steel frame was replaced by a wooden frame, and the volume was much larger. The multi-hole large steel hammer became an iron-clad wooden mallet, weighted with stones. Watching the comrades turn his original design into a new design full of Chinese flavor, Chen Ke was speechless.

These days, Chen Ke organized the comrades' lives according to the factory management model of the new era. That is to say, get up at 7:30 in the morning, run collectively for ten minutes, and then wash up together. In these times, there was no toothpaste; brushing teeth was done by wiping with cloth. After the honeycomb briquette stove in the factory was repaired, boiling water was much more convenient. Everyone took turns cooking three meals a day. In the morning on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, it was noodle soup, steamed buns (mantou), and pickles. On Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays, it was millet porridge, pickles, and steamed buns. At noon, it was steamed buns and stir-fried dishes, four dishes and one soup, and there must be a meat dish. In the evening, the dishes from noon were heated up, and another soup was cooked.

After breakfast, work started promptly at 8:30. Before starting work, they sang "We Workers Have Strength" twice. When teaching this song, everyone still felt awkward. But after learning this song, the comrades immediately loved it. At first, they sang it before starting work; the next day, someone started singing it during work breaks; three days later, everyone started singing it when there was nothing to do at night. "We workers have strength, hey! We workers have strength! Busy working every day, hey! Busy working every day..."

Listening to this generous and heroic song echoing in the dormitory, Chen Ke believed a saying: "People need some spirit." This group of comrades with queues was enough to prove this.

Let's not talk about Qing dynasty dramas (*queue dramas*). If you really ask a 21st-century young man a question—"Do you like the Qing Dynasty?"—it is estimated that more than 95% of people will explicitly state, "Don't like it." This dynasty that started with slaughter, the dynasty that bowed and scraped to surrender to foreign countries, was destroyed silently. Even the very few remnants of the Manchu Qing lamented that when the Ming Dynasty perished, it was like a raging fire; when the Manchu Qing perished, it was like dust and dirt. The officials, army, and gentry who were once the pillars of this country all abandoned the Manchu Qing. If the Manchu Qing had been destroyed by an organization as powerful as the CPC, perhaps it would have saved some face for the Manchu Qing. However, the Xinhai Revolution was launched by just a few unknown people in the Wuchang Uprising, and these people didn't become prominent later either. Those few initiators triggered the disintegration and demise of the Manchu Qing. The Manchu Qing regime was thrown into the trash heap of history like dog shit.

Like ordinary history enthusiasts, Chen Ke sighed with regret over the demise of the Ming Dynasty, but he viewed the demise of the Manchu Qing with joy. Under such a mood, those officials and backbones of the Manchu Qing era were also despised by Chen Ke. Chen Ke sometimes thought that anyone with a queue on their head had nothing to admire. Risking one's life for a garbage regime was really not worth affirming. But regarding Qin Tongren, Chen Ke really couldn't despise him. Regarding these comrades from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, Chen Ke couldn't despise them either.

These comrades were really good people; they loved their work, loved their country, and had fought against foreign invaders. If they weren't people of the Qing Dynasty but citizens of the Republic, they would definitely be heroes.

*Perhaps my understanding of the world is wrong.* In every era, people's pursuit of an "equal and happy" life should be exactly the same. The only difference is just the era itself. *Perhaps this is the real reason why I feel everything has been going wrong these days.*

As if to verify Chen Ke's self-criticism, after the equipment construction was basically completed, Qin Tongren suddenly asked Chen Ke to go pick up a machine together. This was an old-style steam engine transported by train. Apart from the little steam engine knowledge learned in textbooks, Chen Ke had no practical understanding of steam engines. His only experience was sitting in the locomotive with his father when he was a child, learning to shovel coal into the boiler. Traveling north and south with his old dad during winter and summer vacations since childhood, Chen Ke could be considered to have paid a little fee with this coal shoveling game.

Looking at this steam engine that could almost be described as dilapidated, Chen Ke didn't know whether to ask "Can this machine work?" or "Mr. Qin, for what reason did you spend money like this?"

"Wenqing, I didn't spend much money. This machine has been scrapped for more than two years; I only spent a few dozen taels of silver when I bought it," Qin Tongren said calmly.

"Is it easy to repair?" Even though Chen Ke had a thousand thoughts, in the end, he only squeezed out this sentence.

Qin Tongren didn't say anything more; he directed people to load this machine onto a special heavy-duty ox cart. More than twenty sturdy young men first tied the machine with ropes, then lifted it layer by layer with levers like carrying a sixteen-bearer sedan chair. With a shout, more than twenty people exerted force simultaneously and actually lifted this ton-heavy steam engine. Of course, even twenty-some young men couldn't carry the steam engine from the train station to the factory. Not far away, a widened and thickened four-wheel ox cart was parked there.

Other ox carts used one ox or two oxen as power, while this ox cart had two rows, front and back, with two oxen in each row. It actually used four oxen as power. The cart body was all thickened, more than twice as thick as an ordinary cart. The whole body was coated with oil and looked pitch black; this was to prevent the wood from rotting. That heavy feeling could be known just by looking. The wheels, more than a meter high, were even more sturdy and heavy. Instead of rubber tires, iron sheets were used to bind them. It looked like no ordinary item at a glance.

Chen Ke was bluffed by this ox cart. Such a mighty ox cart, if in the 21st century, the price might not be cheaper than a small truck. But in the 21st century, a tattered small truck could transport this steam engine. Chen Ke finally understood the significance of steel to a country. A tattered small truck beat this heavy-duty ox cart by a thousand times. The power of industry actually made Chen Ke feel awe in this form. The tattered small truck won completely.

And it was fortunate that they were in Beijing to have such a heavy-duty vehicle. If it were elsewhere, no matter how much money was offered, such a vehicle capable of transporting a steam engine couldn't be found. *Must industrialize,* Chen Ke shouted in his heart.

Although it was early winter, the young men didn't wear cotton-padded jackets, presumably afraid of wearing them out. They wore vests, muscles bulging on their shoulders. One by one, they exerted all their strength to move the steam engine out, then walked up the earthen slopes on both sides of the cart, and unloaded the steam engine onto the cart. The driver was in his thirties, looking shrewd and capable. Being able to drive this imposing heavy-duty ox cart, he was also extremely spirited. First, he jumped lightly onto the driver's seat. The driver skillfully waved the long whip; the whip tip made a crisp crack in the air. With a shout, the driver began to drive the four oxen in front of the cart to march.

There were other ox carts along the way, but compared to this cart, they were like toys. Pedestrians on the roadside watched one after another; it was a mess of impressiveness. Qin Tongren and Chen Ke followed behind the cart. Looking at the puzzled Chen Ke, Qin Tongren asked, "Is Mr. Chen very surprised why I did this? You definitely think I have ulterior motives."

"That's right." Chen Ke didn't tell lies either.

"When I met Wenqing on the first day, do you remember what you said about the significance of honeycomb briquettes?" Qin Tongren said. This was the first time he addressed Chen Ke by his courtesy name directly.

Chen Ke certainly remembered. He had said those words many times and even wrote a draft to ponder in detail. Speaking with emotion and substance, it could probably compete with pyramid scheme propaganda. When meeting Qin Tongren for the first time, in order to boost everyone's morale, Chen Ke spoke even more reasonably. The use of honeycomb briquettes could greatly save fuel and incidentally drive the operation of an entire industrial chain. It was a project with a hundred benefits and no harm. To emphasize the significance of honeycomb briquettes, Chen Ke even used terms like "beneficial to the country and the people."

Recalling that time, the colleagues' reaction was good. Only Qin Tongren didn't show anything special then; unexpectedly, he cared about this matter so much in his heart.

"Lord He wrote to me specifically a while ago, saying Mr. Chen is a rare talent and wanted me to come help you. Lord He's father took great care of me back then; otherwise, I absolutely wouldn't have come to such a small factory." There was a haughtiness in Qin Tongren's tone; Chen Ke didn't find this repulsive.

"After I returned from Germany, I always hoped to start large-scale mechanical production instead of this manual workshop-like production. Although we had to change Mr. Chen's design, the more I think back, the more I feel the exquisiteness of Mr. Chen's design. Fully automatic coal powder filling and automatic coal discharge system—I have really never seen such a design train of thought that rivals nature (superb craftsmanship) elsewhere."

Chen Ke grew up in a diesel engine factory since childhood. At the age of 10, he had already started learning to operate machine tools and play with micrometers. He had been to every workshop. Later, one of his entertainments became learning drafting. Compared with equipment like diesel engines, equipment like steam briquette machines basically had no difficulty to speak of; it was just simple combined production. In Chen Ke's future design, CNC machine tool production lines were the ultimate king of industry. But thinking from another angle, in China in 1905, this design was considered clever enough.

"Mr. Chen is not only proficient in machinery but also has unique insight into industry. I came to our factory really not to make money. Just listening to Mr. Chen's brilliant views on establishing national industrial channels, I was truly enlightened. Before, I always thought doing big things was saving the country and developing industry. Unexpectedly, just such a small honeycomb briquette can also achieve such a purpose. I truly admire it. That's why I wanted to see to what extent this honeycomb briquette factory can actually go."

Chen Ke smiled. This enthusiasm of Qin Tongren greatly exceeded his expectations. *So I also have "Tyrant's Qi" (charisma).* Chen Ke thought self-mockingly. He didn't have any good intentions when planning to start this factory initially; he just wanted to pull these people in, and after the industry failed, he could get a batch of urgently needed engineering and technical personnel from among them. But after getting along with these friends, Chen Ke started to feel that what he did was very unethical. Yet unexpectedly, he actually moved Qin Tongren, who came from a deputy chief engineer background.

"This kind of thing is easier said than done." Chen Ke said somewhat apologetically. "I pulled Brother Qin into this pit; Brother Qin is a smart person, you must have noticed something."

"Noticed... haha." Qin Tongren actually laughed. "Wenqing definitely knows about officialdom matters; I also know some. If this honeycomb briquette factory doesn't make money, it's fine. If it really makes money as Wenqing said, that might not be a good thing."

"Indeed so." Chen Ke felt this was the normal Qin Tongren. Being able to achieve deputy chief engineer, he was definitely not a bookworm ignorant of affairs.

"I don't lack this little money, nor did I think about how much money to make. To be honest, Wenqing, I would rather this honeycomb briquette factory make big money and then be made difficult for."

Chen Ke was shocked by these words. "I say, Brother Qin, the *Gongche Shangshu* movement (petition by exam candidates) didn't have any good result either. If you make a fuss because of such a small matter, even fewer people will support you."

"The country has reached this state; it won't do not to make a fuss." Qin Tongren had a bit of the posture of "though millions of people oppose me, I shall go."

Chen Ke originally wanted to dissuade him, but on second thought, he asked, "I wonder where Brother Qin thinks the peril of this world comes from?"

"European industry is too powerful. When I was studying in Germany, I also traveled during holidays. I saw mines and factories everywhere, and railways everywhere. Others see that many factories mean power, but in my opinion, the industrial system operating behind these industries is truly amazing."

Chen Ke didn't object to this. In the 21st century, amidst the withering of European industry, Germany still maintained a considerably powerful industry, enough to show its strength.

"If China cannot build such a system, the country will inevitably perish. That's why I fully support Wenqing, really because Wenqing's words are reasonable. A small honeycomb briquette can be linked to the rise and fall of many industries. I have never heard anyone else say such a principle. I want to get such a project going."

"Brother Qin seems to advocate saving the country through industry."

"Without industry, China will perish."

It was the first time Chen Ke met a genuine "Industrial Salvation Faction" adherent, and he found it quite interesting. He laughed, "Perishing only means the perishing of the Manchu Qing; wanting China to perish is impossible. With people like Brother Qin, China will definitely not perish. If only the Manchu Qing perishes, it may not be a bad thing."

"Hmph, still that talk of the Revolutionary Party. If it weren't for Wenqing being so honest and willing to work these days, I would think Wenqing looks like a revolutionary."

These words made Chen Ke feel between laughter and tears. He, a genuine revolutionary, was actually not a revolutionary in Qin Tongren's view. And the specific reason was actually "honest and willing to work."

"Shouldn't revolutionaries do practical things? Relying only on opening mouths, that's what beggars along the street do, right?"

"Wenqing speaks very humorously." Qin Tongren couldn't help laughing.

Chen Ke originally wanted to persuade Qin Tongren again, hoping to pull him closer to the revolutionary line, but felt this entry point was wrong, so he simply stopped talking.

The steam engine was extremely heavy; it took a lot of effort to transport it to the factory. The factory comrades came out to watch one after another. The steam engine wasn't rare to these people; this ox cart was what made everyone marvel endlessly. The ropes and levers were still there. The workers had strong organizational discipline. Under Chen Ke's command, after several attempts, everyone finally unloaded the steam engine and moved it into the courtyard.

A lot of anthracite had been bought long ago. Qin Tongren repaired the steam engine simply and then let it undergo a trial run. After filling it with coal, not long after, the steam engine actually started working. Chen Ke secretly asked Qin Tongren, "Brother Tongren, didn't you say this steam engine was broken?"

"It was indeed broken when I bought it." Qin Tongren gave Chen Ke such an answer.

*So you repaired it long ago,* Chen Ke thought. "Then let's start installation and debugging."

The debugging process was long. Any design turning into reality required a process. During this process, not only did the equipment need to be debugged, but even the design had to be changed. The larger the equipment, the more so; it wasn't too rare for the final result to be unrecognizable from the initial design.

Just two days after starting debugging, which was November 1st, Qin Tongren told Chen Ke that a friend would come to visit at noon. At 10:30, that friend arrived on time. Qin Tongren's introduction was simple; this brother was a Provincial Graduate (*Juren*). Surname Shang, given name Yuan, courtesy name Wangshan. Pulling a *Juren* master to this honeycomb briquette factory was really a surprising thing. In these times, being able to pass the provincial examination meant stepping into the bureaucratic class. Normally speaking, Metropolitan Graduates (*Jinshi*) were already absolute officials. But the number of *Jinshi* wasn't enough. Within the county magistrate class, as long as one was willing to spend money, many county magistrates were of *Juren* origin. *Juren* were the source of true grassroots officials.

Chen Ke didn't know much about the Manchu Qing's system, nor did he want to spend too much effort understanding it. But he also knew one thing: the officials (*guan*) and clerks (*li*) of the Manchu Qing were not the same system. Unlike the model of integrated officials and clerks in New China, Manchu Qing officials passed through imperial examinations, while clerks came up through various assorted channels. A *Juren* could directly become an official; a clerk would remain a clerk for life unless encountering some special opportunity.

Qin Tongren actually found a *Juren* to come to the honeycomb briquette factory; this was really a very rare thing.

Shang Yuan was tall and thin, in his thirties, with a long face, high forehead, high nose bridge, slightly triangular eyes, a very calm gaze, and a very indifferent expression. He looked like he had the style of a *Juren*. After politely exchanging names with Chen Ke, Shang Yuan stopped making a sound. Chen Ke didn't know what to say to this *Juren* master either, and the scene soon turned cold.

Hua Xiongmao was also a *Juren*, but he was a Military Graduate (*Wuju*). Plus Hua Xiongmao's enthusiastic personality, Chen Ke would only address Hua Xiongmao as "Graduate Hua" when joking. Hua Xiongmao never minded this either. Facing Graduate Shang Yuan, Chen Ke wouldn't be stupid enough to joke randomly. As the intermediary, Qin Tongren led the two to the dormitory. That place was quiet enough to talk about things.

Shang Yuan didn't like to talk but liked to observe. Chen Ke saw Shang Yuan naturally looked at everything he could see but didn't say a word. Not only that, when Qin Tongren introduced the situation of the honeycomb briquette factory and the significance of honeycomb briquettes, Shang Yuan just listened and made no move to express his own opinion.

Apart from work, Qin Tongren rarely spoke usually. This Graduate Shang seemed even more silent than Qin Tongren. Just as Chen Ke defined Shang Yuan, he heard Shang Yuan speak. It was a Shangqiu accent.

Shang Yuan wasn't very optimistic about the future of the honeycomb briquette factory, and he stated his view directly. In the impression formed by Chen Ke's reading, these high-level intellectuals didn't like to state their opposing views so directly. They either quoted classics and spoke grandly but inappropriately, or pushed and shoved, refusing to express their viewpoints. Graduate Shang Yuan completely overturned Chen Ke's stereotype.

"This honeycomb briquette factory can't be run successfully!" Shang Yuan expressed his attitude straightforwardly.
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Chapter 40 Shang Yuan

There is a story in Lu Xun's works. A family had a child, and when the baby was one month old, they held a grand banquet. Friends gave various blessings to this child. As a result, one person spoke the truth, "This child will die." This statement can be said to be a truth, an "absolute prophecy" destined to come true. And it is also absolutely discouraging.

Chen Ke originally knew that problems would definitely arise; he just wanted to gain benefits from failure. Hearing Shang Yuan say this, unlike Qin Tongren's hidden depression, Chen Ke became alert. At this moment, Shang Yuan's sharp gaze swept across Chen Ke's face. Chen Ke only felt something was wrong; from Shang Yuan's expression of gaining some insight, it could be seen that Shang Yuan had already understood quite a few things.

Shang Yuan then began to narrate "why it can't be done." He was completely persuading Qin Tongren at this time and ignored Chen Ke at all.

The focus of Shang Yuan's narration was the "contribution" (*baoxiao*) system. The "contribution" system mainly referred to enterprises having to provide money unconditionally to the Manchu Qing government. Enterprises required to provide contributions to the Qing government involved transportation, mining, telegraph, textile, banking, steel, and other industries. In fact, industries that were slightly effective in operation or deemed profitable by the Qing government at that time were all required to provide contributions, and the stipulated contribution amount was quite large.

Starting from the Westernization Movement, the Manchu Qing government indeed set up many modern enterprises. Due to the lack of a modern commercial system, the early enterprises were state-run rather than merchant-run. Before 1895, the Manchu Qing's fiscal revenue and expenditure could still be balanced. But after 1895, due to the heavy burden of war indemnities and the increasingly difficult financial situation, plus the emergence of many new-style enterprises, private enterprises began to rise. Demanding contributions from enterprises and forming it into a system became one of the methods for the Qing government to reduce its financial burden.

"Does Tongren know how big this contribution actually is? When the Mohe Gold Mine was founded in 1889, the government provided 200,000 taels of capital. By this year, in six years, the Mohe Gold Mine provided 600,000 taels of contributions. Last time you talked to me about this honeycomb briquette factory, I felt it could definitely make a lot of money. But you are in the capital at the foot of the Son of Heaven; this contribution is absolutely not something you can bear."

Shang Yuan spoke clearly and plainly. Chen Ke nodded slightly. Having such insight, Shang Yuan was probably not an ordinary Provincial Graduate (*Juren*).

Qin Tongren didn't care much. "It's just 'getting something for nothing' (empty glove trapping white wolf) anyway. I don't care about money."

"Pedantic!" Shang Yuan said angrily. "Even if you don't care about money and feel it's getting something for nothing, as soon as this project starts, you should be able to imagine how many people wish they could eat your flesh. They will absolutely smash your factory. Do you think they will just stop after smashing your factory? They will also try every means to splash dirty water on you, making you unable to turn over for eternity."

"Brother Wangshan, these words are a bit alarmist," Qin Tongren was somewhat puzzled.

"Alarmist? I know a little about this Mr. Chen's affairs. He made a new medicine for treating syphilis in Shanghai. The efficacy was miraculous, curing the disease immediately. Then he immediately made the formula of the new medicine public. Why do you think Mr. Chen did this? Could it be that he has a merciful heart of hanging a pot to save the world (practicing medicine)?" Shang Yuan sneered.

"Wenqing, there was such a thing?" Qin Tongren was quite surprised.

Chen Ke admitted frankly, "Brother Shang is right; indeed there was such a thing. Moreover, I made the new medicine formula public just for self-protection. If I monopolized the formula, I don't know how many people would want my life. I dare not offend those people."

Seeing Chen Ke admit frankly, Qin Tongren felt something was a bit wrong, but no matter how he looked at it, the current project wasn't that exaggerated. He said doubtfully, "Honeycomb briquettes are not some technological secret."

"Not a secret? Precisely because it doesn't look like a secret, yet you can make the most money, those people will absolutely not let you off." Seeing Qin Tongren still didn't understand, Shang Yuan was even more angry. "This Mr. Chen is not an ordinary person. I know Tongren you are devoted to your work; presumably, you haven't read Mr. Chen's book much, right?"

"En, indeed so." Qin Tongren nodded in response.

"This Mr. Chen has profound learning and holds the world in his chest. If Tongren, you bookworm, can't understand it, that's one thing. But I absolutely don't believe this Mr. Chen can't see it clearly either. I don't know what tricks he is playing in the capital, but don't mess around with him."

These words were very heavy; Qin Tongren couldn't understand anymore. "What exactly did Wenqing do? What was written in that book? Brother Shang, I don't understand what you are saying."

Hearing this, a complicated expression appeared on Shang Yuan's face. He knew Qin Tongren definitely hadn't had time to read it because this set of books was at his house now. And if Qin Tongren read this book, with the profound understanding of industrialization in the book, I'm afraid Qin Tongren would really defect to Chen Ke's side. However, with Qin Tongren's personality, since he knew this book was extraordinary, he would absolutely read it carefully. In a moment of indignation, he had spoken wrong. Thinking of this, Shang Yuan glared at Chen Ke, pondering how to speak.

Seeing Shang Yuan perform like this, Qin Tongren was even more confused. "Brother Wangshan, Wenqing, what on earth is going on?"

Chen Ke felt he had to explain. "I wrote a book, which discussed the development of industrialization in detail. It seems Brother Shang doesn't quite agree with the views in this book."

"Not quite agree? Haha." Shang Yuan sneered. "Mr. Chen is too polite. I didn't disagree; I quite agreed. After reading that book, I admired Mr. Chen quite a bit. It's just that Mr. Chen is such a great talent, yet engages in this factory like this; I feel Mr. Chen harbors malicious intentions."

Qin Tongren had already seen some clues. Shang Yuan wasn't persuading him not to run this factory at all, but simply wanted him to fall out with Chen Ke and stay away from Chen Ke completely. It seemed Chen Ke must have extraordinary points, so much so that Shang Yuan didn't dare persuade him in private. Thinking of this, Qin Tongren simply asked seriously, "Brother Wangshan, what exactly is going on?"

Seeing things had reached this point, Shang Yuan simply said directly, "This Mr. Chen is a revolutionary." Speaking of this, thinking this statement might not reflect the seriousness of the problem, he added emphasis, "He is not the kind of revolutionary advocating some constitutionalism, but a genuine revolutionary."

"Uh! Wenqing is a revolutionary? Ha, haha." Hearing this, Qin Tongren actually laughed out loud. "If Wenqing is a revolutionary, I think this revolution isn't a bad thing."

After hearing Shang Yuan expose his true colors, Chen Ke didn't feel much in his heart. Being a revolutionary was a fashionable thing these days. With the Manchu Qing court's actual control deteriorating day by day, as long as you didn't rise up to rebel or publish excessively fierce remarks to overthrow the government, even if you claimed to be a revolutionary, no government officials would come to arrest you. The Manchu Qing first lost to Japan in the First Sino-Japanese War, then experienced the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion), committing too many unforgivable mistakes. The court itself also knew very well that its reputation was unparalleledly poor. Consecutive failures made the legitimacy of the Manchu Qing extremely questioned. Under such circumstances, the Manchu Qing government dared not use any high-pressure means to deal with intellectuals anymore.

As for Chen Ke's own book, the full text of hundreds of thousands of words didn't mention revolution at all. Even if used as evidence, it wouldn't have any effect. Articles dozens of times more fierce than Chen Ke's book could still circulate in the world.

What interested Chen Ke was Shang Yuan's attitude. His fierce approach seemed wrong no matter how one looked at it. Since Shang Yuan had challenged him, Chen Ke felt he had to accept the challenge.

"Brother Shang, I have heard about Brother Qin's affairs: fighting foreign devils and guarding the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. I respect Brother Qin's character very much. If you say I want to entrap Brother Qin, that is absolutely impossible. In fact, two days ago I mentioned to Brother Qin that this business is not easy to do. If you don't believe it, you can ask Brother Qin."

Qin Tongren still remembered Chen Ke's words, but after listening to Shang Yuan's rhetoric, he also couldn't quite figure out Chen Ke. Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren were good friends; he knew Shang Yuan wasn't a person who bluffed. Since he evaluated Chen Ke like this, Chen Ke must have something amazing. At this moment, he was somewhat confused.

"If you want to deceive a gentleman like Tongren, I will never forgive you." Shang Yuan didn't appreciate it at all. "Since Mr. Chen says he has his own plans, I want to ask, why does Mr. Chen want to open this factory in the capital?"

"I want to recruit some talents in the capital. Next year I will go to Anhui to do some things. Without this factory, how would I know the level of the talents recruited?"

"Anhui?" Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren asked almost simultaneously.

"Where in Anhui?" Shang Yuan pressed.

"Probably around Huainan. It hasn't been determined yet." Chen Ke felt the attitude of these two was a bit strange.

"Hmph! This is interesting." Shang Yuan sneered.

Chen Ke looked at Shang Yuan inexplicably, but seeing Shang Yuan refused to explain, he looked at Qin Tongren again. "Brother Wangshan is about to take office in Huainan." Speaking of this, he paused again. "Brother Wangshan actually sought me out, wanting me to go to Huainan with him to do some things."

*This is too coincidental, isn't it?* Chen Ke felt these two wouldn't be playing a double act to entrap him, right? But looking carefully, it didn't seem like it. He had to laugh, "Really coincidental. Fate."

"Mr. Chen doesn't need to say this. I ask you, since you are leaving next year, why do you still want to make this honeycomb briquette this year? If you succeed, will you just leave such a big family business in Beijing?" Shang Yuan was relentless.

"Whether I succeed or not, I have to withdraw." Since the other party was a clear-headed person, Chen Ke simply told the truth. "In my original plan, I just wanted to find some brothers who can work and cooperate. I didn't expect to meet talents like Brother Qin. Since Brother Shang is worried I entrapped Brother Qin, I might as well speak frankly. Brother Qin, I am a revolutionary."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, and seeing Chen Ke had no intention of deception, Qin Tongren believed what Chen Ke said was true. However, Chen Ke's next words surprised Qin Tongren even more.

"Brother Shang, I can see that you are also a revolutionary."

Qin Tongren stared at Chen Ke dumbfounded, then looked at Shang Yuan. He saw Shang Yuan with a gloomy face, but he didn't deny Chen Ke's words.

"Open people don't speak dark words. Those who can see revolution from my book are all revolutionaries." Chen Ke concluded in a tone of unreserved boasting.

For Beijing citizens, life after the beginning of winter was quite boring. But in the early winter of 1905, a new kind of coal ball suddenly appeared on the market, called honeycomb briquettes. The ones promoting honeycomb briquettes at the beginning were some Bannermen. According to the rules of the Clan Court, Bannermen could not do business. But Bannermen didn't live well relying on that little "iron crop" (guaranteed income). Plus Bannermen loved ostentation; even without money, they would slap their faces to look fat (pretend to be well-off). Anyway, the Eight Banners hadn't been able to fight for hundreds of years. Neither the court nor other armies had any illusions about the children of the Eight Banners, so Bannermen joining the army was already a minority. Among most Beijing Bannermen, the lazy ones spent all day in teahouses muddling along, giving birth to a batch of boring teahouse culture.

But for the slightly more diligent Bannermen, as the saying goes, "policies from above, countermeasures from below." Although Bannermen couldn't do business, driving carts was neither doing business nor a long-term job, so hiring Bannermen was the most convenient. They muddled along in Beijing city all day, familiar with people, and knew every nook and cranny of Beijing. Driving carts everywhere, hiring Bannermen was quite convenient. These Bannermen willing to sell their strength walked around the capital all day, familiar with Beijing, and knew exactly which area's people had what consumption power.

Someone was willing to pay to hire them to promote honeycomb briquettes, allowing this part of the relatively diligent Bannermen to make money quickly.

As Chen Ke expected, the first batch of purchasers of honeycomb briquettes were Bannermen. Bannermen had that little fixed income, but many places to spend money. Don't look down on such small matters and small money as burning coal; they still calculated very clearly. Honeycomb briquettes were cheap and burned fully. Compared with coal balls, honeycomb briquettes showed advantages immediately upon trial. So among low-level Bannermen, honeycomb briquettes spread at a staggering speed.

There was a story in the Tang Dynasty. When Bai Juyi first arrived in Chang'an, someone said, "Rice in the capital is expensive; living (*ju*) is not easy (*yi*)." Not only in the Tang Dynasty, but in any dynasty or generation, the life of capital officials wasn't very good. Their income wasn't high, and in the capital, making money wouldn't fall to them. But capital officials had to maintain their decency even more, so daily expenses were calculated more carefully. If not for this, Chen Ke wouldn't have been able to rent a house in the official district of the capital.

Since Bannermen were responsible for promoting honeycomb briquettes, these low-level officials were their key promotion targets, and the promotion effect was quite good. This could be seen from the busy time every day of the comrades responsible for building stoves externally from the honeycomb briquette factory.

Chen Ke and Qin Tongren personally took the lead. In the first few days, the comrades were divided into four groups, sending one group out to work every day. Seven or eight days later, one group stayed in the factory responsible for production, and three groups went out together to build stoves. And this was built on the condition that Qin Tongren mobilized his own power and invited more than thirty old workmates from the Machinery Bureau from Tianjin.

At the Beijing Party Group meeting, Qin Tongren felt quite incredible about the emergence of such a situation.

That day when Shang Yuan came to the door, seeing the matter had been exposed, Chen Ke simply stated his "revolutionary road" directly. The central government being able to effectively manage the people down to the village-level unit, the layered education system, the integrated government civil servant selection system for officials and clerks, and the state-led economic system. That day, Chen Ke's description of the future China left Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren speechless at the time.

Before leaving, Shang Yuan left a message: "I will come tomorrow to see what kind of revolutionary Mr. Chen is exactly." He really came the next day. He also brought the books Qin Tongren entrusted Shang Yuan to bring over. Chen Ke also let go and simply started to form a new Beijing Party Group. Working on one hand, lecturing on the other.

Qin Tongren had heard of the republican system propagated by Sun Yat-sen and those revolutionaries. His evaluation of this system was—raving nonsense. The reason for opposing the "republican system" wasn't how loyal Qin Tongren was to the Manchu Qing. After the Gengzi Incident, Qin Tongren narrowly escaped death on the battlefield and had long been completely disappointed with the court. The reason he didn't want to overthrow the court now was just that he believed rebellion would plunge China into complete division. With foreign enemies surrounding today, civil war would give foreigners ample opportunities to intervene in China's affairs. In Qin Tongren's view, revitalizing the country through industry was the only way. And the republican system itself would only allow local gentry to rise. Qin Tongren had unusually sensitive and correct views on Sun Yat-sen and those revolutionaries. He firmly believed that once the revolution started according to the "democratic republic" theory proposed by Sun Yat-sen's gang, it would only lead to warlords rising in swarms and China being torn apart.

Shang Yuan's political views were even more interesting. Shang Yuan himself came from a big landlord family in Shangqiu. His views on landlord gentry were so profound that Chen Ke felt a bit embarrassed. He pointed out clearly that the current gentry had no enthusiasm for industrialization itself. The reason they hoped to promote constitutionalism was to seize the power of the court. Then they could rely on land to tyrannize the locality. So whether anti-foreign religion or anti-foreign goods, it was the instinctive reaction of landlords after industrialization hit traditional handicraft industries. If constitutionalism were really promoted, it wouldn't solve the profound contradiction between industrialization and traditional handicraft industries either.

Aiming at this situation, Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren's attitudes were completely consistent: there must be an unprecedentedly strong government to promote industrialization. And the current situation was that the Manchu Qing was at least still a seemingly strongest one. This was also the reason why the two lacked interest in "democratic revolution" extremely.

The political views of the two of them represented the attitude of a considerable part of people of insight in this era. The reason this group of people opposed the republic in history wasn't entirely because they had any deep-seated hatred for the republican system itself, but because they believed the republic advocated by Sun Yat-sen's gang of birdmen couldn't realize the goal of saving the country and the people in practice at all.

Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren, one was a political "centralization faction," and the other was a hardliner insisting on "comprehensive state leadership" from the perspective of "big industry" and "complete industrial structure." Chen Ke's book precisely pointed out a feasible path in theory for guys like Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren, who were called "stubborn reactionaries" in history.

The scale of the Party group was expanding day by day. Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren began to introduce various people to participate continuously. And the participants of this group meeting were thirteen people. The topic was completely linking theory with practice—looking at the living standards of Beijing people from the development of honeycomb briquettes.

But the topic was just talk. Qin Tongren had always been in military industry and had no experience aiming at people's livelihood. Looking at the data on the report, he felt completely incredible. After the power of industrialization was displayed, handicraft industries had no chance to confront it at all. Since honeycomb briquettes started selling, quite a few people tried to imitate them. But just punching holes in honeycomb briquettes was a very "high-tech" job. The honeycomb briquette factory used machines; the efficiency was simply not comparable by individuals. The imitators spent so much effort but couldn't make a few usable briquettes a day. Even if they made them, the labor paid couldn't recover the cost. The result was that the expected manual competitors didn't appear at all, and honeycomb briquette sales rose again and again.

"Wenqing, when do you think this peak value will appear?" Qin Tongren couldn't help asking. He hoped that the curve that seemed to go straight into the clouds would run forever and not stop.

The secretary of this meeting was Su Wuming; Chen Ke dragged him in. He looked up at the report on the blackboard and asked, "Does this have to be drawn in too?" Su Wuming hadn't learned coordinates and felt this thing looked unpleasing to the eye no matter how he looked at it.

There were also a few students from the Imperial University who came with Su Wuming. It is said that when Puyi ascended the throne, such a ballad circulated in the ancient city of Xi'an: "No need to pinch, no need to calculate, Xuantong won't last two and a half years." Whoosh, two and a half years passed, and this Great Qing Dynasty really fell just like that, not ambiguous at all. The backbone of society in these times, even if they supported the Manchu Qing, did so out of consideration for their own interests, not out of how loyal they were to the Manchu Qing. Even students of the Imperial University began to support the revolution; the demise of the Manchu Qing started first from everyone's thoughts. Now it had reached an irretrievable point.

"Wuming, I made several copies of that; just put it directly into the file," Chen Ke replied.
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Chapter 41 Beijing Party Group Meeting

As the saying goes, a scholar's rebellion won't succeed in three years. But what if the scholar becomes an official?

Before going north, Chen Ke believed that among the officials at the end of the Qing Dynasty, there would definitely be a group of people who despaired of the court and would definitely seek a way to save China. Chen Ke hoped to meet these people before going north. As a result, he really met them. With Shang Yuan and the group of people introduced by Shang Yuan as the core, Chen Ke established the Beijing Party Group.

Chen Ke confided in Shang Yuan so quickly not because he believed he had some "Tyrant's Qi" (charisma), nor because he believed revolutionary theory could easily convince the intellectuals of this era. At first, Chen Ke thought that Graduate Shang Yuan was just a "revolutionary amateur," that is, the kind of person who shouted revolution verbally. So he entrusted the paperwork to Shang Yuan. Unexpectedly, when registering the factory list, Graduate Shang listed himself on the list. When assigning the stove repair task, Shang Yuan also followed his team to repair stoves.

Chen Ke was greatly surprised by this.

When he went to ask Shang Yuan, Graduate Shang just answered faintly, "A gentleman is not a utensil." Confucius believed back then that a gentleman should not limit himself to a fixed field. Chen Ke's family also revered Confucianism, and his family education repeatedly emphasized that if you despise so-called "low-level work" after learning knowledge, it only means you read books in vain.

Not only that, but in terms of revolutionary theoretical construction, Shang Yuan showed amazing talent. Shang Yuan had an extremely profound understanding of Chairman Mao's "serve the people wholeheartedly." Chen Ke always believed that the core of socialism was to develop productive forces, and the core of "serving the people wholeheartedly" lay in establishing a social system whose purpose was to provide people with better job opportunities. To put it more bluntly, it was the program of "New Democracy" proposed by the Party back then.

Graduate Shang Yuan had an amazing ability to understand this theory, as well as sufficient planning ability on paper. Therefore, the rotating chairman of this meeting was not Chen Ke, but Shang Yuan.

"Gentlemen, this meeting mainly discusses two things. First, the social demand for honeycomb briquettes. Second, looking at the superiority of the socialist system through honeycomb briquettes. Now Wenqing will speak." Shang Yuan's attitude was natural, his tone was peaceful, and he quickly brought the meeting atmosphere onto the right track.

Chen Ke's narration wasn't long. The success of honeycomb briquettes was nothing more than reducing the cost of living through industrialized production, so it naturally succeeded. This principle needed no elaboration. The superiority of the socialist system was nothing more than "from each according to his ability, to each according to his work," eliminating the "rentier" class through a powerful state apparatus, and reducing social transaction costs. Completing control over core industries and social services through state investment in state-owned enterprises. The state itself should support these industries.

Su Wuming laughed, "Such a country is naturally good, but this government shouldn't be the Manchu Qing, nor should it be some imperial power society, right?"

The participating comrades nodded one after another.

"The state is a tool of class rule. When we learn to analyze society, we must understand a truth: class struggle is effective once grasped. From the perspective of struggle studies, the operation of all human societies is composed of various contradictions." Chen Ke talked with fervor and assurance. In Shanghai, the theoretical level of those comrades was really limited. And it had to be said that Chen Ke himself wasn't from a sociology background, and his theoretical level was also very limited at that time. After these few months, Chen Ke's own social theory level had also improved a lot, and his lectures were more comfortable.

"This is the universal truth. We who study law want to summarize various articles from various contradictions." The speaker was Xu Dian. Xu Dian was a friend of Mao Yibo, a friend of Shang Yuan. In 1901, he studied law at the University of Tokyo in Japan. Returning to China in 1905, he was originally a constitutionalist, but two days after listening to the class, he became a socialist.

Mao Yibo was from Zhejiang and caught the last train of young children studying in the United States. After returning, he first worked in the Kailuan Coal Mine, but his personality was relatively radical. Finally, unable to muddle along in the coal mine, he returned to Jiangsu and Zhejiang to run a school. He was repeatedly defeated in running schools and owed a lot of debt. He was even more disheartened with the Manchu Qing system and actually became an old cynic (*fenqing*). With the trend of demanding constitutionalism rising in recent years, Mao Yibo became enthusiastic again. Anyway, he couldn't stay in Jiangsu and Zhejiang anymore, so he simply ran to Beijing to run around for promoting constitutionalism. Regarding the speech of his young friend Xu Dian, Mao Yibo didn't support it too much. "Wenqing said clearly last time that revolutionaries must have a benevolent heart. If everything is held with a heart of struggle, it will only create waves out of nothing. Revolution is to solve problems, not to create problems."

Everyone discussed one after another. Xie Mingxian, listening by the side, couldn't help sighing. Everyone was indeed a scholar; their words only discussed revolution and never involved the Manchu Qing. But Xie Mingxian knew that this group of people had completely abandoned the Manchu Qing. Xie Mingxian didn't know Xu Xilin, nor did he know Xu Xilin's deep confusion about Chen Ke's attitude towards the Manchu Qing back then: "Chen Ke views the Manchu Qing like withered bones in a tomb." If Xie Mingxian and Xu Xilin could discuss this issue, they would definitely "appreciate each other." All participants who accepted Chen Ke's theory now had this attitude towards the Manchu Qing.

Seeing that enough had been said, the rotating chairman Shang Yuan said, "Does anyone have any questions about this issue?"

Everyone stopped speaking; no one wanted to raise new questions. Seeing no objections, Shang Yuan said, "Next question: what difficulties will the honeycomb briquette factory encounter in its continued development, and where will these difficulties come from?"

Xie Mingxian had attended many meetings of the Beijing Party Group, and he had roughly summarized the hosting process of these meetings.

1.  Explain the superiority of socialism. In this meeting, it was how advanced the new factory was. 2.  Explain the backwardness and destructiveness of current politics. This was the destruction of the new factory by the court policies proposed by Shang Yuan. 3.  If there is a base area, how to solve these problems specifically. This part was all about how to build a new social system in the future base area, which was the county where Shang Yuan would take office.

The trilogy repeated in a cycle, educating and guiding repeatedly. The participants were all from the backbone class of society, and Shang Yuan was a future county magistrate who would take office in Anhui in 1906. So the purpose of such a meeting was nothing more than telling everyone that we had space to fully display our abilities. But doing it according to the old political system wouldn't work, and doing it according to the slogans of Sun Yat-sen and those chaotic parties (insurgents) wouldn't work either. Only a true revolution would work.

It had to be said that this education method was very effective. Whether others believed Chen Ke's theory or not, Xie Mingxian believed it anyway. Chen Ke always emphasized, "Class struggle is effective once grasped." The world today, from the country down to the family, was ruled by various tyrants, big and small, according to the existing traditional model. A revolution penetrating the bottom of society must be carried out; a revolution penetrating the souls of the common people must be carried out. After completely smashing the old order of China, recombine it according to the new model.

Xie Mingxian didn't want to deny Chen Ke's argument; he had personal experience. Xie Mingxian came from a medium landlord family in Hubei. His mother was a concubine, so from a young age, Xie Mingxian understood one thing: "Behave with tail tucked between legs." He had to be able to conceal his dissatisfaction with his cold and rude father, his dissatisfaction with his father's principal wife, and his dissatisfaction with the brothers born to the principal wife. Because they looked down on him and thought Xie Mingxian was not qualified to get any family wealth and resources. Xie Mingxian was very smart. Since his childhood, Xie Mingxian was often scolded by the principal wife for no reason and deliberately bullied by the principal wife's sons. The lesson that left a deep impression on his early life was that after just entering private school, Xie Mingxian showed a talent for reading. In the teacher's several exams, Xie Mingxian performed excellently and was praised by the teacher. When the teacher was a guest at Xie Mingxian's house, he praised Xie Mingxian a few words to his father. Xie Mingxian's father gave this son a smile for the first time and said flatly, "Well done."

Then the nightmare began. Xie Mingxian's mother was successively subjected to difficulties, beatings, and abuse by the principal wife. And Xie Mingxian himself also encountered a series of actions planned by several "brothers." His books were stolen, his pens were broken, and his notebooks were torn to pieces. Not only that, several brothers joined hands to beat Xie Mingxian. When Xie Mingxian returned home covered in bruises, the brothers who ran home ahead had already filed a false complaint against Xie Mingxian in front of their father. His father didn't uphold justice but made Xie Mingxian kneel as punishment instead. When Xie Mingxian's mother cried and pleaded with his father, Xie Mingxian heard his father say calmly and coldly, "Kneeling won't kill him; I'm doing this for his own good."

Xie Mingxian wasn't stupid; he knew this was his father doing it for his own good. If his father upheld justice, then Xie Mingxian estimated he would fall into endless trouble. His father's principal wife would absolutely not spare the mother and son, and Xie Mingxian's two younger sisters would also be implicated.

From then on, Xie Mingxian never showed his ability again. On the surface, his studies were just average. Moreover, his father was cold to Xie Mingxian and his mother for a long time, barely calming this family storm. It wasn't until Xie Mingxian passed the *Xiucai* exam in 1904 and had "fame/merit" that Xie Mingxian really wouldn't be beaten. As long as it wasn't the "public discussion" of the clan elders, even the elder brothers in the family couldn't beat Xie Mingxian who had "fame" on him.

From the experiences of these years, Xie Mingxian understood two things. First, the Confucian theory of "loving relatives" was basically a decoration. Husband and wife, father and son, brothers were like this, and the Xie family's exploitation of tenant farmers had always been bone-deep. Second, the state was the real backer. Only by getting on the big ship of the state could an individual have power.

So Xie Mingxian was originally going to work hard to pass the *Juren* exam, but the end of the imperial examination system completely ended Xie Mingxian's ideal. He couldn't go up another level and completely save his mother. If he could pass the *Juren* exam, Xie Mingxian would have the opportunity to become an official and then take his mother to take office together. But this opportunity was lost forever. Not only that, the fact that Xie Mingxian passed the *Xiucai* exam had already made him a thorn in the eyes of several brothers in the family. His father had entered old age, and several brothers almost broke their heads to divide the family property. If Xie Mingxian continued to stay at home, he would only have a dead end. Xie Mingxian had to leave home alone and leave his mother's side. He didn't go to Changsha. In the countryside, Xie Mingxian as a *Xiucai* was considered decent. But in Changsha, he definitely had no chance. Xie Mingxian needed to earn money and bring his mother out. So he arrived in Shanghai, where he was unfamiliar with the place and people.

Shanghai seemed prosperous, but it was the world of foreigners and compradors; a *Xiucai* like him had no chance to display his skills at all. If he hadn't accidentally seen the recruitment poster posted by Chen Ke... Xie Mingxian often felt scared afterwards when thinking of this.

This world needed revolution. What he had seen for more than twenty years was injustice everywhere, intense class contradictions everywhere. Even if it was just his Xie family, when collecting rent in his childhood, on average, one life was forced to death every three years. When the Xie family started usury, forcing people to death became at least one per year. In the past two years, Hunan and Hubei suffered disasters successively, and dead people were commonplace. If the common people wanted to survive, they could only rise up and rebel. If Chen Ke led his comrades to raise their arms and call in the countryside, it would be dry wood and raging fire. Even if only to live until tomorrow, the common people would follow Chen Ke and the others.

More importantly, even with such a situation, Chen Ke was still not anxious or panicked. He didn't want to organize a group of roving bandits, but to really establish a brand new "base area." To be prepared for political and military struggles with all enemies.

Watching the participants discuss seriously, with Xie Mingxian's rough contact these days, as far as he understood, although these people came from different backgrounds than himself, they were all a group of people who deeply saw that China's contradictions had reached the stage where the dagger was revealed when the map was unrolled (the final moment of conflict). That's why this group of people gathered together to discuss handling "that earth-shattering event." Xie Mingxian didn't oppose "revolution" at all. With his current ability, there would be no opportunity in the world today. As the saying goes, wealth and honor are sought in danger; Xie Mingxian only had this one opportunity to grasp.

Xie Mingxian was thinking about his own affairs, so he didn't listen much to some discussions in the middle. When he restored his attention, the part about the court was already finished. He saw Qin Shou requesting to speak.

"I have a question. How should the legal tradition (legitimacy) of this revolution be explained?" Qin Shou asked. Qin Shou was from Changzhou, Jiangsu. In 1896, carrying eight silver dollars raised by his mother from various sources, he entered the Jiangnan Naval Academy. Although the Jiangnan Naval Academy was corrupt from top to bottom and the school atmosphere was foul at that time, Qin Shou still studied hard. During the Gengzi Incident, he had already received the order to join the Beiyang Navy. At this time, the north was in chaos, and the school couldn't talk about any discipline. Qin Shou then went home to visit his mother. When his mother learned that Qin Shou didn't plan to go north, she immediately asked him, *Didn't you enter the Naval Academy to serve the country? Now when it's time to contribute to the country, why are you becoming a deserter?* Qin Shou was asked by his mother until his face was red. He immediately returned to school to apply for funds to go north. The school instructors found it incredible that Qin Shou actually wanted to go north under such circumstances. With a mentality of watching a joke, the school actually gave a sum of travel expenses. Qin Shou then went north.

After arriving in Beijing, it happened that Guangxu and Cixi had returned to the capital. Various government offices were dilapidated and needed manpower. The Beiyang Naval Academy was no longer there, so Qin Shou was recruited into the Ministry of Revenue as a minor official. Seeing the court suffer such great humiliation, instead of rousing itself, it became even more lethargic. He had completely despaired of the Manchu Qing.

He was a friend of Shang Yuan. These people often discussed together what to do about China's future. After joining the Beijing Party Group, Qin Shou was responsible for developing new members externally because of his wide connections.

Shang Yuan said, "Opposing the Qing and restoring the Ming naturally won't work. Democratic republic won't work either. Wenqing, what do you think?"

"Nothing else. The hearts of the people are the Mandate of Heaven. The People's Revolution itself is the legitimacy (*Fa Tong*)," Chen Ke said categorically.

After discussion, everyone felt it could only be so. After discussing a few more questions, Shang Yuan saw it was about time and announced the adjournment of the Party meeting.

After everyone left the conference room, Shang Yuan suddenly asked Chen Ke, who was reading the meeting minutes, "Wenqing, what do you think of the comrades in Beijing?"

"The comrades are very good, but I don't want to take them to Anhui now. In my opinion, it might be better to let them continue to develop the northern Party branch in Beijing. Brother Wangshan and Brother Qin taking the factory colleagues to Anhui will suffice."

"I heard Wenqing say there is another batch of comrades in Shanghai. Could it be Wenqing is worried about conflicts between the two sides?"

"Whether it's a mule or a horse, pull it out for a walk. I'm not worried about this problem. Anyway, after going to work in the countryside, that is an extremely arduous thing. Those who can't endure this hardship will naturally withdraw. But there are many heroes in the north. If everyone goes to Anhui and only a few people are left in the north, what can they do? In the future, we will inevitably fight the Manchu Qing, and this intelligence work is key. So I think comrades staying in the north is equivalent to us having eyes and ears. Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat."

Shang Yuan stared at Chen Ke, as if trying to figure out Chen Ke's true purpose. After thinking for a while, he nodded and said, "What Wenqing said is reasonable."

Chen Ke was very happy to get Shang Yuan's support. His words were not an excuse; the role of these people in the base area was really not necessarily as great as in Beijing. Moreover, Beijing was a place where talents gathered; burying more foreshadowing was the way to do big things.

"By the way, Brother Wangshan, you take office in March next year. It's already December; don't you plan to go home first?"

Shang Yuan shook his head gently. "No rush. My father is currently in Tianjin. I'll just go to Tianjin once before taking office. But Wenqing, I think you'd better visit Yuan Weiting (Yuan Shikai)."

Before Chen Ke went north this time, Yan Fu gave him three letters. Mr. Gu Hongming's letter had to be delivered; Yan Fu explained this clearly. One of the other two letters was for Yuan Shikai. Yan Fu explained that these two letters didn't necessarily have to be delivered. He said that if Chen Ke encountered trouble in Beijing that he really couldn't solve, then use these two letters. Chen Ke always believed "rely on the mountain, the mountain falls; rely on the river, the river dries." So he was unwilling to borrow the strength of others. As the saying goes, "No one gets up early without profit." If there was no benefit for others, only a fool would help you. Yuan Shikai was absolutely not a fool.

"It's not urgent either," Chen Ke said.

"I suggest you go, and it's better to promote this honeycomb briquette to the Beiyang Army camps."

"Hmm?" Chen Ke felt there must be deep meaning in Shang Yuan's words.

"In the officialdom of the capital now, there are quite a few people who want to compete with Yuan Shikai. Since Wenqing wants to make this factory fail and then take the friends in the factory south, just such simple operation may not be that fast." Shang Yuan spoke very cleverly.

"So that's how it is." Chen Ke nodded in agreement, admiring Shang Yuan in his heart.
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Chapter 42 Yuan Shikai

Big shots were never that easy to meet. It wasn't necessarily that those people were arrogant and rude, but rather that too many people wanted to meet them. Big shots were busy with affairs; where would they have so much time to meet irrelevant idlers? Chen Ke was somewhat undecided about what reason to use to meet Yuan Shikai (Big Head Yuan). Meeting Yuan Shikai as Yan Fu's disciple was clearly going to ask for an official position or express Yan Fu's goodwill towards Yuan Shikai. If he went in the name of doing honeycomb briquette business, the gatekeeper at Yuan Shikai's door would probably beat Chen Ke back.

Moreover, historically, Yuan Shikai had been very busy these years, training the Beiyang New Army and establishing the police system. Yuan Shikai went all out on these two things and did them impressively. He shouldn't have time to receive a nobody like Chen Ke.

Shang Yuan basically agreed with Chen Ke's view, but he thought Yuan Shikai might not refuse to meet Chen Ke. If Yuan Shikai saw Yan Fu's letter and still didn't meet Chen Ke, then given Yan Fu's character, he would absolutely not have given Chen Ke this letter. Adopting the attitude of treating a dead horse as a living horse (trying a desperate measure), Chen Ke simply took Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo to Xiaozhan together.

Yuan Shikai's Beiyang New Army was stationed and training in Xiaozhan. The Beiyang Army was not recorded much in the history textbooks Chen Ke had studied. In the warlord wars before the Northern Expedition, those famous figures were mostly senior generals of the Beiyang New Army. Wu Peifu and Duan Qirui were also famous figures in China. However, they were figures of the older generation. The Manchu Qing fell in 1912, and in 1927, Chiang Kai-shek launched the April 12 Counter-revolutionary Coup. The contradiction between the KMT and the CPC became the sharpest and main contradiction in China. In just 15 years, the Beiyang faction went from being insufferably arrogant to being nobodies. The speed of withering was also considered rapid.

It was winter, and the weather was quite cold. Chen Ke wanted style, not temperature. On his feet was a pair of leather boots purchased in this era. Outside his long underwear were dark blue fine corduroy trousers, a blue-gray woolen sweater, and a gray coat. This was the thickest among the sets of clothes he brought. Outside this set of clothes, Chen Ke put on knee pads and a wool cloak. This heavy clothing often appeared in movies about Northwest swordsmen; actually, this was necessary clothing for riding horses in winter. Any rider who could afford it would have one. At this time, he, Chai Qingguo, and Xie Mingxian all wore such wool cloaks and rode side by side.

"Mr. Chen, I heard you discuss rebellion with those gentlemen. Why is it different from the rebellion discussed among us brothers?" Chai Qingguo had been attending meetings but never spoke. Only when acting alone with Chen Ke, after leaving the city and seeing no one around, did he voice his doubts. Luckily he had such patience. For a *Jianghu* person, such self-control appeared extremely rare.

"Brother Wu explained to everyone how to change from sitting bandits to roving bandits, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

Mentioning the course hosted by Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo immediately became interested. "That's right. I really didn't expect there are so many tricks in fighting wars. But Big Brother Wu said it well; if the subordinates are still a group of bandits, this so-called guerrilla warfare won't have a chance to be displayed."

"So we must have a base area, have our own territory. What we are talking about now is base area construction."

Chai Qingguo suddenly realized, "I said it sounded like being an official! From farming to business, and what industry; I really didn't know there were so many tricks."

Chen Ke was very satisfied with Chai Qingguo's comprehension, especially Chai Qingguo's modest attitude. He laughed, "Why is the Beiyang Army more formidable than us? Because they have large tracts of territory, can conscript soldiers, provide money and grain, and manufacture weapons. If we want to fight them, we must also have such territory."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing. "Doesn't that mean sitting on the throne (ruling the country)? I can't do that. I don't know many characters. Listening to those gentlemen talk about rebellion, presumably, it won't work without being literate. Mr. Chen, Mr. Tianhua and Big Brother Wu are both learned; they went to Brother Pang's place. You also have to recommend a few people to me. If it really doesn't work, let this Mr. Xie go with me."

Chen Ke couldn't find the way to recruit grassroots heroes. Under Pang Zi's absolute resistance to him, the other few heroes also deliberately avoided Chen Ke. Only Chai Qingguo respected him relatively. He couldn't help asking, "Brother Chai, Brother Pang hates scholars very much. Presumably, you also suffered losses from scholars back then..."

"Brother Pang looks rough, but his family is full of scholars. Uncle Jing was not an ordinary big household in Nangong County; that was a big, big, big household. He doesn't like scholars because his family has plenty of scholars. I can't; I don't know a few scholars. Mr. Chen must help me."

These words were penetrating, making Chen Ke feel enlightened. He had always been puzzled why the Revolutionary Party always sent someone to be a military advisor when contacting local heroes back then. In Chen Ke's thought, what could a military advisor relying on lip service do? After listening to Chai Qingguo's words, he suddenly understood. He had just projected himself onto those grassroots heroes. If there was such a "military advisor" beside him, Chen Ke would definitely get rid of him. But grassroots heroes might be okay at looting houses, but definitely not at construction. They must have their own "private advisor" (*Shier*), that is, a cultured person who could understand accounting and have some means. Pang Zi's own family could provide these people, so Pang Zi's resistance to him was simply certain.

Then should he send someone to go with Chai Qingguo? This idea was denied by Chen Ke as soon as it appeared. The person sent must have strong abilities. At this stage, Chen Ke himself lacked such people around him; where was the extra manpower to send out for development?

Looking at Chai Qingguo's eager eyes, Chen Ke laughed, "Brother Chai, I don't have such people around me. Brother Xie is very important to me; I really can't send him to you."

Hearing this, Chai Qingguo's disappointment overflowed in his words and expressions. Chen Ke knew explaining further would only hurt harmony. He turned the topic to the situation in Shandong.

There was an official road from Beijing to Xiaozhan. Neither Xie Mingxian nor Chen Ke was good at riding horses. Everyone ran for a while and let the horses walk for a while. There wasn't much time to talk on the road. Starting early in the morning, by the afternoon, they saw the camp of the New Army from afar. The closer to the military camp, the more soldiers came and went on the road. Patrol soldiers in groups of five, and scouts in teams of three horses, came and went constantly, giving people a feeling of strict laws. Chai Qingguo and Chen Ke had watched the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers together and seen the ten-thousand-man formation, so they were better off. Where had Xie Mingxian seen such a posture? His face became tense immediately. "We haven't done anything bad; don't show cowardice. The more nervous you look, the more people will make things difficult for you," Chen Ke said quickly to Xie Mingxian.

Xie Mingxian wasn't a young man ignorant of affairs either. At any rate, he had participated in the provincial examination and seen the world. Since what Chen Ke said was correct, Xie Mingxian relaxed his mentality, and his expression also relaxed.

The area of the New Army's barracks was huge, but there were no multi-story buildings inside. The roofs of the military camp could be seen over the walls and fences. There were quite a few of these roofs. Chen Ke suddenly felt that if he really promoted honeycomb briquettes, the sales here should be very good.

When patrol infantry and cavalry passed by Chen Ke, they looked at the three one after another. They saw the three looked calm and maintained composure. Moreover, Chen Ke, a short-haired young man, was in the center, and two people with queues followed on the left and right, which confused them instead. After all, it wasn't wartime now, and patrolling was just routine. Seeing the three heading towards the gate, actually no one stopped them.

"Strong on the outside, weak on the inside. No vigilance at all," Chen Ke laughed in a low voice. Hearing this, Xie Mingxian nodded slightly. Chai Qingguo gave a somewhat exaggerated "En." It seemed he very much wanted to occupy a psychological advantage over the Beiyang Army.

Less than one hundred meters from the gate, Chen Ke asked everyone to dismount and walked over leading the horses. Seeing the three had no hostility, the sentry just stared at them. Arriving at the gate, Chen Ke cupped his hands to the sentry and said loudly, "I am Chen Ke. Entrusted by Mr. Yan Fu, the former Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy, I come to pay a visit to Lord Yuan Weiting, the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang. I have a letter to present."

Official announcements had to be formal. This was most bluffing. Although knowing Chen Ke came to handle this matter, hearing Chen Ke say it loudly like this, Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo felt their own status seemed to have risen a lot after hearing it. They felt inexplicably excited and couldn't help straightening their chests a bit.

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was neither humble nor arrogant, and he spoke so confidently, plus the figure mentioned was definitely not someone small soldiers like them could reach, the sentry dared not slight him. Asking Chen Ke to wait at the door, a sentry ran into the guard post to report. A moment later, a person came out. Chen Ke hadn't studied Beiyang shoulder badges, but he looked like a low-level officer. The officer asked Chen Ke's origin. Hearing Chen Ke was sent by Mr. Yan Fu, his attitude immediately became much more respectful. "Mr. Chen, military orders do not allow you to enter the camp. Please wait outside for a moment." After speaking, he went to the side of the guard post, mounted a horse, and galloped into the military camp.

At the door, it wasn't convenient for Chen Ke to speak. It was a cloudy day today. The military camp terrain was flat, and the small wind blowing was really cold enough. Chen Ke always liked to stand straight, looking majestic, but such a posture wasn't conducive to maintaining temperature. Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo were already behind the horses, using the horses to block the wind. Chen Ke remained stuck in place motionless. The sentry next to him also leaned back against the camp gate, but this was a wind gap. After blowing for a while, the sentry's face was a bit pale. Chen Ke smiled at him slightly. The sentry forced a smile back and then tucked his hands into his sleeves.

After a good while, two horses ran over. The leader was that low-level officer, and the person behind had the same shoulder badge as Pu Guanshui. After galloping close, everyone could see their faces clearly. Chen Ke saw that person had a long, thin face, thick eyebrows and big eyes, with a few just-healed scars on his face, looking quite fierce. After seeing Chen Ke clearly, that person was obviously surprised. The fierce expression peculiar to soldiers originally softened a lot.

This officer asked Chen Ke's purpose and origin again. Then he asked for that letter. Chen Ke thought this person shouldn't embezzle the letter, so he handed the letter over. The person looked at the letter, sized up Chen Ke again, and then rode in. Chen Ke felt a missing important link, which was asking for a bribe. In these times, asking for bribes was a convention. Was the Beiyang Army relatively special? Or what? Since that mid-level officer went in, Chen Ke simply took out the gift money prepared long ago from his pocket, smiling and talking to the sentry and that low-level officer while handing it up. Both accepted it grinningly without the slightest refusal.

The low-level officer even suggested Chen Ke enter the guard post to avoid the wind. Chen Ke quickly said, "Brother, you reported for me; you have suffered fatigue. There are rules in the military camp. I can't let your kindness to me be seen by the superiors and get you reprimanded. I'll just wait here." The officer didn't force Chen Ke and went into the guard post grinning with the money.

After waiting for another good while, that mid-level officer returned. "Lord Yuan wants to see you," he said simply.

Hearing this news, Chen Ke felt very surprised. Originally, he estimated that after the letter was sent up, he would wait for Yuan Shikai's reception. He was ready to queue and wait here for a few days. Leaving aside Yuan Shikai's own good and evil, Chen Ke could imagine how busy Yuan Shikai's daily work must be. Unexpectedly, he, a nobody, could get a reception from Yuan Shikai, the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, so quickly relying on a letter. What face this was! Chen Ke felt it incredible instead.

But since Yuan Shikai wanted to see Chen Ke, Chen Ke had to go even if there was a dragon's pool and tiger's den ahead. Chen Ke turned to the two behind him and said, "You go back first. It's inconvenient for me to take you in."

Xie Mingxian and Chai Qingguo looked disappointed hearing this, but this was understandable. Before coming, no one thought Chen Ke could get a reception so quickly. Since it was different from the original plan, everyone just let nature take its course. The two cupped their hands and took their leave.

Chen Ke followed that officer inside. He tried to get close, but that officer remained silent. Chen Ke offered "ceremonial gold" (*yijin*), and the officer accepted it unceremoniously. Taking Chen Ke to a place in the military camp built like a government office (*Yamen*), the two dismounted. The officer took Chen Ke in. Those coming in and out were mid-to-high-level officers. Chen Ke had already taken off the sheepskin coat and put it on the saddle when entering. At this time, this outfit was quite eye-catching. From time to time, someone asked the officer in front who Chen Ke was. In the conversation, he only knew this officer's surname was Wu.

Entering the *Yamen*, turning left and right, they arrived at the door of an office. Officer Wu went in to report first, then came out to take Chen Ke in. As soon as he entered the door, he saw a person sitting behind the desk. Chen Ke had an impression of this face; it was indeed Yuan Shikai's appearance. There was another person standing beside him whom Chen Ke didn't know. This person was quite thin, with a calm expression. Although wearing a military uniform, he looked like a scholar, only without the faint affectation of a scholar; he should be a character. But Chen Ke couldn't care about that much. He bowed deeply and said in Henan dialect, "Greetings to Lord Yuan."

"You are Chen Ke, Chen Wenqing, who wrote that book, right?" Yuan Shikai's Henan dialect made Chen Ke feel quite intimate. But the content of these words surprised Chen Ke quite a bit. *Could it be that Mr. Yan Fu even sent my book to Yuan Shikai?*

"This lowly commoner is exactly Chen Ke." Chen Ke dared not mention the book matter; he could only adopt a simple self-introduction.

The spirit of a big shot was indeed different. Yuan Shikai didn't have so many polite formulas completely. After letting Chen Ke sit down, watching Chen Ke sit steadily on the chair, he couldn't help laughing. "When Brother Jidao (Yan Fu) sent Wenqing's book to me, he also wrote a letter. The letter was very polite, saying Wenqing, you are Brother Jidao's disciple, and hoping I would take care of you in Beijing. As a result, I waited for so long before Wenqing came to see me."

These words were spoken quite cleverly. The core meaning was to ask Chen Ke: *What do you mean? It took you so long to come see me after arriving in Beijing. I gave Yan Fu enough face; how are you going to round out my face?*

Chen Ke absolutely wouldn't reject Yuan Shikai's face, but Chen Ke absolutely couldn't lose Yan Fu's dignity either. Although he didn't know exactly what Yan Fu wrote, he thought it was absolutely not as polite as Yuan Shikai said. He pondered for a moment and said:

"My Lord, before coming to Beijing, my teacher repeatedly instructed that coming to Beijing was for me to travel and learn, not to seek a path of advancement through my teacher's old friends. My teacher knows deeply that Your Lordship cherishes old friendships most and mentioned it many times, so I dared not come to visit Your Lordship rashly."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai laughed. "Brother Jidao is still so self-disciplined. Since Wenqing says so, presumably you have gained something from traveling in Beijing."

"I once met Pu Guanshui by chance and composed a tune 'The Beiyang New Army is Advancing' together with Pu Guanshui," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai was slightly surprised. He liked that tune very much. He heard the composer was Pu Guanshui, an officer transferred to the Anhui New Army. Yuan Shikai knew a little about this person; he was a foreign student but shouldn't have any musical foundation. He thought he found someone to do it. But he never expected it was actually composed by Chen Ke. However, since Chen Ke dared to say so, he shouldn't be deceiving him.

"That tune is well done," Yuan Shikai laughed.

"Your Lordship trained a tiger and wolf army; only by composing a majestic tune can I be worthy of such an army." Chen Ke quickly complimented.

Now Yuan Shikai was truly happy. "It seems Wenqing has a lot of fate with my Beiyang. Is Pu Guanshui your friend?"

"No, I only met him in Beijing." Chen Ke simply narrated the process of meeting Pu Guanshui. Then Chen Ke said, "Coming here this time, I really didn't expect Your Lordship to praise this junior so much. I originally planned to present the special medicine when Your Lordship summoned this junior. This time I only came to pay a visit and deliver the letter; the medicine is not with me. I didn't think thoroughly; I hope Your Lordship forgives me."

Yuan Shikai just smiled upon hearing this. Since he was clear about Chen Ke's experience, there was nothing else. "That will trouble Wenqing. Wenqing has drive. If someone else composed that tune, they would have found us long ago. Wenqing only came now; I wonder if there is anything I can help with?"

"I opened a factory in Beijing and made something." Chen Ke briefly stated the matter of honeycomb briquettes. Yuan Shikai just nodded slightly upon hearing the detailed data Chen Ke spoke. After Chen Ke finished the introduction, he then said, "Those with this junior are mostly colleagues from the former Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. Now that this thing has been made, I am worried about encountering some trouble. So I want to entrust this factory under Beiyang. But knowing no way at all, I boldly came to beg Your Lordship."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Yuan Shikai just nodded but didn't speak immediately. After a while, this leader of Beiyang said, "I know. This matter need not be rushed. How about this: Wenqing, leave your address, and I will send someone to find you."

Although Yuan Shikai didn't say it explicitly, saying this was equivalent to having made some promises to Chen Ke. Chen Ke naturally thanked him hurriedly. After the business was discussed, everyone chatted idly about Yan Fu's recent situation. Then Yuan Shikai served tea to see the guest off.

After all, it was the *Yamen* of the military camp. When Chen Ke came out, the sheepskin coat and knee pads were still on the saddle. That Officer Wu accompanied Chen Ke out of the military camp, just cupped his hands, and took his leave. Chen Ke looked at this taciturn officer but didn't quite understand his attitude. The conversation time wasn't long. Chen Ke urged the horse to return the way he came. Xie Mingxian's riding skills were poor, so he definitely couldn't walk fast. Thinking about this meeting with Yuan Shikai all the way, Chen Ke felt like he had dreamed a dream. Some details actually couldn't be recalled. Of course, Chen Ke didn't have the guts to stare at Yuan Shikai's face incessantly.

While recalling this meeting and considering the future, he didn't know how far he had run when he saw the familiar figures of two riders in front. Chen Ke shouted to the two while urging his horse to catch up.
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Chapter 43 Organizational Discipline

"Comrades, since Wenqing has completed the task of the party organization, I would like to propose for discussion the next work arrangements for the Beijing Party Group," Shang Yuan announced at the party meeting.

The people below had different expressions. Some looked forward to the organization's assignment of work with enthusiasm, some felt indifferent and just listened quietly, and one or two looked as if they were ready to watch a joke.

Looking at everyone's different expressions, Shang Yuan naturally knew what was going on. He had seen too many such people. Even these comrades enthusiastic about revolution, coming from the old era, inevitably had habits of the old era. In their habits, interests and status were still very heavy. Looking at the comrades, Shang Yuan suddenly remembered the discussion with Chen Ke a few days ago. Chen Ke thought these people might as well just stay in Beijing. They might not be able to withstand such hard work if they went south. Shang Yuan thought Chen Ke was right. Judging from now, there were indeed a few people here who were very inappropriate.

The first discussion was about Chen Ke's work arrangement. Shang Yuan suggested that Chen Ke should not go out for activities anymore but concentrate on Party class education. Shang Yuan would arrange the subsequent work of how to contact Yuan Shikai.

Chen Ke was the initiator of the Beijing Party Group; Shang Yuan had always advocated this. Even a few days ago, Shang Yuan publicly stated that in terms of learning and revolutionary theory, Chen Ke was Shang Yuan's teacher. Unexpectedly, after Chen Ke finished contacting Yuan Shikai according to the arrangement of the Party Group, Shang Yuan immediately began to issue orders, letting Chen Ke lecture. This was a naked seizure of power. If nothing unexpected happened, Chen Ke would definitely counterattack.

Contrary to those people's expectations, Chen Ke had no resistance at all. He nodded, "Comrades, I think at this stage I should concentrate on lecturing. I am completely in the dark about affairs in Beijing and can't intervene. Besides, I have no intention of long-term development in Beijing at all, so there is no need to do this useless work. I will obey the resolution of the party organization."

Such a statement surprised everyone quite a bit. Some people began to ponder what exactly Chen Ke meant. This "obey the resolution of the party organization" was quite intriguing. *Whatever the party organization asks Chen Ke to do, Chen Ke will do? Even if asked to move bricks and mix mud, would Chen Ke accept it calmly?*

Next was the voting. The result was eleven votes in favor and two against. The opponents were Chai Qingguo and Zheng Wenjie. Shang Yuan asked Chai Qingguo to explain the reason. This was the first time Chai Qingguo spoke in front of a group of officials. He put on a look of a die-hard loyalist of Chen Ke and said, "Mr. Chen met Yuan Shikai. If Mr. Chen washes his hands of it later, and Yuan Shikai wants to see Mr. Chen, what should we do?"

Words could be said like this, but things were completely not done like this. The others present were either proficient in officialdom or knew some officialdom. Chai Qingguo's speech made many people reveal some malicious smiles on their faces. But no one spoke; everyone's eyes fell on Chen Ke and Shang Yuan's faces. Chen Ke felt he failed in doing things; Chai Qingguo's idea was understandable, but the method was completely wrong. Chen Ke should have communicated with Chai Qingguo before the meeting. But on second thought, this was also a good opportunity to let Chen Ke understand what attitude the comrades of the Beijing Party Group had towards organizational discipline.

"Qingguo, I'm not completely ignoring this matter. But regarding what purpose to achieve by contacting Yuan Shikai, everyone has the final say."

Chai Qingguo didn't quite understand this. Chen Ke was the leader; why did he have to listen to everyone's opinion? Doing things should be discussed with everyone, but Chen Ke delegating power like this, didn't he become a runner underneath? How could he be the leader? But Chai Qingguo finally straightened his position. Since he decided to follow Chen Ke, and Chen Ke had already explicitly expressed his stance, he should listen to Chen Ke. He nodded, "Since Mr. Chen says so, I change my vote to agree."

Such a wise performance surprised many people. Except for Chen Ke whose academic background was somewhat unclear, all these party members had "fame/merit." Originally, everyone didn't quite understand why Chen Ke brought a crude fellow. Not only did they look down on Chai Qingguo, but they also underestimated Chen Ke along with him. But seeing Chai Qingguo spoke wrong words but could correct them immediately, this breadth of mind was also quite commendable. Consequently, they also had some respect for Chen Ke.

Zheng Wenjie obviously wanted to watch a joke. He voted following Chai Qingguo, originally harboring no good intentions. Unexpectedly, Chai Qingguo gave up just like that. He was also straightforward and said directly, "I actually just wanted to see this Brother Chai make a joke, and then join in the jeering. Since Brother Chai is so straightforward, I was wrong."

This Brother Zheng Wenjie was so frank that Chen Ke wasn't angry at all. Not only Chen Ke, but several participants couldn't help laughing out loud. Hearing these words and laughter, Chai Qingguo immediately flew into a rage. He stood up abruptly. Chen Ke grabbed Chai Qingguo's shoulder and pulled him back to his seat.

"Brother Zheng, you have to explain this matter clearly." Chen Ke's voice was very serious. Bringing things to the table to talk about was a good thing. But since it was brought to the table, there must be a public conclusion.

"I have met this Brother Chai. I was in Shandong in the Gengzi year, and I fought with Brother Chai." Zheng Wenjie said with a solemn expression. "At that time, Brother Chai led a team of cavalry and charged out forcibly. He is also a talent. But since Brother Chai is a Boxer bandit, I don't think Brother Chai really wants revolution. He doesn't understand revolution. I originally wanted to wait for trouble to start, and finally, Brother Chen, you would have to let Brother Chai leave. But I was wrong; I underestimated Brother Chai. Then I'll say it straight now: because of different political views, Brother Chai is not suitable to be in the party organization."

Everyone originally thought Zheng Wenjie was just playing a prank, but it turned into a mess. Hearing such fierce words, no one picked up this topic anymore.

Where did the superiority of the new-style political party lie? Its superiority lay in the fact that the new-style political party was centered on political views; people with the same political views formed the new-style political party. While China's political organizations at the current stage were centered on economic interests or political interests. This was Chen Ke's narration in the Party class. These participants all believed this line of thought was very correct. Since it was a correct theory, just execute it according to this theory.

Zheng Wenjie now raised the issue of political stance, and even Chen Ke couldn't refute it. He knew Chai Qingguo was not a suitable party member at this stage. Although the Beijing Party Group hadn't held an initiation ceremony yet, obviously, the group members' level was quite high. Zheng Wenjie's view was not only agreed by himself.

"I request a vote, voting on whether Brother Chai should continue to participate in our meeting." Zheng Wenjie said loudly.

There was silence in the venue; everyone looked at Chen Ke. Since the person was brought by Chen Ke, and Chen Ke hadn't spoken yet, everyone had to give Chen Ke some face and let him express his stance first.

Chen Ke knew what he should say; there was no other choice. As a party member, one must obey the resolution of the party organization. This was what Chen Ke said to everyone when explaining the party organization's program. Just as Chen Ke wanted to speak, he saw Chai Qingguo stand up trembling with anger. "I'll go now; no need for you to drive me."

Chen Ke pulled Chai Qingguo back to his seat again. "Brother Chai, you are a member of the party organization. Only when the party organization asks you to leave can you leave. If the party organization asks you to stay, you must stay. You leave just because you say so; are you still a member of the party organization?" After saying these words, Chen Ke felt like he was slapping his own face. In Shanghai, Chen Ke actually expanded the party organization through the mode of auditing and then gradually pulling people in. But he didn't consider thoroughly and followed the same pattern in Beijing, unexpectedly encountering such a result. Chen Ke didn't hate Zheng Wenjie; Zheng Wenjie did nothing wrong.

Chai Qingguo was so angry that his face turned iron-blue; the emotions of humiliation and shock after being wronged were revealed completely. But the more so, the less he would receive tolerance from this political structure of the party organization. Chen Ke suddenly understood a bit about what the so-called "suffering political grievances" back then was all about. The party organization said mold you round, and you were round; mold you square, and you were square. You still had to wait here for the organization to make a decision.

And his thoughts didn't just stop there. Suddenly, Chen Ke felt he could understand personnel struggles and crazy retaliation. When Chairman Mao launched various movements back then, he repeatedly emphasized that "Rectification is not rectifying people." And under Chairman Mao's prestige back then, various things emerged one after another. This only guaranteed the bottom line of not killing people in rectification. Now the grudge between Chai Qingguo and Zheng Wenjie was formed. How high a quality would it take to "smile away gratitude and hatred when meeting" in the future? In the future, once a rectification movement started, in case Zheng Wenjie fell into Chai Qingguo's hands...

"Start voting," Shang Yuan said.

Twelve votes against, one vote abstained. Chai Qingguo could no longer participate in the Beijing Party Group meeting. The abstention vote was cast by Chai Qingguo; needless to say, this was definitely the best proof of "resentment." The party organization was so ruthless. Even knowing one was destined to be expelled, one still had to genuinely move closer to the party organization. One couldn't resist passively. Chen Ke knew all this, and only knew it. Today he completely understood what organization was all about.

After the voting ended, Chai Qingguo left the venue. That depressed back figure was completely different from the performance of the usual bold and uninhibited Shandong man. Watching it made Chen Ke feel bitter.

After such an incident, the meeting immediately entered a new realm, and everyone perked up. Work distribution proceeded quite smoothly. Chen Ke was responsible for lecturing, and others also had their own duties. Before Shang Yuan left Beijing, the goal of the party organization was to recruit as many personnel as possible, especially members who could be sent to Anhui. After Shang Yuan left, the party organization not only had to complete the transportation of personnel but more importantly, carry out the transmission of intelligence.

"Asking me to go revolution with real swords and guns, I can't do it. In the future, Anhui will be the Party Central Committee; I absolutely obey the decision of the Party Central Committee. But now I can only do intelligence work in Beijing. I can't do anything else." Zheng Wenjie said frankly.

There were quite a few people who agreed with his idea.

After the meeting adjourned, Chen Ke immediately went to find Chai Qingguo. This meeting lasted a long time. When Chen Ke saw Chai Qingguo, Chai Qingguo had already packed his luggage. Seeing Chen Ke, this Shandong hero didn't get angry. "Mr. Chen, I am not on the same path as these people. Regarding the matter of asking you to send a few scholars mentioned last time, I dare not mention it again. I'm going back to Shandong now."

"Brother Chai, if the brothers of the Boxers discussed things like this back then, do you think we would have been beaten like that by the Beiyang Army?" Chen Ke held Chai Qingguo's hand and asked.

"The brothers of the Boxers wouldn't treat their own brothers like this," Chai Qingguo said angrily.

"So the brothers of the Boxers failed. If we want to succeed in the future, then we must have such organization and discipline." Chen Ke still wanted to persuade Chai Qingguo one last time.

"Letting a brother leave the meeting like this, I can't do it." Chai Qingguo couldn't understand.

"Everyone just asked you to leave the meeting, not to leave Beijing. Brother Chai, in a while, I will go to Anhui. I want you to go with me very much; will you go?" Chen Ke made a final effort.

"Mr. Chen, you are a good person." Chai Qingguo issued a "good person card" to Chen Ke first. "But I also have face. Asking me to muddle along under those people, I can't do it." Chai Qingguo spoke his mind.

Words having reached this point, Chen Ke naturally couldn't say anything more. He sighed and took out all the money from his pocket. Fortunately, Chen Ke hadn't gone out much these days, and there was no place to spend money. The dozen silver dollars in his pocket were all there. He stuffed all of these into Chai Qingguo's hands. "Be careful on the road."

After Chai Qingguo left, Chen Ke was somewhat depressed. Chai Qingguo went back to launch a rebellion; without correct theoretical guidance, the result could be imagined. Chen Ke only regretted this, but it was limited to regret. For people of high quality, there was no need to complain about such things at all. Chen Ke always felt that if a person's quality was high, emotions would degenerate to a considerable extent. The further you could see the problem, the more you would find that many things were destined to happen. Who had the leisure to be sad for those tragedies that would inevitably happen?

Chairman Mao said, "A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another."

Besides silently wishing Chai Qingguo could "turn ill luck into good luck, turn danger into safety," Chen Ke had no other way.

After this meeting, Chen Ke had been lecturing. Shang Yuan didn't let Chen Ke lecture foolishly because the capital was a strange place where rumors and news traveled extremely fast. For example, the third day after meeting Yuan Shikai, He Ruming actually ran to the honeycomb briquette factory early in the morning to visit Chen Ke. After Shang Yuan finished discussing the process of visiting Yuan Shikai with Chen Ke, he told Chen Ke that a wave of officials would come to visit in the next few days. Then Shang Yuan moved the location of the Party meeting from the dormitory of the honeycomb briquette factory to a residence in the capital. Chen Ke's Party class was held in another house near the factory.

He Ruming was considered one of the initiators of the honeycomb briquette factory at any rate, and he had gained a lot of benefits from Chen Ke during the founding process. Chen Ke hoped a little that He Ruming came to talk about money. Unfortunately, He Ruming just chatted a few sentences casually, then said with a strange smile, "I heard Wenqing visited Lord Yuan a few days ago?"

*What the hell does it have to do with you?* Chen Ke thought. But on the surface, Chen Ke said with a serious look, "Lord Yuan took time out of his busy schedule to receive me. It was truly a great honor."

"Does Wenqing know that Lord Yuan and Mr. Yan Fu are close friends?" He Ruming continued to ask.

Chen Ke knew some of these old stories. As his relationship with Qin Tongren got closer these days, Chen Ke heard Qin Tongren introduce many things. When He Ruming's father, Old Master He, was in Tianjin, he was quite close with Yan Fu and Yuan Shikai. Back then, both Yan Fu and Yuan Shikai were reformists. In Tianjin, they formed a "Reform Salon" with a large number of reformists. Old Master He was also considered an important figure. According to Qin Tongren's inference, Yan Fu's books should originally have been sent to Old Master He, not He Ruming. At first, when Chen Ke learned that He Ruming had received Yan Fu's books, he thought He Ruming was a character. Unexpectedly, he made such a big mistake. Chen Ke felt somewhat unhappy.

"I know a little about this." Chen Ke deliberately didn't pick up this topic.

"When my father was alive, he was quite close with these two lords." He Ruming didn't avoid suspicion at all.

"Is that so?" Chen Ke pretended to hear it for the first time.

"So, Wenqing and I are close family friends (generations of friendship)." He Ruming laughed.

It seemed He Ruming came this time to connect the "old friendship" between the He family and Yuan Shikai through Chen Ke's relationship. Chen Ke felt this was very normal, so he perfunctorily said a few words. Seeing Chen Ke's attitude was acceptable, He Ruming was quite happy. Visiting Chen Ke this time was actually suggested by He Qian. Yuan Shikai was a recognized member of the Empress Party, consistent with the He family's political faction. But for some reason, Old Master He didn't like Yuan Shikai very much. During the Gengzi Incident, the relationship between Old Master He and Yuan Shikai cooled down. After Old Master He passed away, He Ruming couldn't renew the relationship no matter what. Although Yuan Shikai was desperately recruiting people, he turned a blind eye to the He family. So He Qian felt it was logical to use Chen Ke's relationship. Seeing Chen Ke didn't mean to refuse, He Ruming was quite happy.

After He Ruming left, several officials came one after another; they were all Yan Fu's old friends. The purpose was basically the same as He Ruming's: to make friends with Chen Ke. A few days later, suddenly someone came to report that an official surnamed Sheng came to visit. The Party Group had discussed who would come if there was official contact? The discussion result was that if it was someone from Beiyang, it would either be Yuan Shikai's direct line, which should be Yang Shiqi's subordinate, or a subordinate of Sheng Xuanhuai, the "No. 1 Economy Man" of Beiyang.

Shang Yuan spoke at the Party Committee meeting, believing that since everyone's goal was to create a new political system, there was no need to pay attention to the messy things of the old era. The only thing to note was that if it was someone assigned by Sheng Xuanhuai, they must leave room for future meetings. Sheng Xuanhuai had considerable influence in Anhui. Before building the base area, there was no need to offend this person. Before completely raising the banner of rebellion, Sheng Xuanhuai could still provide a lot of support. Sheng Xuanhuai was a figure who accomplished quite a bit in Chinese history. He was a reformist, founded and operated industries such as shipping, telegraph, textile, coal and iron mines, railways, etc., during the Westernization Movement, founded banks, and opened modern Chinese universities. He was also considered a big shot.

Shang Yuan even believed that as long as they could connect with Sheng Xuanhuai, they could even consider matters in Anhui now.

Shang Yuan pondered for a long time before saying this. Generally speaking, people who could say this were either close friends or had ulterior motives. What finally made Shang Yuan make this determination was Chen Ke's words in the Party class.

The Beijing Party Group provided a lot of information. Although Yuan Shikai and Sheng Xuanhuai seemed to be in the same boat now, the private struggle between Sheng Xuanhuai and Yuan Shikai, especially the conflict over the management rights of the "Shipping and Telegraph Companies" starting in 1901, was quite subtle.

Like Yuan Shikai, Sheng Xuanhuai was also a backbone of Beiyang. After Li Hongzhang died in 1901, the former Beiyang transformed into the later Beiyang hosted by Yuan Shikai. The succeeding Minister of Beiyang was Yuan Shikai. At that time, Yuan Shikai and Sheng Xuanhuai cooperated very intimately because of consistent political views. But when Sheng Xuanhuai's father died in 1902 and he went home to "observe mourning," Yuan Shikai began to intervene in the "Shipping and Telegraph Companies" hosted by Sheng Xuanhuai. "Shipping and Telegraph Companies" referred to the two new enterprises founded by Beiyang: shipping and telegraph. They had always been hosted by Sheng Xuanhuai.

Regarding honeycomb briquettes, up to now, the daily profit was far higher than expected. Chen Ke once thought there would be some manual workers competing. As a result, he miscalculated. In these times, there were constraints from handicraft guilds, and it wasn't easy for handicraft workers to change professions to production. More importantly, people of this era were not adapted to fierce competition. The situation of knockoffs flying everywhere in the 21st century didn't happen at all. Plus, Chen Ke investigated from the beginning and suppressed the price very low, firmly pressing the bottom line of handicraft workers. The efficiency of mechanical production was simply not something handicraft could confront. Low price, sufficient supply, plus stable users. Honeycomb briquettes could sell 30,000 pieces a day, and the sales volume was 60,000 *wen* (cash) per day. Plus repairing stoves and selling furnace tiles, the income was quite high. And users were still increasing steadily. If it could be popularized in both Tianjin and Beijing, there should be no problem with daily income exceeding 200,000 *wen*. This was a business of more than one hundred thousand taels of silver a year. And the investment was quite low. Just a few factories. Compared with investments of tens or hundreds of thousands of taels at every turn, this was nothing at all. If it could be promoted in several big cities in Hebei, or even in places with conditions nationwide, this income would be boundless. But this is a later story. No need to consider it now.

At this stage, honeycomb briquettes were just a small trick, so Yuan Shikai shouldn't look at them. As a gesture of goodwill, it was very possible to let Sheng Xuanhuai operate it.

This Official Sheng was a nephew of the Sheng family, in his thirties, chubby, looking quite amiable. Of course, because he should know Chen Ke's background, maybe that's why he was so amiable. Not knowing if it was luck or something else, He Ruming visited again not long after. Chen Ke simply treated both of them to a banquet.

At the banquet, Official Sheng informed them that the honeycomb briquette matter was currently done privately by Chen Ke and the others. Beiyang's meaning was that it had to be registered. Government operation was impossible because it involved too many procedures. Since it involved coal, it would be classified under the Beiyang Shipping Company. Just negotiating a "contribution" (*baoxiao*) value to the court would allow operation. Moreover, Official Sheng stated that the amount of "contribution" could be discussed slowly.

Since it had to be "discussed slowly," that meant it depended on Official Sheng's attitude. Whatever he said went. Chen Ke didn't understand the tricks in between very well either. He simply said directly that he didn't understand. But if there was anything he could serve, he would absolutely not refuse.

Official Sheng chuckled, "Brother Wenqing, I heard you have a batch of medicine to send to Lord Yuan. I dare not ask for Lord Yuan's things. However, do you have any extra prepared..."

Both sides finally agreed that Chen Ke would provide 200 portions of medicine to Official Sheng for "trial." Chen Ke emphasized that this medicine was highly toxic. Official Sheng laughed, "We all know about this medicine. My home is in Tianjin city; someone in my family knows this medicine. Brother Wenqing's reminder, I know it is Brother Wenqing's kindness."

Words having reached this point, Chen Ke couldn't say anything more. However, after He Ruming heard this, his face didn't look too good.

After discussing business, everyone started chatting idly. talking and talking, they informed each other of their situations. Learning that Chen Ke was 25 years old and not yet married, Official Sheng laughed, "So old, you should get married early. If Wenqing has a girl from a family you like, I'll help Wenqing propose marriage."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly thought of He Qian and couldn't help glancing at He Ruming. Official Sheng was really cunning; he pondered for a moment and suddenly laughed, "Could it be that Wenqing has taken a fancy to Lord He's daughter?"

Chen Ke was startled. He couldn't help asking, "Brother Sheng, how did you know?"

"I was guessing before, but now I know," Official Sheng laughed.

He Ruming looked embarrassed, and Chen Ke also felt he had made a slip of the tongue. Official Sheng saw everyone was embarrassed, so he didn't say much more about this issue.

The banquet dispersed, and Official Sheng was sent off. Chen Ke didn't know how to explain either. But he heard He Ruming suddenly say, "Wenqing, do you know you have caused big trouble?"
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Chapter 44 Proposal

The level of the Beijing Party Group meeting far exceeded that of the Shanghai Party Group; this was determined by the quality of the personnel. Party members from Manchu Qing official backgrounds had more practical work experience, and the party group's organizational model completely copied the party organization of later generations, focusing entirely on work. Therefore, abilities that were far from being brought into play within the Manchu Qing system were also fully utilized.

After meeting Official Sheng, according to regulations, Chen Ke needed to report on the same day. In fact, the bottom line for negotiation was also formulated by the Party Group; Chen Ke's own discretionary power wasn't large. After the report, Chen Ke talked about He Ruming's attitude. He Ruming believed that cooperation with Beiyang meant being completely swallowed by Beiyang. Regarding such alarmist talk, the comrades of the Party Group just listened. To expand capital accumulation, many industries in Beiyang were merchant-run, and existing enterprises began to be operated by merchants continuously, not to mention new-style enterprises. He Ruming's idea of wanting a share of the pie was so obvious that the comrades didn't even bother to comment on it.

Having been with everyone for almost a month, Chen Ke felt more and more accustomed to this way. After the meeting ended, Chen Ke pulled Qin Tongren aside, indicating he had something to say. Qin Tongren rarely saw a stiff expression on Chen Ke's face. Knowing that there were indeed some things inconvenient to say in public, he sat down seriously and listened to Chen Ke seriously.

"Does Brother Tongren know about Miss He Qian?" Chen Ke asked with a straight face.

"Old Master He's beloved daughter, quite smart." Qin Tongren recalled He Qian. He had been to Old Master He's house many times and had indeed drunk wine with He Qian, but not many times, so his impression of that little girl wasn't deep.

"Is Miss He engaged?" Chen Ke asked, still with a straight face.

"I don't know about this. Does Wenqing want to propose marriage?" Qin Tongren didn't think this was a big deal.

The two talked about this matter for a while. Qin Tongren didn't quite understand why Chen Ke wanted to get married at this time. Chen Ke told him that he didn't want to be unmarried before he died. Qin Tongren laughed loudly, a rare occurrence. He quite appreciated Chen Ke's straightforward attitude. However, regarding He Qian, Qin Tongren didn't think she was a good match for Chen Ke. "I think that Miss He is overly smart. By the way, does Wenqing know He Ruming has a daughter?"

"I've met her. I met her once at the cocktail party of the German Embassy and exchanged a couple of sentences."

"I also met her a few times when I was a guest at Old Master He's house. I think that girl is not bad. Wenqing, I know you like smart people, but in marriage, being smart isn't just shown in doing things. If Miss He Qian weren't a member of the Empress Party, she could be treated as a comrade. At any rate, I am married. In my opinion, Miss He Qian may not be suitable as a spouse. If you really want to get married, I think He Ruming's daughter is not bad." As a married person, Qin Tongren gave his advice.

"Then could I trouble Brother Qin to be the matchmaker?" After Chen Ke calmly spat out this sentence, the stiff expression he had been feigning finally collapsed, and he revealed a shy look. Humans are a species; facing danger, the instinct is to leave offspring. This is also why before WWI and WWII, large numbers of people got married. After the war ended, large numbers of people divorced. Chen Ke's mental state was very similar to this situation. The smoother the Beijing Party Group ran, the more it meant that revolutionary work was about to officially begin.

With the joining of Pu Guanshui as a military cadre and Shang Yuan as a local administrative reliance, Chen Ke's blueprint began to be perfected. Under the high-spirited emotions, as soon as Official Sheng mentioned marriage, Chen Ke suddenly resonated. Chen Ke knew that revolution meant working with one's head in one's hand (risking death), and once the revolution started, where would there be time to care about marriage problems? Chen Ke must lead the revolution with the face of an absolute Puritan. If Chen Ke was unmarried, it would be disadvantageous instead.

The so-called decisive style is because doing things only follows logic; looking forward and backward will only lead to losing one's bearings. Since there is this idea, then execute it. As for the future outcome, Chen Ke didn't want to consider it at all. In fact, when he asked Qin Tongren to propose marriage, he completely threw this matter to the back of his mind.

Chen Ke could treat this matter with a tough attitude, but He Ruming had no such preparation at all. When Qin Tongren came to propose marriage, He Ruming wondered if Chen Ke had taken the wrong medicine. He Ying's original engagement was indeed cancelled, and Chen Ke inadvertently helped. But this didn't mean He Ruming acknowledged this favor. So Qin Tongren's request was politely declined.

Qin Tongren's response to this was simple: mentioning this matter at the Party meeting. After listening to the introduction, ridicule was inevitable. Zheng Wenjie simply laughed out loud. Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to pay attention to him. The Party back then conducted political reviews on the marriages of high-ranking cadres. Chen Ke decided to get married now, in a sense, also to avoid this hurdle of political review.

Ridicule aside, since a problem was raised, it had to be solved. Shang Yuan pondered for three minutes, then asked Chen Ke, "Send that batch of gifts for Yuan Weiting tomorrow. You can just mention this matter."

Everyone at the meeting was proficient in officialdom; hearing this, they understood what it meant. As long as Yuan Shikai said a word casually, people like He Ruming wouldn't dare to resist even if beaten to death; maybe they would even be proud of it.

While the Party meeting was discussing this matter, He Qian was also talking about it with her eldest brother He Ruming. "Brother, if that Chen Ke asks Lord Yuan to come forward and speak about this matter, do you dare to refuse?"

He Qian was completely disappointed with her eldest brother. A person almost forty years old, couldn't he use his brain more? Qin Tongren was introduced to Chen Ke by He Ruming, and now he could help Chen Ke propose marriage. Chen Ke, who could build such a close relationship with Qin Tongren so quickly, wouldn't be a boring person anyway. Since he came to propose marriage, it seemed he was determined to get it done.

Regarding marriage with Chen Ke, He Qian's attitude was very subtle. Resolutely not marrying Chen Ke, and resolutely marrying Chen Ke—these two diametrically opposed attitudes each occupied half, and neither could overwhelm the other. Moreover, for some reason, He Qian felt Chen Ke would leave Beijing soon. He Qian was also a bit puzzled why she had such intuition. She simply ignored her eldest brother who was silent with frowned brows, and concentrated on considering this issue.

Hearing the prospect described by his sister, He Ruming was equally conflicted in his heart. Chen Ke had always not given him face; this was a sore point in He Ruming's heart. When Qin Tongren came to propose marriage, He Ruming felt a burst of malicious joy in his heart; Chen Ke finally begged at his door. So he didn't consider the marriage matter at all; he put on airs first. Moreover, when Old Master He was alive, he always praised Qin Tongren's character and talent greatly; He Ruming had never received such praise from his father. He had always been very jealous in his heart. Now being able to put on such airs in front of Qin Tongren, embarrassing two people he didn't like at the same time, that joy was truly indescribable. But hearing his sister mention the possibility of Chen Ke using Yuan Shikai's connection to propose marriage, He Ruming was absolutely inexplicably happy about this; this face would be boundless. He had always wanted to get on the Beiyang boat; this opportunity was simply dropped from the sky. Thinking it over and over, He Ruming found that apart from his dissatisfaction with Chen Ke himself, he actually had no objections to this marriage.

He Qian had figured out at this time why she felt Chen Ke was leaving Beijing now. Seeing her brother's furrowed brows and the smile appearing on his face, He Qian knew He Ruming's thoughts very well. *If Chen Ke is really as I think...* He Qian suddenly felt a burst of irritability. She stood up. "Brother, I'm going to talk to Ying'er for a while."

He Ying was reading in the room. Seeing her aunt come in, she put down the music score.

"Someone came to propose marriage today. It's that Chen Ke you saw at the cocktail party last time," He Qian said straightforwardly.

Hearing this, He Ying recalled for a moment before answering, "Is it the person who asked if I was full?"

Hearing this, He Qian felt something was wrong. She was only two years older than He Ying. The two had been together since childhood; although they were aunt and niece, they were actually more like sisters. She knew this niece-cum-sister quite well.

He Qian had a resolute character and never cared whether she went hungry. Moreover, in Old Master He's habit, before going to someone else's house for dinner, he always had to eat something to be half full first. Every time Old Master He took He Qian out, He Qian always obediently brought snacks. The Old Master ate himself and also stuffed two pieces of snacks for He Qian. The father and daughter pushing and yielding, eating snacks together, it was truly family happiness and harmony. He Ruming didn't have this magnanimity. It was okay for He Qian to eat snacks before setting off, but He Ying dared not. After He Ruming met the superior at the cocktail party, he ran to fawn and flatter *pidian* (scurrying eagerly), leaving He Qian and He Ying aside. He Qian was fine, but He Ying was really hungry until her chest stuck to her back. It seemed she had a good impression of Chen Ke, the only one who cared whether she was hungry.

Hearing He Ying say this, He Qian already knew He Ying's attitude towards Chen Ke. Some other words didn't need to be said. "If he is determined to marry you, my brother can't stop it."

He Ying's face flushed red. She lowered her head, and after a long while, she responded, "I know."

Chen Ke didn't waste time. Revolutionaries weren't afraid of death; were they afraid of getting married? According to the suggestion of the Party Group, Chen Ke went to visit Yuan Shikai again. Of course, the main purpose this time wasn't for the marriage matter, but to give gifts and listen to Yuan Shikai's attitude towards the honeycomb briquette factory. Finally, he would casually propose asking Yuan Shikai to be a matchmaker.

It was still the same notification process as the last time he asked to see Yuan Shikai. The one responsible for notification was still that Officer Wu. After he took Chen Ke's gift and a letter in, he came out not long after. This time Yuan Shikai didn't meet Chen Ke directly. Officer Wu brought back Yuan Shikai's reply. "I know."

Since Yuan Shikai already "knew," Chen Ke went back to Beijing. What he didn't know was that while Officer Wu went out to send Chen Ke back, Wang Shizhen happened to be beside Yuan Shikai. "Lord Yuan, this Chen Ke is a bit too ignorant of what's good for him, isn't he?" Wang Shizhen said flatly.

"He begged at my door; this is already knowing what's good for him very well. Pinqing, the Old Buddha (Empress Dowager Cixi) likes that military music very much," Yuan Shikai answered calmly.

Wang Shizhen knew Yuan Shikai's personality was very chivalrous and could be anxious about others' urgency. Even if Chen Ke only wrote such a tune that satisfied him very much, Yuan Shikai wouldn't completely ignore Chen Ke's request. Not to mention Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple and expressed his intention to defect completely. He had also met Chen Ke last time, but to be honest, Wang Shizhen's impression of Chen Ke wasn't very good. As Yan Fu's disciple, a young man who could accomplish something at a young age, having a rebellious flavor in his bones was normal. But in the gaze Chen Ke used to look at Yuan Shikai, although it was also intimate and excited, it made Wang Shizhen feel a bit like looking at a "rare beast." That wasn't the gaze looking at a living person, but the gaze of paying respects to a dead person's tombstone.

Yuan Shikai was a hero, and when he met Chen Ke, he held a mentality of looking at a junior. So he definitely didn't notice, but Wang Shizhen did. Wang Shizhen's mind was very meticulous and could detect deeper things from small matters. Eyes can't deceive people. Since Chen Ke had such eyes, there must be a problem behind it. But such a small matter absolutely couldn't be said. Wang Shizhen had decided to conduct a serious investigation on Chen Ke. Even if Chen Ke was an arrogant and rebellious person, it was not worth mentioning. The Beiyang Army had killed too many such guys in Shandong. Driving Chen Ke out of Beijing was just a lifting of a hand.

After returning to Beijing, Chen Ke reported the situation to the Party Group. Then he stated that he prepared to return to Shanghai after getting married. This was the truth, and also not the truth.

Hearing Chen Ke's statement, the crowd of the Party Group didn't insist on Chen Ke staying. Recently, the momentum of Beijing Party member development was very good, and the number of people increased greatly. Facing these new Party members, Shang Yuan, who had relatively older qualifications, still strove to maintain Chen Ke's status. Everyone dared not offend him too much originally. After all, Shang Yuan was someone who was going to be a county magistrate. Those preparing to go south estimated they would still be under Shang Yuan's rule then. But with the increase in numbers, other choices that could replace Shang Yuan had appeared one after another. Especially in recent days, several new comrades who were going to be county magistrates in Zhili, Sichuan, and Hunan were developed. Those who were originally somewhat dissatisfied with Chen Ke, and Shang Yuan who strove to maintain Chen Ke, found new choices. Chen Ke was lecturing here after all; if they had to say it, these Party members also had to respectfully call Chen Ke "Teacher." Chen Ke automatically requesting to withdraw like this was truly an unexpected surprise for those who felt they no longer needed Chen Ke.

The voting result was five votes against and twenty votes in support. Chen Ke finally unloaded his responsibility as a teacher.

In the evening, Chen Ke was discussing the marriage matter with Xie Mingxian when Shang Yuan, Qin Tongren, Qin Shou, Xu Dian, and Mao Yibo came together. Xie Mingxian naturally voted with Chen Ke; if Chen Ke wanted to go, Xie Mingxian naturally voted in favor. And these five people all voted against. Chen Ke felt perhaps he could treat them as people who supported him. After letting everyone into the room, Shang Yuan opened his mouth and asked, "Is Wenqing preparing to draw a clear line with the Beijing comrades?"

It wasn't that Shang Yuan couldn't say polite words; in fact, Shang Yuan's level in dealing with people and things was much higher than Chen Ke's. But he had always been straightforward with Chen Ke. In this aspect, Chen Ke liked it very much.

"It is the Beijing comrades who want to draw a clear line with me. Brother Wangshan, don't say it the other way around." Chen Ke invited everyone to sit down while speaking.

"I see Wenqing looks relieved instead. Could it be that Brother Chai's matter last time still makes Wenqing brood?" Xu Dian hit it off with Chen Ke very well because Xu Dian found that the only person in China who truly understood the modern legal system was Chen Ke.

"What does revolution have to do with the common people? Although Brother Chai did something a bit excessive, I think it wasn't wrong." Qin Tongren expressed his consistent stance.

"Let's not talk about these. Anyway, I am preparing for the marriage. Waiting four more days, if there is no news from Yuan Weiting, I will leave." Chen Ke didn't want to entangle with Chai Qingguo's matter either. Chai Qingguo himself went to Pang Zi's place. After Chen Ke left Beijing, the first thing was to go to Pang Zi's place.

Everyone didn't expect Chen Ke's attitude to be so firm. Words originally intended to persuade Chen Ke naturally couldn't be said anymore. The scene was awkward for a moment. Xie Mingxian looked at everyone with interest. After all, he had followed Chen Ke for so long; he himself didn't have many thoughts about Chai Qingguo's departure. The only thing he cared about was Chen Ke's attitude. Originally, he was a bit disappointed, seeing Chen Ke seemed to have the intention of staying in Beijing. Although Xie Mingxian already agreed with the revolution, he still hoped to be closer to home. Going home for revolution, the future was unpredictable; if it failed, it would immediately implicate the family. Revolution in the north was too far; the distance between Anhui and Hunan was precisely within Xie Mingxian's psychological tolerance range. Learning that Chen Ke prepared to return to Shanghai and then go to Anhui, Xie Mingxian himself was very supportive.

Holding such a mentality, Xie Mingxian was completely relaxed. Seeing the usually talkative crowd silent, Xie Mingxian felt it was quite interesting. While guessing who would speak first, he saw Shang Yuan speak. "Wenqing, let this matter be so. But I have a worry I must say upfront."

"Please speak."

"Regarding Brother Chai's matter last time, when voting, Wenqing said that Party members must obey the resolution of the party organization. I think it's very correct. Wenqing, you dealing with these comrades politely but insincerely (*xu yu wei yi*), I can understand and accept. But when you arrive in Anhui, Wenqing, you must absolutely not do this."

Hearing Shang Yuan say this, the expressions of several others changed a bit.

"Beijing is a party organization; is Anhui not a party organization?" Mao Yibo immediately became unhappy. This old cynic had suffered a lot in worldly wisdom. Hearing Chen Ke actually play this hand, he was the first to come out and uphold justice.

"Beijing is a Party Group. What Wenqing established in Shanghai is the real People's Party. It's different." Shang Yuan gave an accurate explanation. "Whether to join the People's Party or join the Beijing Party Group, everyone can choose for themselves."

As soon as these words came out, Chen Ke felt this attitude was a bit too intense. But these words were Chen Ke's true feelings. Since the Beijing Party Group began to be established, Chen Ke positioned it as a "peripheral organization." This was just some kind of "internship" for Chen Ke. In Shanghai, Chen Ke dared not do wrong things; so many comrades were waiting for Chen Ke's leadership, and Chen Ke had obligations to them. But Chen Ke had no obligations to the Beijing Party Group; he was just an ordinary member of the Beijing Party Group. And the members of the Party Group also recognized this.

*Shang Yuan, this comrade, is not simple.* Chen Ke had this cognition again.

"Does that mean Brother Wangshan is preparing to break away from the Beijing Party Group?" Mao Yibo also asked frankly.

"I want to join the People's Party and become a formal Party member. I see everyone supports Wenqing; I wonder what everyone's meaning is?" Shang Yuan spoke with clear logic as always. This clear logic directly forced everyone into a situation where they must make a choice.

"Let me say it one last time. When I arrive in Anhui, I will be this county magistrate as a People's Party member, not as a member of the Beijing Party Group. No matter how everyone chooses, my stance will not change."

Except for Shang Yuan, the others originally wanted to persuade Chen Ke to stay in Beijing. Unexpectedly, such a result came out. Everyone was forced to make a choice instead.

To be honest, the only person Chen Ke cared about in the Beijing Party Group was Shang Yuan. Hearing Shang Yuan express his stance, Chen Ke felt other things didn't matter anymore.

That night, no one else expressed their stance, so they dispersed resentfully. After they left, Xie Mingxian closed the door carefully and then asked, "Wenqing, will these people spread these words?"

"If they say it, they say it. If you don't let them say it, will they not say it?" Chen Ke didn't care much about this. In fact, being able to part ways so neatly, Chen Ke was quite happy.

"But what if we need them to provide intelligence in the future, and they hold a grudge?" Xie Mingxian still felt a bit worried.

"Mingxian, although you came a bit late, you did most things with me. Have you ever seen me beg others?"

Hearing Chen Ke's confident words, Xie Mingxian felt embarrassed to say, *Didn't Chen Ke just go to beg Yuan Shikai?*

Seeing Xie Mingxian's expression, Chen Ke knew what he was thinking. "My relationship with Yuan Shikai is just a cooperative relationship. I haven't let Yuan Shikai grasp my lifeline. I relied on myself to know Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren; what does this have to do with Yuan Shikai? Rely on the mountain, the mountain falls; rely on the river, the river dries. Self-reliance, ample food and clothing. The factory was built by you, me, and these comrades together. We use the factory to cooperate with Yuan Shikai. This isn't called begging. Wait until we start working in Anhui and can accomplish things. Those people will naturally cooperate with us sincerely. If we fail, they won't betray us just for fear of being implicated by us. There is no such thing as holding a grudge."

Hearing Chen Ke point out the iron-like facts calmly, Xie Mingxian just felt heroism rising. These words were absolutely correct. As long as one was strong, there was no need to fear how others were. Thinking of this, Xie Mingxian couldn't help asking, "Wenqing, I want to join the Party when I return to Shanghai; is that okay?"

"I'll be your introducer to the Party." Chen Ke expressed his stance immediately.

Yuan Shikai did things quite resolutely. The next afternoon, after Chen Ke had finished organizing his luggage, someone came to notify Chen Ke to go to Xiaozhan tomorrow. Arriving at Xiaozhan, He Ruming was also there. In Chen Ke's memory of this meeting, He Ruming's practiced official etiquette left the deepest impression on him. There was nothing else; Yuan Shikai proposed the marriage, and He Ruming agreed readily.

Chen Ke expressed that he wanted to return to Shanghai and hoped to get married as soon as possible. Yuan Shikai didn't say anything, and He Ruming actually accepted such harsh conditions.

The wedding was set for five days later, which was New Year's Day, 1906. Time was tight and the task was heavy. Chen Ke began to handle it upon returning to Beijing. The Party Group matters were settled. Chen Ke and Xie Mingxian moved back to the city. After being busy for two days, Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua brought Chai Qingguo into the residence. Seeing the house decorated with lanterns and festoons, the three were stunned.

"I'm getting married." As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, the faces of the three people changed greatly. Before they could flare up, Chen Ke continued, "After getting married, I will return to Shanghai immediately. I'm taking the train back this time and planned to go to Nangong to see everyone first. I didn't expect everyone to come. Very good."

"Wenqing is not preparing to muddle along with that group of official lords?" Wu Xingchen's tone was full of ridicule. "Did they vote to kick you out?"

"Brother Wu guessed right at once; smart." Chen Ke laughed.

Chen Tianhua didn't want his comrades to start making a scene like this first. He quickly smoothed things over, "Let's go inside and talk."

Wu Xingchen indeed didn't want to make such a scene outside. He snorted and entered the main room first.
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After Chen Ke recounted the ins and outs of the "Beijing Party Group," Wu Xingchen was still skeptical. He had a deep-rooted hostility towards Manchu Qing officials.

"Does Brother Wu still remember the United Front?" When Chen Ke said this, he really had the thought of driving Chai Qingguo out. Comparing tight-lippedness, Chai Qingguo definitely couldn't compete with those guys from bureaucratic backgrounds. Those officials were "true villains"; they spoke to achieve their own goals, which was within a controllable range instead. Chen Ke could predict their general approach. If it were Chai Qingguo, he put brotherhood loyalty first. Hearing something "Chai Qingguo thought" was disadvantageous to his brothers, he would go to tip them off. Heaven knows what he would say to whom.

However, Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua brought Chai Qingguo here to demand an explanation. Chen Ke dared not drive Chai Qingguo out again. Although from an organizational perspective, driving Chai Qingguo out now and holding a private Party Group meeting was the truly correct way. But from the perspective of human hearts, he had to give everyone an explanation.

Wu Xingchen hadn't heard the term "United Front" for a few months and couldn't remember it for a moment. Chen Tianhua still had an impression of this; he already roughly knew what Chen Ke was going to say.

At the Party meeting in Shanghai, Chen Ke explained the method of revolution. Party building is the foundation of everything, but the United Front is the key to struggle. You can't treat everyone as an enemy. After the Beijing Party Group matter, Chen Ke had fully understood the significance of the United Front. This was his "social practice" in Beijing.

After a narration about the "United Front," Wu Xingchen basically understood Chen Ke's meaning. Although he still felt a bit awkward in his heart, he at least accepted this explanation. Chen Tianhua didn't expect Chen Ke to actually play this hand; he felt Chen Ke was a bit "too utilitarian."

Chai Qingguo understood. He could understand Chen Ke's practice, but he also developed a deep fear. *These scholars are really not good things. This Chen Ke, with thick eyebrows and big eyes, plays schemes and tricks smilingly without even blinking. It looks like he is good with that group of officials, but actually, he is always calculating against those people behind their backs. In case Chen Ke pulls such a trick on me one day, I'm afraid I'll still be helping him count money after being sold by him, right?* Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo suddenly felt that maybe Pang Zi's attitude towards Chen Ke was the correct one.

With things on his mind, Chai Qingguo involuntarily showed it on his face. Seeing that dissatisfaction and disdain, Wu Xingchen was unhappy at that time. "Brother Chai, Wenqing has explained it clearly. Do you have anything to say?"

"What Mr. Chen said makes sense." Chai Qingguo squeezed out a sentence.

"Makes sense, then what do you plan to do?" Wu Xingchen pressed.

"This..." Chai Qingguo didn't understand what exactly Wu Xingchen meant. *Is this asking me to apologize to Chen Ke? Did I wrong Chen Ke? But Chen Ke didn't explain to me what was going on at the time, so it can't be said that I was wrong.*

Wu Xingchen knew Chai Qingguo was thinking wrongly now. He simply made it clear directly, "Then I ask you something now; tell me honestly. Are you willing to work with us or not? If you are willing to work with us, in the future, whatever the Party asks you to do, you do. If you think it won't work, then get out of here quickly."

Scared by this, Chai Qingguo understood Wu Xingchen's meaning; this was asking him to join the gang. At the beginning, Chen Ke and the others tried to join the alliance of Pang Zi and the other seven brothers. Now two brothers decided to return to Shandong to become bandits (*xiangma*), Pang Zi wanted to rebel in Nangong County, Xingtai, and the other four brothers would follow Pang Zi to learn first and then return to Shandong. And Wu Xingchen hoped he would follow Chen Ke and the others to work together.

"Big Brother Wu..." Chai Qingguo hesitated to speak. He felt he and scholars like Chen Ke couldn't pee in the same pot no matter what. He completely didn't understand what Chen Ke was thinking. In Chai Qingguo's view, rebellion was killing officials, eating from big households (looting the rich), and gathering poor brothers. Chen Ke also said this when lecturing, but the approach he proposed obviously took a long detour. What land distribution, grassroots organizations, and engaging in industrial construction. *Eating meat in big chunks, drinking wine in big bowls—isn't this the purpose of rebellion? Chen Ke is not rebelling; he is building a government office. Moreover, what Chen Ke said manages even more than the government office.* This made Chai Qingguo very puzzled.

"Speak quickly, are you willing or not?" Wu Xingchen couldn't be bothered to persuade and educate anymore. He glared, looking angrily at Chai Qingguo. To make a guy like Chai Qingguo make a decision, one had to show the air of a big brother to suppress him forcefully; talking about revolutionary principles and persuasion education actually didn't work well.

"I am willing to join." Chai Qingguo succumbed under Wu Xingchen's powerful aura.

Seeing Chai Qingguo finally succumb, Wu Xingchen also felt a stone lifted from his heart. He laughed, "Wenqing, Brother Chai is two years older than you, but don't care about that much. Beat him when you should, scold him when you should. Back in Shandong, we all obeyed Uncle Zhao Sanduo. Uncle Zhao said back then that Brother Chai would lift roof tiles if not beaten for three days. One beating a day..."

Hearing Wu Xingchen talk about his past embarrassing things, Chai Qingguo was also a bit embarrassed. "Big Brother Wu, I am different from before now."

"Yes, Brother Chai has suffered a lot hiding here and there after the Gengzi year. This temper has also changed a lot. Wenqing, not to mention anything else, Brother Chai is loyal. If he says he follows you, he won't have second thoughts; I can still trust this point. You also need such a brother to lead the team. Brother Chai's Kung Fu on horseback is very good. In a place like Anhui, trying to find someone better at horseback hacking and killing than him is probably very difficult."

"That's great." Chen Ke said sincerely. Anhui wasn't a place that produced cavalry; it indeed needed a good cavalry commander.

"Qingguo, you follow Wenqing from now on. Work hard; don't make me lose face." Regardless of what Chai Qingguo thought, Wu Xingchen made the final decision.

The misunderstanding was resolved, and everyone started talking about relaxed topics. Chen Ke's marriage made everyone feel very rushed. Chen Ke couldn't explain this problem either. He couldn't say that he got married to avoid future trouble, right?

For a guy like Chen Ke, when joking, he could brag about "building a big harem," but in his bones, he was also a supporter of the "monogamy, no concubines" system. After the revolution, the choice of a partner would actually be very difficult. If Chen Ke died halfway without even getting married, that would be too boring. If he didn't die and got married after liberating the whole country, he couldn't guarantee that future "truth articles" would contain scenes of "Chen Ke selecting concubines." So he simply got married now and be done with it.

Moreover, Chen Ke himself had no interest in "thick eyebrows, big eyes, strong body" revolutionary female tractor drivers. According to his criteria for choosing a spouse, a wife who was educated and sensible, healthy, knew some musical instruments, and had some sentiment would do. Rather than having many messy things happen for his marriage in the future, it was better to get married now when he still had a choice. Chen Ke quite believed in Socrates' view on happiness: when crossing a wheat field, if you see a big ear of wheat you are satisfied with, take it. Then cherish your choice well.

But it was enough for him to know these things himself. Regarding everyone's doubts, Chen Ke only gave one explanation: "That Miss He has unbound feet (natural feet)."

In these times, marrying a "natural-footed woman," that is, a girl who hadn't bound her feet, was already considered a kind of "enlightenment." Since Chen Ke said so, everyone thought it was not bad.

Seeing his own affairs explained, Chen Ke let everyone help work together. At night, Chai Qingguo went to sleep, and the new Beijing four-person Party Branch held a meeting.

"How is it on Brother Pang's side?" Chen Ke asked.

"Brother Pang has no interest in our land program. I had a hard time persuading him to engage in rent and interest reduction. But the Pang family and the Jing family are both big clans in the locality, with many landlords. It seems difficult to promote." Chen Tianhua regretted this matter quite a bit.

"If you can't lead the alleviation of land conflicts, which common people will follow you to work?" This was something history had proven countless times.

"There is a lot of wasteland in Nangong County. I have already followed the method of raising earthworms given by Wenqing, got some wasteland, and hired a few people to start construction."

"This is good. Nothing is more tempting than eating meat."

Everyone discussed local economic and political issues one after another. Wu Xingchen began to talk about the direction of armed struggle. "Pang Zi hasn't made any progress these years; he actually wants to hire some local hooligans and idlers to cause trouble. Under Uncle Jing back then, this group of people ran the fastest when fighting started. Honest and simple common people could still fight a bit. I said it several times, but Pang Zi didn't listen at all. He is anxious to take action."

"He is also anxious to make money; without money, he can't do anything. Brother Wu, you have worked hard." Chen Ke wasn't surprised by Pang Zi's practice. "Brother Wu, you should still find those common people who are forced to a dead end by landlords and usury in the local area as much as possible. When Xingtai hires people, hire these people. Save the urgent, not the poor. If Brother Pang wants to stuff some idlers in, Brother Wu, you must find a way to block it. I'm not trying to undermine Brother Pang. When it really comes to a critical moment, these common people saved by us from death might save our lives in turn."

"Reasonable." Wu Xingchen responded.

"Also, industry must be started in the local area. Without industry, there is no hope for anything. I will find a way to select a few comrades from the factory here and let them follow you to set up some factories. That nitrate salt you mentioned can be done."

"The problem is there are quite a few people who want to interfere in the nitrate salt business. Back then, Uncle Jing wanted to do it."

"Isn't Pang Zi trying to pull together a team? What is the team for? If they don't go up at this time, who will?"

The Party meeting lasted until late at night before dispersing.

Three days later, the wedding started quite lively. The step of picking up the bride was the simplest; the distance between the two families was only a dozen meters. But He Ruming loved face so much, so the route of the luxurious carriage took a big detour, almost circling this official district once. The one acting as Chen Ke's parent was naturally not Yuan Shikai. When meeting Yuan Shikai with He Ruming that time, Chen Ke sincerely invited Yuan Shikai, the matchmaker, to be his parent. Yuan Shikai really didn't have time, so he entrusted Wang Shizhen to act as such. At any rate, Wang Shizhen was the head of the Three Heroes of Beiyang; this already gave Chen Ke enough face. Chen Ke knew this was giving face to Yan Fu. So he was particularly respectful to Wang Shizhen.

As the saying goes, details determine success or failure. Chen Ke specifically asked Chai Qingguo if he had met Wang Shizhen face to face. Chai Qingguo frankly admitted that he had escaped with his life from Wang Shizhen's hands; anyway, he still remembered Wang Shizhen. As for whether Wang Shizhen remembered that young man who led a cavalry team to cut a bloody path, Chai Qingguo didn't guarantee. Wang Shizhen had superb memory; there was no way but to let Chai Qingguo avoid it.

Looking at Chai Qingguo's very dissatisfied expression, Chen Ke persuaded, "Brother Chai, it's not impossible if you want to assassinate Wang Shizhen on my wedding day. But don't you think it's inappropriate? In the future, we will definitely fight with Beiyang with real swords and guns. The face lost on the battlefield, we will find back on the battlefield. I guarantee you, in the future when fighting Wang Shizhen, I absolutely won't leave you out."

Since Chen Ke said so, Chai Qingguo also had to give Chen Ke face. Wu Xingchen was afraid he would cause trouble, so he simply sent Chai Qingguo to Tianjin to escort gifts to He Ruming's hometown.

After the carriage sent the bride back, it was a round of traditional procedures. In order to take care of He Ruming's face, Chen Ke also placed advertisements in major newspapers in Beijing and Tianjin. The He family was old Tianjin, and there were quite a few local relatives and old friends. Chen Ke spent a lot of money arranging for them to take the train from Tianjin to Beijing. This was equivalent to picking up and dropping off relatives and friends by plane in the 21st century. Many of the He family's relatives took the train for the first time, which was considered earning face for He Ruming. The courtyard Chen Ke lived in wasn't big, and dozens of banquet tables couldn't fit. He Ruming also set up banquets to entertain important guests. Other banquets were set up straight onto the street outside the door with cloth curtains. Generally speaking, things went okay.

The newlyweds bowed to Heaven and Earth, and after drinking the nuptial wine, the basic process was almost completed. At this moment, there was some slight abnormality outside the courtyard. Wu Xingchen hadn't dealt with Wang Shizhen, but among the guests coming this time, there were quite a few from Beiyang; presumably, there were some who had met face to face. Chen Tianhua was considered a celebrity and had a wanted order on him; it wouldn't be appropriate if he was recognized. He and Wu Xingchen also hid out. The one running errands was Xie Mingxian. Hearing a commotion, he went out to look first. A moment later, Xie Mingxian brought in a man wearing a Japanese kimono. Beiyang officials didn't like Japanese people much; many people were already looking askance at the comer.

The comer was Kuroshima Jinichirō. He didn't carry anything, and his face was full of exhaustion after a long journey. In this wedding occasion, Kuroshima forced a smile and bowed to Chen Ke properly with Japanese etiquette. "Mr. Wenqing, I congratulate you on your happy wedding." After a few months of Pinyin learning, Kuroshima's Chinese had really improved greatly.

Chen Ke hadn't sent news of the marriage to the Shanghai Party Branch, and Kuroshima absolutely wouldn't be here to congratulate. Watching the unconcealable anxiety of Kuroshima, Chen Ke's face had already changed. The people around were all old hands in officialdom; how could they not see this? Chen Ke forced himself to cheer up and smiled reluctantly, "Many thanks to Mr. Kuroshima for coming. Mingxian, arrange for Mr. Kuroshima to sit." Xie Mingxian knew Chen Ke's meaning and led Kuroshima away.

The general process next was to send the bride into the bridal chamber, and then the groom came out to accept everyone's toasts. Chen Ke's alcohol capacity was originally good, but with things on his mind, being poured a round, he soon became drunk. Taking advantage of the excuse of being unable to hold his liquor and needing to vomit, Chen Ke went out the door. Xie Mingxian hurriedly took Chen Ke to the farthest table. When passing other tables, everyone stood up to stop Chen Ke and pour another round. Arriving at Kuroshima's table, Chen Ke only felt dizzy and dazzled, his ears full of noise. Kuroshima whispered something in his ear, but Chen Ke couldn't hear clearly at all.

Anxious in heart and encountering this matter, Chen Ke was almost exasperated. Getting married, naturally, he didn't carry paper and pen with him. Calming himself, Chen Ke dipped a chopstick in the wine glass, handed it to Kuroshima, and then said in a voice he thought wasn't loud, "I can't hear clearly; write it down."

Kuroshima looked at Chen Ke with a surprised expression and took the chopstick. "Problems arose with the social investigation; some comrades participated in the Shanghai riots. Now Shanghai is searching the whole city for members of the Whampoa Book Club." Kuroshima wrote with swishing strokes. Reading this line of words, Chen Ke only felt a burst of dizziness. He bent over, stuffed his finger into his mouth to trigger his throat. It worked quickly; after a bout of overwhelming vomiting, Chen Ke vomited all the wine in his stomach.

He Ying had secretly lifted the red veil for the third time; the groom hadn't returned yet. Amidst the sounds of finger-guessing games outside, she felt both nervous and excited. And a faint fear. Aunt He Qian accompanied her these days and also told her some things about getting married. It is said that her future husband Chen Ke, in order to marry her, even used the Governor-General of Zhili and Minister of Beiyang, Yuan Shikai, to be the matchmaker. The He family also had dealings with Yuan Shikai, and He Ying even met Yuan Shikai once at home. Being able to use such a big shot to propose marriage, He Ying was still happy in her heart.

Hearing from her aunt that Chen Ke was alone in Beijing, and these things were all promoted by himself. *Could it be that after meeting a few times, this person never forgets me?* He Ying still remembered meeting Chen Ke four times. The first time at the silk shop, that tall and handsome man came to buy silk with his friend. And the meeting again in front of the temple. Then inside the carriage, she saw Chen Ke having a conflict with her family's steward, but when leaving, Chen Ke nodded politely to the carriage with an arrogant smile. The last time was at the cocktail party. There weren't many Chinese at the cocktail party; actually, He Ying saw Chen Ke long ago. The way he gnawed on a piece of bread slowly out of boredom, every time He Ying remembered it, she felt Chen Ke looked like a bored child. Since learning that Chen Ke wanted to marry her, He Ying couldn't help thinking about these scenes over and over. Thinking that this young man was so determined to marry her, the girl's heart had an indescribable sweetness.

Although the marriage was a bit hasty, these things were not for He Ying to decide. She could only let others manipulate her and then wait here.

A burst of laughter suddenly came from the door, mixed with "Taking care of the bride so much," "Didn't see Mr. Chen being so considerate," and similar words. Hearing the sound of the door opening, He Ying's body shook. The door closed again, and the footsteps were a bit staggering; it seemed Chen Ke had been poured a lot of wine by the people outside. Thinking of this, He Ying felt a burst of resentment in her heart for some reason.

The veil was uncovered. He Ying looked up; Chen Ke, wearing the groom's black long robe, startled her. The room was a bit dim. That handsome square face didn't have the ruddy complexion brought by drinking wine plus the joy of entering the bridal chamber as He Ying imagined. Completely contrary to He Ying's imagination, Chen Ke's face presented a pale color due to complete loss of blood color, plus a kind of shock and anger, looking extremely terrifying. Although Chen Ke was also forcing a smile, the uncontrollable pain and fear mixed on Chen Ke's face into an indescribable expression.

"You've worked hard. Drink a cup of tea; I brought you some food from outside." This voice was trying hard to be gentle, but not knowing if it was because of cold, in the end, He Ying only heard the sound of teeth colliding uncontrollably in extreme cold winter.

He Ying couldn't watch anymore. She stood up quickly, took the plate from Chen Ke's hand and threw it aside, then grabbed Chen Ke's hand and asked urgently, "Are you sick?" She could feel that Chen Ke's hand was still very warm.

"No." Hearing these gentle words, Chen Ke only felt his strength drained instantly. He sat on the bed and began to shiver all over. This trembling was clearly transmitted to He Ying's hand. He grabbed He Ying who was about to get up immediately. "I really am not sick. Someone is listening at the window outside; absolutely do not speak." After speaking, Chen Ke pulled He Ying into his arms. Taking off shoes for both, they rolled onto the bed. He could feel that He Ying resisted slightly at first, but after Chen Ke took off their shoes, He Ying was completely manipulated by Chen Ke.

Chen Ke pulled the quilt over and covered their bodies. Then he lay there waiting to be warmed up. The space inside the quilt wasn't big. Chen Ke could clearly hear his rapid breathing and He Ying's breathing. He could smell the girl's fragrance on He Ying. But his thoughts were completely chaotic. *What on earth happened in Shanghai? To actually mobilize a city-wide search? Are the comrades of the People's Party okay? Are the comrades of the Whampoa Book Club okay?* Thinking of this, Chen Ke almost wanted to lift the quilt immediately, then take the train to Tianjin right away, and then take a boat back to Shanghai. *This requires... two plus three equals five, five days, right? What will happen in these five days?* Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt a burst of cold on his body again, and his stomach started to turn again. Not caring if he would dirty the floor, he lifted the quilt, lay on the edge of the bed, and started vomiting. After vomiting only two mouthfuls of stuff, there was nothing left to vomit. But the feeling of vomiting couldn't subside. Chen Ke retched there, spitting out even bitter dark green bile.

He Ying got up and put on her shoes, then poured hot water for Chen Ke, served him to sit well on the bed, and then started feeding him water. After the warm water slid down his throat, Chen Ke felt much better. He held He Ying's arm. "I'm sorry. I'm like this not because of you; being able to marry you is my happiest thing. It's just that I encountered some other things; I'm really sorry. I will apologize to you properly." Amidst the chaos in his brain, Chen Ke used all his brainpower to say apologetic words. Then he said reluctantly, "I need to sleep for a while to recover my strength. If someone calls me at night, you must wake me up. Please, okay?"

"Okay, don't worry."

"I'm not joking; really please wake me up."

"I won't sleep; I'll wait for someone to call you. Okay?"

"Thanks for your trouble." After saying this sentence, Chen Ke fell headlong on the bed and fell asleep.

Chen Ke was shaken awake. From starting to feel to being awake, it only took a very short time. Sleep could greatly restore a person's physical strength. Chen Ke shook his head and felt completely awake. There was no sound outside. Lifting his eyes to look at the window, he saw pitch black outside the window.

"Someone is calling you," He Ying said gently. Chen Ke checked his watch; it was already 11 p.m. This time in the 21st century was the time for lights and wine, but in 1905, the vast majority of people were already asleep.

Seeing the water bottle by the bed, Chen Ke got off the ground, grabbed it, and drank a bellyful. Now his mind was even clearer. Turning back to look at He Ying, He Ying was looking at Chen Ke with concerned eyes. Seeing Chen Ke obviously restored to a healthy state, she breathed a sigh of relief as if relieved of a heavy burden. He Ying was still in that bride's outfit, her face slightly pale under the candlelight; it seemed she had been guarding Chen Ke from the afternoon until now. Chen Ke immediately felt very unbearable. "You sleep first. I'll take a while to come back to the room." After speaking, Chen Ke opened the door and walked out.

The one knocking on the door was Xie Mingxian. He took Chen Ke into the wing room. The others of the Party Group were all there. In the wing room, everyone gathered around the table. Kuroshima Jinichirō definitely hadn't slept in the afternoon; he was even more haggard than when Chen Ke saw him then. The candlelight reflected his face pale.

"Everyone is here; start talking now," Wu Xingchen said with a dark face.

"A riot occurred in Shanghai. Our Whampoa Book Club also participated. A gunfight occurred, and then the Shanghai government and the concession police turned out together, declaring martial law in the whole city and searching wantonly. The police confiscated some documents, and the concession side determined that our Whampoa Book Club was the mastermind. Now they are searching the whole city for members of the Whampoa Book Club. Mr. Qi has been arrested by the concession. Mr. Hua and Miss You asked me to come to Beijing to notify Mr. Chen. Before leaving, Miss You asked me to change into these Japanese clothes, so I could escape." Speaking of this, Kuroshima Jinichirō was already choking up. "Then, then when I left, I saw people from the Shanghai government rushing towards where I came out. I don't know if Mr. Hua and Miss You escaped. I didn't dare to wait either; I took a boat and came to Beijing." Barely finishing his words, Kuroshima Jinichirō covered his mouth and started crying.

The few people in Beijing knew something big had happened, but they never expected such a change to occur. The Shanghai Party Branch seemed to be completely annihilated. Not only the Party Branch, but the Whampoa Book Club had also basically perished. Everyone was speechless, just looking at each other. Everyone saw extreme shock in the eyes of others, and the profound fear beneath the shock.
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"How did it get to this point?" Chen Tianhua asked urgently.

"I don't know how it got to this point either. Originally, everyone completed the social investigation around Shanghai according to Mr. Chen's arrangement. The results of the social investigation were exactly the same as what Mr. Chen said. Quite a few people became probationary Party members. Then the Whampoa Book Club started to conduct local social investigations in Shanghai. A few days ago, there was a disturbance over the Mixed Court (*Huishen Gongxie*) in Shanghai, and many comrades from the Whampoa Book Club went to see the situation. Suddenly there was a gunfight, and then the whole of Shanghai was in chaos. Then the police started arresting people. After that, the government also started arresting people." Kuroshima was visibly agitated, and his speech was unclear.

"On what grounds are they arresting people? Do you know this?" Chen Ke asked.

"The police station said the Whampoa Book Club incited the riot and was the mastermind. I don't know what excuse the Shanghai government used," Kuroshima said anxiously.

"What did the comrades of the Whampoa Book Club do? How could there be a gunfight?" Chen Tianhua cared about this very much.

Kuroshima tightened his lips and thought for a while before saying, "This, I'm not clear either?"

"Who exactly started it?"

"This..." Kuroshima was even more unclear about this.

Chen Tianhua asked a few more questions, but Kuroshima hadn't participated in the actions on the street and actually knew nothing. Seeing this, Chen Tianhua gritted his teeth, actually at his wits' end.

"Kuroshima, how long haven't you slept?" Chen Ke asked gently.

"Ah? How long haven't I slept?" Kuroshima responded confusedly. One look and you could tell he hadn't rested well these past few days due to mental tension and anxiety.

"You can rest assured when you arrive in Beijing; nothing else will happen. Rest assured, the matter in Shanghai won't be that serious," Chen Ke comforted gently.

"But Mr. Qi has already been arrested," Kuroshima became anxious again.

"Don't worry, Huishen is at least a school board director of a British school, and Huishen's family has deep relations with the British; nothing will happen."

"How can nothing happen? The person has been arrested." Chen Tianhua didn't understand Chen Ke's words.

"Well, Huishen has been arrested by the police station before, and wasn't he released? He was arrested for posting revolutionary slogans that time. This time he didn't participate directly at all; it was the police station framing him actively. So nothing big will happen." Chen Ke's tone was calm and had a very soothing effect.

Chen Tianhua felt Chen Ke's words made sense, but he couldn't help speaking, "But our People's Party..." Halfway through, Chen Tianhua felt he couldn't continue.

"Our People's Party indeed wants to rebel, that's right. But the British don't know. The Shanghai government doesn't know either. What they know is that a riot occurred in Shanghai. Then they are looking for a scapegoat. As long as the Party members are not stupid enough to confess actively, this kind of thing can be settled with some money. I've never heard of the Manchu Qing using prisons to deal with rioters."

"But Zou Rong died in prison."

"Zou Rong turned himself in; besides, he sat in the concession's prison. And was only sentenced to two years. There is no comparability." Chen Ke explained. Seeing Chen Tianhua's mood stabilized a little, he continued, "Moreover, Kuroshima suddenly received orders to run to Beijing. He has been anxious these days and hasn't slept much. Now his mind is not clear; asking him now won't get clear information either. My meaning is, everyone eat something and go to sleep now. Starting tomorrow, we will be busy. Prepare today."

"At a time like this, you can still sleep?" Chen Tianhua said angrily.

"Sharpening the knife does not delay cutting wood. Everyone is anxious; am I not anxious? But what's the use of just being anxious? Rest well and start being busy tomorrow. Mingxian, where are the leftovers from today? Get some wine and food; everyone eat and sleep quickly," Chen Ke said.

"Mr. Chen, I can explain clearly," Kuroshima said hurriedly.

Chen Ke smiled and patted Kuroshima's shoulder. "Then talk after eating."

Honeycomb briquettes were much faster. Removing the fire cover, the food was heated quickly. Chen Ke thought for a while, returned to the main room, and saw He Ying wasn't asleep, dozing off by the bed.

"He..." Chen Ke almost blurted out "Miss He," realized it was wrong, and quickly corrected himself, "Madam, want to eat a late-night snack?"

"Hmm?" After Chen Ke entered the room, He Ying hurriedly forced herself to sit up. She didn't expect Chen Ke to say such a sentence and didn't understand for a moment. When she figured out the meaning, a surprised look appeared on He Ying's face. "I'll go cook."

"I've already made it; let's eat together," Chen Ke laughed.

He Ying got up somewhat lazily. Her coiled hair was already a bit askew after the afternoon and evening's tossing. Chen Ke simply asked He Ying to let her hair down and tie it into a ponytail with a red hair cord.

"It doesn't look good with disheveled hair," He Ying said shyly.

"You look good in any hairstyle. 'A lotus rising from clear water, naturally without decoration.' Very good-looking," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing her husband praise her like this, He Ying couldn't help laughing.

Except for Chen Ke, the others were meeting He Ying for the first time. After He Ying took off the veil, this was the first group of people she saw besides Chen Ke. Seeing so many men, He Ying also felt very unaccustomed, but seeing everyone was quite polite and didn't stare at her, she relaxed. At the dinner table, everyone stopped mentioning the People's Party and just congratulated the two on their wedding. The late-night snack had a somewhat peaceful feeling.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke said, once Kuroshima relaxed and drank two cups of wine, his head soon began to droop continuously. Chen Ke let Xie Mingxian and Kuroshima sleep in the wing room. He also winked at Chen Tianhua secretly. Chen Tianhua pulled Wu Xingchen up to take their leave. Chen Ke sent them out the door. Seeing no one around, he whispered, "Judging from the situation, the police station can't chase from Shanghai to Beijing; you guys be careful too. No one knows the house you rented temporarily; it's safe there. I'll go to meet everyone at your place tomorrow morning."

"Wenqing, do you really think nothing big will happen?" Chen Tianhua didn't dare mention this at the dinner table, but thinking it over, he became even more worried.

"Something definitely happened, but Xingtai, don't forget, there are so many people from Fudan Public School among the members of the Whampoa Book Club. Mr. Yan Fu is in Shanghai; he won't ignore it. As long as Mr. Yan Fu comes forward, it will be much easier to handle."

"Alas, what you say makes sense. But I'm really worried to death." Chen Tianhua was still not assured.

"We can't just go back like this now. Without preparation, are we rushing back to send ourselves to death? But don't worry, Xingtai, even if it comes to breaking into prison (*jieyu*), I will definitely rescue all the comrades. Go back and rest well; don't think so much. We'll be busy tomorrow," Chen Ke persuaded.

"Can only be so." After Chen Tianhua finished speaking, he shook hands with Chen Ke. Only then did he leave with Wu Xingchen.

With this happening on the wedding night, Chen Ke had absolutely no plan to consummate the marriage. After returning, Chen Ke let He Ying sleep first and cleaned up the late-night snack table himself. While cleaning, he considered. By the time he slowly finished washing the dishes and wiping the table clean and returned to the bedroom, He Ying was indeed asleep. Looking at his wife's quiet sleeping face, Chen Ke sighed with relief. Blowing out the candle, he quietly climbed onto the bed, wrapped himself in a quilt, and slept.

In the morning, a strange shaking woke Chen Ke up with a start. He saw He Ying wrapped in a quilt, leaning her back against Chen Ke's side. Chen Ke suddenly felt a strange sense of unreality. The last time he had such an emotion was after the college entrance exam ended, walking out of the exam hall into the bright summer sun. Chen Ke once had this strange feeling. Not only Chen Ke, but other classmates were the same. Struggling for it for more than a decade, in the third year of high school, experiencing hundreds of mock exams, just for those few days of the college entrance exam. Really finished the exam, everyone's reason could accept it, but sensibility couldn't accept it at all. A major stage of life ended just like that.

Looking at the woman wrapped in the quilt in front of him, Chen Ke had really worked hard to marry her. In these times, how many people could make Yuan Shikai be a matchmaker? But Chen Ke made such an effort, so fierce and so absurd. The result of this effort was the girl in front of him. When making the effort, Chen Ke didn't feel anything special; it was no different from the countless efforts he had made before—just rely on himself to do it. But facing the result of the effort, Chen Ke felt unfamiliar. His life partner from now on was right in front of him; was he already "married"?

Hearing Chen Ke wake up, He Ying wrapped her quilt tighter. Chen Ke's mind was running with various questions; *what exactly should I do?* Then a thought popped out: *time to make breakfast.* After breakfast, hurry to meet Chen Tianhua and the others to ask Kuroshima what exactly happened in Shanghai. After determining the goal, Chen Ke got up, dressed, and went to light the fire. The courtyard was quiet in the morning; Chen Ke was busy alone. It seemed Kuroshima and Xie Mingxian were still sleeping soundly. If it were Wu Xingchen and the others living here, everyone would probably be up by now.

The water in the pot slowly heated up, emitting steam. Before moving out, he also lived in a single-story house. Chen Ke lived alone in a courtyard next to his parents. Every morning he also got up early like this. Chen Ke went out to buy deep-fried dough sticks (*youtiao*). When he came back, his parents had already made noodle soup, scrambled eggs, prepared some pickles, or heated up the dishes fried last night. At this time, everyone ate...

Chen Ke suddenly felt very wrong. *But at that time I was a child. Now I am a 'husband'. This is my wedding day; sleeping separately on the wedding night seems completely inappropriate, right? Then what should I do? Take a hot bath and go back to the room to do the deed? Probably should be so.*

Thinking like this was okay, but Chen Ke's thought turned: *I am a revolutionary. When is it now? Now that the Party is in crisis, I'm still thinking about this; isn't this too outrageous?* But his wife was still in the room; leaving her there without saying a word wasn't right. His wife served him all afternoon yesterday; he vomited and asked his wife to stay on duty to wake him up. This was a wife, not a life secretary. Thinking of this, Chen Ke finally figured out what he should do. He hurried back to the bedroom.

He Ying still had her back to the outside like that. Chen Ke gently shook He Ying's shoulder. "Madam, are you awake?"

"Awake."

"Shall we go out to play together this morning?" Chen Ke said.

He Ying responded after a moment, "Okay."

Chen Ke wanted to say the following words, but couldn't say them no matter what. He hadn't been this nervous even facing Yuan Shikai, or rather, he wasn't nervous at all then. After stammering for a long time, Chen Ke said extremely embarrassedly, "This..., this..., this... regarding the bridal chamber matter, I really don't have time during the day today. Let's wait for the evening." After saying this, Chen Ke felt a burst of relief.

Obviously, He Ying didn't know how to respond either. After a while, she gave a low "En."

"Then get up," Chen Ke said. "I'm going to cook now." After speaking, he felt it was wrong again. "Do you want me to serve you getting up?"

With a *puchi*, He Ying laughed out loud. The girl lifted the quilt and got up, her face blushing red with shyness. Chen Ke quickly got clothes for her. He Ying changed into ordinary clothes. The couple washed their faces and brushed their teeth together. He Ying combed her hair, and they started cooking together again. Chen Ke was used to being alone, but felt very sorry for his wife, so he worked quickly. He Ying seemed unfamiliar with kitchen matters, just watching Chen Ke skillfully use honeycomb briquettes to cook.

"Chen..." He Ying hesitated to speak.

"Wenqing, Wenqing," Chen Ke reminded.

"Wenqing, do you cook often yourself?" He Ying asked.

"I've been cooking myself for more than ten years," Chen Ke bragged.

"Wenqing is twenty-five, right?"

"That's right. Twenty-five. I remember Madam is sixteen, right?"

"Already seventeen."

Chen Ke suddenly felt this conversation was very familiar, like chatting with netizens.

"By the way, Madam, do you have a courtesy name?" Logically speaking, Chen Ke had seen these materials about his wife. But at this moment, he had long forgotten them to the nine heavens.

"Junjie."

"Oh, how is it written?"

This newlywed couple exchanged personal information slowly while cooking.

By eight in the morning, the meal was ready. Chen Ke went to the wing room to wake the two who were still sleeping to eat breakfast.

There weren't many people in the morning in winter. Chen Ke's group arrived at Wu Xingchen's residence. Kuroshima borrowed Xie Mingxian's clothes temporarily; if he wore that kimono again, it would be too eye-catching.

Wu Xingchen and Chen Tianhua had already gotten up. Seeing Chen Ke coming, their faces immediately showed joy. But seeing He Ying beside Chen Ke, their expressions changed again involuntarily. Chen Ke didn't care about that much. After entering the room, he took out a book from his satchel. It was the last book of Chen Ke's set, which contained many monographs, mostly plagiarized from later generations' web articles. Many articles could be read as short stories, ten streets ahead of the main text in terms of interest.

"Junjie, this is the book I wrote. You read for a while first. We have to discuss some things." Amidst everyone's dumbfounded looks, He Ying nodded.

This was an ordinary quadrangle courtyard. He Ying read in the main room, and the Party members met in the wing room.

"What happened with the riot? Who launched it?" This was what Chen Ke cared about most.

Kuroshima slept all night, which was considered recovering his spirit. He didn't know much and could only introduce simply. Wu Xingchen had been in Shanghai for a long time and had a certain understanding of Shanghai officialdom; he supplemented from the side. Only then did Chen Ke understand the background of this matter and the related Shanghai government system.

After the concession was opened in Shanghai, foreign powers set up consular courts in the concession based on the provisions of consular jurisdiction in unequal treaties. At that time, crimes committed by Chinese in the concession were still tried by the Shanghai local officials of the Qing government (Shanghai Magistrate and Su-Song-Tai Intendant), while crimes committed by foreigners in the concession could be completely exempt from Chinese law sanctions and tried by consuls of various countries stationed in Shanghai themselves. Since the wave of "Taiping Heavenly Kingdom" swept across the lower reaches of the Yangtze River in 1853 and the Small Sword Society Uprising occurred in Shanghai county seat, a large number of refugees from Shanghai's Chinese territory and neighboring areas poured into the concession, causing a sharp increase in the population within the concession. This not only changed the previous situation of "Chinese and foreigners living separately," but Chinese soon accounted for the vast majority of concession residents. How to maintain safety and order in the concession after "Chinese and foreigners living together" became a big problem, and managing the numerous Chinese residents in the concession was the focus of this problem. For this reason, first in 1864, a judicial organ—"Yangjingbang North Head Council Office"—was established in the British and American Concession (later called the International Settlement). Officials appointed by the Su-Song-Tai Intendant (commonly known as Shanghai Daotai) jointly tried Chinese cases occurring in the concession with the British Consul. Then in April 1868, according to the "Regulations on the Mixed Court at Yangjingbang" negotiated by the Shanghai Daotai and British and American consuls, the Mixed Court (*Huishen Gongxie*), also known as the Mixed Court Hall, was established in the British and American Concession.

The Mixed Court was a special judicial organ established in a special period and special area in Shanghai's history. The Daotai appointed Chinese full-time trial officers (*Yanyuan*), who jointly tried litigation cases related to Chinese in the concession with foreign assessors (consuls). According to the agreement between Chinese and foreign parties, if the case involved foreigners or Chinese servants employed by foreigners, foreign consuls participated in the joint trial or observed the trial; purely Chinese cases were tried independently by Chinese *Yanyuan*.

Although nominally belonging to China's judicial institutions, the joint trial itself reflected a kind of damage by foreigners to China's judicial sovereignty in the concession. Chinese *Yanyuan* had already been subjected to ultra vires interference by foreign consuls in the independent exercise of their powers, and various conflicts were bound to occur between the two sides. Moreover, foreign consuls also used the Municipal Council (concession management agency established by foreign expatriates in Shanghai) and the police station as tools to arbitrarily expand the power of foreign assessors. Foreign consuls wanted to intervene in whatever cases, even forcibly participating in trials and adjudicating purely Chinese cases, making Chinese *Yanyuan* almost lose the power to sentence criminals in court. The detention and escort of criminals in the International Settlement were also almost entirely executed by the Municipal Council Police Station, and then transferred to the Mixed Court for trial. Obviously, this barbaric practice of the foreign side encroaching on the Chinese side's police power and judicial power was to place all Chinese and foreign residents in the concession under foreign control.

There were naturally many contradictions between Chinese *Yanyuan* and foreign consuls, and between the Mixed Court and the police station. Kuroshima had already become a preparatory Party member introduced by Qi Huishen. Before the incident, he was responsible for compiling the data of this social investigation. As far as he knew, this time on December 15th, the foreigner in charge of the police station in the Shanghai Consular Body had a conflict with the chief official of the Mixed Court; it seemed the two sides even fought. It is said that the police station forcibly took away a group of women, and then people from the Guangdong Native Place Association rose up to contact and protest. By the 20th, strikes and market closures appeared in Shanghai to protest.

At this time, the Whampoa Study Society (Book Club) had completed the preliminary summary of the social investigation. Some excited comrades began preliminary preparations for the Shanghai social investigation. Encountering this matter, these people returned to the Study Society and started pulling people to help. Everyone produced a large number of leaflets and speeches, and also formulated a series of protest parade plans. They even prepared for a city-wide parade on December 23rd.

The parade was divided into three parts. Angry masses in the parade smashed the Laoza Police Station, and after smashing it, they burned the police station with a fire. The parade team in front of the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body was actually shot at by Indian policemen. Someone in the parade team carried a gun, so a gunfight unfolded. Casualties on the street were heavy. The foreign consular body used this as an excuse for the police station to intervene comprehensively. Because the leaflets and corresponding organization were completed by students of the Whampoa Book Club, the police station arrested people wantonly, raided the stronghold of the Whampoa Book Club in Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop, and confiscated a large number of printed materials and documents. Then the police station searched the whole city according to the seized list. The first one arrested was Qi Huishen at the school.

In a hurry, Hua Xiongmao and You Gou immediately commanded the evacuation of the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club. Kuroshima Jinichirō then escaped.

Hearing Kuroshima finish explaining in detail and methodically, the others couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. It seemed things were far less intense than that. If connections were used, it should be possible to get everyone out.

"Is that all?" Chen Ke asked.

"This..." Kuroshima's expression wasn't that relaxed. He summoned up his courage and said somewhat timidly, "The police station seized a batch of guns from Mr. Zhou Yuanxiao's workshop." After finishing, he stared at Chen Ke. He saw Chen Ke's face, which had just been relieved of a heavy burden, turn black immediately.

"Where did the guns come from?" Chen Ke was really anxious. If it was just such a disturbance, it really wasn't a big deal. Words have no proof; the Whampoa Book Club organized parades and strikes. This was all public opinion; as the saying goes, the law does not punish the masses. Locking them up for two days and smoothing relations could solve it. But once guns were caught, that would be completely different. A gunfight had already occurred, and foreigners lost face; they would absolutely not let it go so easily.

Kuroshima gritted his teeth, then said, "The guns have nothing to do with this parade. That was supported by the Japanese Consular Body and some merchant friends. I also helped a bit in between. After the incident happened, I also went to find them. Those people either disappeared or told me directly that they would absolutely not admit to this matter."

Chen Ke touched his chin forcefully with his left hand. This was really full of twists and turns, from the initial extreme fear, to feeling a turn for the better, and then to extreme disappointment. However, the sequence of events had been sorted out, and Chen Ke already had a decision.

"Wenqing, what to do?" Chen Tianhua asked in a fierce tone.

"Brother Wu, Kuroshima, and I are preparing to return to Shanghai immediately. We must rescue the comrades. If we can use money and connections, we use money. If connections don't work, we break into prison (*jieyu*). And this time I want to take the people to Anhui. So I have to prepare for a few days; you all come with me to see Shang Yuan."

"What about me? What do I do?" Hearing Chen Ke didn't arrange for him to return to Shanghai together, Chen Tianhua asked quickly.

"You go back to Brother Pang's place; do what you should do. In case we can't stay in Anhui, at least there is Hebei, isn't there?" Chen Ke replied.

"Then why not come directly to Hebei? Let's work together." Chen Tianhua didn't understand this.

"Self-reliance, ample food and clothing. What can relying on others produce? Brother Pang is not a Revolutionary Party member yet. If we bring people over, are you preparing to 'annex Wang Lun' (internal strife/taking over)?"

These words were full of the smell of gunpowder. At this critical moment, Chen Ke adhered to his consistent style and didn't plan to use others' power at all. Chen Tianhua could understand, but he couldn't help looking at Wu Xingchen.

Wu Xingchen knew what Chen Tianhua's look meant. He responded, "Wenqing is right; this kind of thing can't rely on people outside the Party. But we must bring Brother Chai; he is a good hand. He absolutely won't be soft-hearted killing foreigners."

Hearing this, Chen Ke said with a smile, "That would be great. I'll say this upfront. If it really comes to the point of breaking into prison and killing people, I'll lead the charge personally. At that time, I can also see brothers' Kung Fu with my own eyes."

Seeing the unconcealable joy under Chen Ke's smile, everyone felt their spirits lifted.
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In the evening, Shang Yuan came as agreed, along with Qin Tongren and Xu Dian. After the "frank and open" talk last time, only these three decided to go to Anhui. Chai Qingguo had returned from Tianjin. The three were not surprised to see Chai Qingguo again; instead, Chai Qingguo felt a bit awkward.

Chen Ke introduced the comrades from the north and south to each other and reported the latest situation. It was the first time Shang Yuan and the others learned about the situation in the south. After listening to the introduction, everyone remained silent. Chen Ke continued to explain his attitude, "This is the situation now. The Shanghai Branch of the People's Party has encountered a major setback. I am preparing to return to Shanghai immediately to rescue the arrested comrades. If Brother Wangshan hasn't changed his mind, I will arrange for them to go to Anhui."

"I won't change my mind. When does Wenqing plan to set off? And what do you plan to do with sister-in-law?" Shang Yuan's thinking was consistently meticulous.

"I plan to leave in three days. As for my wife, I will take her back to Shanghai with me. Then arrange for her to go to Anhui with other comrades."

"I still have to stay in Beijing for a while; the factory matter must have a result." Qin Tongren's arrangement was also quite reasonable.

"If Brother Wenqing needs someone to fight a lawsuit, I can go to Shanghai to help." Xu Dian seemed quite confident in his legal ability.

"That would be greatly appreciated." Chen Ke had a good impression of Xu Dian's enthusiasm but didn't hold much hope for specific lawsuits.

After another discussion, it was finally decided that Shang Yuan and Qin Tongren would stay in Beijing temporarily, and Chen Tianhua would return to Hebei now. Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo, Kuroshima Jinichirō, and Xie Mingxian would set off for Shanghai tomorrow. Chen Ke would set off in three days. Xu Dian would go home to handle family affairs and then also set off for Shanghai to meet everyone.

Since the decision had been made, everyone bade farewell one after another. Xie Mingxian was very worldly-wise and took the initiative to move to Wu Xingchen's place with his luggage. Chen Ke didn't want to urge him to stay pretentiously either.

Sending everyone off, Chen Ke came back and closed the door. The huge courtyard felt empty. Since coming to Beijing, this was the first time he lived here so lonely. Chen Ke wasn't a person who loved excitement in the 21st century; he quite liked living alone. On the contrary, after returning to this era, he had to get along with comrades day and night. But people have habits; suddenly being alone again, he felt a bit unaccustomed instead.

After returning to the room, He Ying saw Chen Ke was somewhat depressed and puzzled. He Ying wasn't stupid at all; from these clues, she could tell that Chen Ke had definitely encountered some big event. She wanted to ask but didn't know how to start. At this moment, she heard Chen Ke say, "It's late, let's sleep." He Ying felt a burst of shyness. But unexpectedly, Chen Ke's "let's sleep" really meant literally that; the couple slept in one quilt just like that. Chen Ke fell asleep very quickly.

Smelling the faint masculine scent on Chen Ke, He Ying felt upset and distracted. She wanted to shake Chen Ke awake to ask what happened but couldn't do it. She slowly came out of Chen Ke's quilt, wrapped herself in a quilt, and lay down again. Chen Ke's breathing was so faint that it couldn't be heard at all. He Ying gently touched Chen Ke's face with her hand, feeling continuous breathing from his nostrils. Only then did she relax.

Wrapping her quilt, He Ying couldn't help remembering what her aunt He Qian said before the wedding: "This Chen Ke is by no means a good kind; you have to be careful after getting married." At that time, He Ying didn't have any intuitive understanding of these words. In fact, until now, He Ying couldn't define Chen Ke either. Leaving aside whether Chen Ke himself was good or evil, at least Chen Ke didn't lack any politeness and concern he should have. He even cooked personally, helped her get clothes, and cleaned the table after meals. The men around He Ying were all served by wives or maids and servants. She occasionally heard from the conversations between her mother and visiting ladies that other families were the same. This made Chen Ke look very special instead.

As for the matter of no consummation, He Ying, a virgin girl, had no concept of this either. She just heard that couples would do so, but since it really didn't happen, she didn't feel any regret. Anyway, the days ahead were long; what should come would always come. The only thing He Ying felt dissatisfied with was that Chen Ke didn't discuss anything with her. But to be honest, her father never discussed outside matters with her mother either. This wasn't anything unusual. Thinking for a while, sleepiness came up, and the little girl fell asleep unknowingly.

Getting up early in the morning, the two had breakfast. Chen Ke said seriously, "Madam, I want to take you back to Shanghai the day after tomorrow. Tomorrow I will visit my father-in-law with you to bid him farewell. Today, you and I will visit a few of my teachers and friends in Beijing and buy some gifts along the way."

Returning home on the third day was a standard etiquette. This was a great etiquette for the bride's family, and many gifts needed to be brought. Chen Ke felt he had to make a big purchase. He Ying's attention was attracted by the word "going to Shanghai." She had heard of Shanghai and only knew it was very, very far away. But she had absolutely no concept of exactly how far. "Where is Shanghai?" she asked.

Chen Ke thought for a while and found a large booklet from his luggage. This was one of the most precious things he brought back from the 21st century. Taobao City sold everything; he saw a map handbook of China for hikers. 16mo fine printing. Chen Ke loved to ride a bicycle for long-distance travel alone; if the mood struck, he would also hike. This booklet was printed very exquisitely. Taking advantage of having money in hand, he simply bought both copies.

One copy was left in Shanghai; he didn't know if it survived when the house was raided. But Qi Huishen was reliable. Since he asked Qi Huishen to keep it carefully along with other things, presumably it should be fine, right? Putting the booklet on the table, Chen Ke lectured his wife on Chinese geography. It was the first time He Ying saw a real map. Such a colorful map covered with dense straight and curved lines was actually the appearance of China; this made He Ying feel very rare. Seeing that rooster-like map of China, she really couldn't believe she lived in such a country. Chen Ke felt something was wrong; the map of China at this time still included Mongolia. Taking out such a map, wouldn't he become a huge traitor? Although Chen Ke couldn't perform the "feat" of expanding territory on the map, he couldn't do splitting the national territory for no reason either. When Chen Ke lectured in Shanghai, he never dared to take out this map booklet. He was afraid of causing misunderstanding among comrades. Fortunately, He Ying didn't understand geography, let alone maps. She didn't press these questions.

Chen Ke pointed out the route from Beijing to Shanghai. This booklet came with a ruler; the exquisite transparent resin ruler made He Ying fondle it admiringly. The two measured the distance, and after conversion, obtained a result of thousands of *li*. This really scared He Ying.

"I came from Shanghai to Tianjin, and from Tianjin to Beijing, thousands of *li* away. And then I married you. A marriage predestined by a thousand *li* of thread; we are destined to be husband and wife." Chen Ke used sweet words.

He Ying's face was red, and she was also very happy. After a while, she asked in a low voice, "Wenqing, you have been so busy recently; what exactly is going on?"

Anyway, this matter couldn't be hidden for long. Chen Ke simply told the truth, "Several of my friends were arrested by foreigners in Shanghai. I have to go back to rescue them. So the wedding matter was also delayed. Saving a life is like putting out a fire; I really have no mood to stay here now."

Hearing this, He Ying just nodded and continued to look at the cities marked on the map. She neither changed her expression greatly and cried, nor anxiously pressed Chen Ke for the truth. Such a style greatly exceeded Chen Ke's expectations.

"Madam, don't you say something?" Chen Ke asked tentatively.

"Going to rescue friends when they are in trouble is also what a real man should do. Besides, you are taking me with you; what do I have to complain about?" He Ying said slowly. "Since we are going on a long journey soon, let's buy more things today."

Hearing this, Chen Ke really felt some respect. Qin Tongren was really accurate in judging people. He insisted that He Ying was a good match at the time, and Chen Ke just listened. At that time, he didn't expect the Shanghai riot to happen, nor did he expect He Ying's attitude to be so open-minded when encountering such a big event.

"Then let's set off," Chen Ke said. He saw He Ying close the map booklet she was looking through with great interest just now and hand it to Chen Ke. Doing things immediately when said, she actually didn't have the slightest meaning of "losing ambition by playing with things." Chen Ke absolutely didn't have such self-restraint when he was seventeen. As long as it was something he liked, he absolutely wouldn't stop until he played with it to the point of darkness after getting it. Chen Ke remembered his mother talking about one of her elementary school teachers back then, who came from a big family, attended the Women's Normal School, and engaged in education all her life. Chen Ke's mother highly esteemed this teacher because this teacher required students to do things like this usually. It seemed the so-called lady from a prominent family was indeed not called in vain.

After packing the map booklet and clothes, there was wind today. Chen Ke took out his sunglasses and put them on himself, then felt it was wrong, and quickly asked He Ying to put them on. Sunglasses were already available on the market in these times. After He Ying put them on, according to Chen Ke's aesthetics, she really looked very good. Obviously, He Ying also liked these lightweight resin glasses very much. She said somewhat awkwardly, "It might not be good if others see it."

"You are my wife; do you care what others say? I think you look very good wearing them. Let's go." After speaking, Chen Ke took He Ying's hand and went out.

Just out of the door, he saw Shang Yuan stopping at his door with a honeycomb briquette cart following behind. For Shang Yuan sending "bad luck" (*mei* - homophone for coal *mei*) early in the morning, Chen Ke didn't know whether to thank him or what.

Shang Yuan didn't expect Chen Ke to go out so early either. Seeing He Ying without makeup, her long hair combed into a braid, completely dressed like a girl, but wearing beautiful sunglasses, he also felt it was greatly unexpected. Shang Yuan wasn't a pretentious person; he was just slightly stunned and then said, "Wenqing, I just want to invite you to meet someone. By the way, help me move the coal. Since you are up too, let's go together."

Chen Ke knew Shang Yuan wasn't a boring person. Since he invited like this, it should be because he thought it was necessary. Anyway, he didn't have any big things to do, so he agreed readily. The three chatted while walking. This cart of coal from Shang Yuan was sent to his enlightenment teacher. Not only that, but his teacher's stove was also repaired by Shang Yuan personally. A person who could make Shang Yuan respect so much must be remarkable.

His teacher was also a small capital official, living not far away. They arrived at the door quickly. A man about fifty years old came out from inside. Shang Yuan hurried forward to salute, "Teacher Li, I'm here. This is Chen Ke whom I mentioned."

This man surnamed Li was a very ordinary person, that is to say, ordinary appearance, ordinary dress, and ordinary speech. After listening to Shang Yuan's simple introduction of Chen Ke, the man smiled kindly at Chen Ke. "This is Chen Wenqing. I've heard your name for a long time."

"Hello, Teacher Li." Chen Ke also saluted.

"Teacher Li, let's move the coal in before talking," Shang Yuan said.

"Exactly, let's move the coal." After speaking, Chen Ke rolled up his sleeves and started working.

Teacher Li wore a coarse cloth short jacket. He didn't stand on ceremony either; he took out a few wooden boards and started working together. Many hands make light work; more than five hundred pieces of coal were moved quickly. While Shang Yuan and Teacher Li were not at the door, Chen Ke secretly went to pay for the coal. The coal deliverer was a familiar Bannerman. He laughed, "Mr. Chen, Mr. Shang has already paid for the coal." Only then did Chen Ke enter the courtyard.

After everyone washed their hands, they sat down in the main room. Teacher Li's name was Li Hongqi. He sized up Chen Ke and then laughed, "I have read Wenqing's book and heard Wangshan talk about Wenqing's ambition. Meeting you today, I feel that compared with the principles Wenqing wrote, Wenqing's conduct is far different."

Chen Ke wasn't angry either; he wasn't wrong. This book was plagiarized by himself; doing things was his original level. Compared with Marx and those who wrote college textbooks, Chen Ke hadn't reached the level of arrogance to think he could surpass them.

Li Hongqi looked at Chen Ke's indifferent expression and nodded slightly. "Wenqing, Wangshan invited you over this time because he wanted me to enlighten you. I see that Wenqing writes books like a disciple of a famous family. But seeing you do things, you inevitably have some faults of disciples of famous families. The Master said: 'The gentleman stands in awe of three things: he is in awe of the Decree of Heaven, he is in awe of great men, he is in awe of the words of the sages. The mean man does not know the Decree of Heaven and does not stand in awe of it; he is disrespectful to great men; he makes sport of the words of the sages.' Wenqing, even if you are extremely talented, learned, and eloquent, if you only know the how but not the why, it is just gluing the stops and playing the zither (stubbornly sticking to rules), a contemporary Zhao Kuo (armchair strategist)."

This problem had also troubled Chen Ke for a long time. Hearing Li Hongqi point it out with one sentence, he was immediately startled. "Teacher Li, this is exactly my difficulty. Does Teacher Li have any solution?"

Seeing Chen Ke looking at him with burning eyes, Li Hongqi laughed, "Wenqing, don't be anxious. The so-called giving advice is exactly the same as street fortune-telling. I say mine, you listen to yours. To put it vulgarly, it's farting in the crotch—venting from both ends. But since Wangshan came to beg me in every way, I'll reluctantly say it for you to hear."

These words were interesting; Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and even He Ying couldn't help laughing out loud.

"I study Confucianism. The so-called Decree of Heaven is not ghosts and gods. Ghosts and gods are not enough to fear, but the Decree of Heaven has to be revered. According to what Wenqing wrote in the book, the Decree of Heaven is the torrent of history. Wenqing uses words extremely exquisitely, making people can't help but applaud after reading. But why do you act so pedantically? This is the first time I've seen it. Can Wenqing tell me?"

Chen Ke felt quite embarrassed hearing this. *Inheritance of Chinese Culture and the Rise of Materialism*—this book was something he plagiarized. Chen Ke barely knew the complex theoretical knowledge himself, and only knew it; he was a hundred thousand eight thousand *li* away from being able to use it freely. But this was Chen Ke's capital to fool everyone and gain reputation. It was extremely difficult for him to tell the truth. After pondering for a long time, Chen Ke finally mustered up the courage to tell the truth.

Hearing Chen Ke "shyly" explain the truth, Li Hongqi laughed loudly. "I didn't expect Wenqing to be so honest. It seems there is still hope."

Chen Ke felt this Teacher Li really knew how to comfort people, but his words didn't give Chen Ke any sense of comfort at all.

"Wenqing, even if the theory of materialism was plagiarized by you, the part about China inside was definitely written by yourself. Even being able to connect to such an extent is already a great talent. Wenqing need not be disappointed in yourself." Li Hongqi spoke pertinently; Chen Ke felt much better after hearing it.

Just as he was nodding slightly, he heard Li Hongqi sneer, "Does Wenqing know where he was wrong?"

These words were inexplicable; Chen Ke couldn't make heads or tails of it at all.

"Not pleased by external gains, not saddened by personal losses. The so-called joy is just because of one's own gain or loss. As for the matter itself, what joy or sorrow is there to speak of? Wenqing, you tried to secretly stuff coal money to the cart driver today, right? I saw when you moved things, you looked left and right, afraid that you did anything wrong, afraid of making anyone unhappy. If you were an ordinary person, this would be considered quite good. But Wenqing, your ambition is so big; Wangshan told me. Since you have such ambition, you absolutely must not be like this. If dealing with some ordinary people, not making mistakes is enough. If facing heroes of the world, that is precisely what you cannot do; you have to be yourself."

Shang Yuan listened attentively and couldn't help nodding slightly.

Chen Ke felt a bit puzzled. "Please speak more clearly, Teacher Li, okay?"

"Wenqing, I have seen people like you. They think that for any matter, as long as the correct results are gathered in the process, then the final correct goal can be obtained. This is actually completely wrong."

This was the first time Chen Ke heard someone preach like this; it was truly refreshing. "Where is the mistake?" he asked.

"The mistake lies in that you think there is a correct result that can be achieved in the world. A gentleman is in awe of the Decree of Heaven; how can the Decree of Heaven be grasped by you alone? Zhuge Wuhou once sighed, 'Man proposes, God disposes' (*Mou shi zai ren, cheng shi zai tian*). You are even wiser than Zhuge Wuhou; the Decree of Heaven can also be manipulated in your hands. I saw Wenqing write in your book that history spirals upward. To tell you the truth, seeing that passage, I was really joyful and amazed. When I met Wenqing, I was greatly disappointed. The mean man does not know the Decree of Heaven and does not stand in awe of it; he is disrespectful to great men; he makes sport of the words of the sages. Although Wenqing can write the words of sages, your actions happen to be absurd, even more detestable than insulting the words of sages verbally."

Li Hongqi's words were sharp and mean, but Chen Ke had absolutely no feeling of anger or joy. He stared at Li Hongqi with burning eyes and asked solemnly, "This is my own fault. If asked to risk my life, I can do it. But knowing the Decree of Heaven, I am powerless. Teacher Li, where exactly is the problem?"

"The problem lies in one point: Wenqing, you feel you have achieved the correct result. This is completely wrong. You think there is a correct starting point and a correct end point. You only need to start from this starting point and reach the end point. If an ordinary person does this, they certainly won't become foolish and arrogant. But for people like you to do this, it is committing the metaphysical error Wenqing talked about. You must first adhere to your own ideal. The Master said: 'If the Way does not prevail, I will get on a raft and float out to sea.' If there is no such ideal, it naturally won't work. It's just that to practice this ideal, you can only do things according to your correct principles, with a beginning and an end. But as for the specific result, you know the approximate result, but it is impossible to know the accurate result. Therefore, don't do it for the correctness of the result; you have to do it to conform to the principle."

Listening to these words, Chen Ke was truly convinced.
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Chapter 48 Li Hongqi (2)

As the saying goes, "If one hears the Way in the morning, one can die in the evening without regret." Chen Ke was in such a state now. Li Hongqi spoke sharply and profoundly, explaining worldly affairs simply and clearly. Many things he knew but didn't understand before, he understood immediately upon hearing. Unknowingly, they had been talking for more than an hour, and Chen Ke hadn't noticed the passage of time at all.

Li Hongqi looked a bit tired. He gently stroked his chest before continuing, "Having said so much, finally I want to tell you two what I think you should do."

Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and He Ying all stared at Li Hongqi's eyes, waiting for Teacher Li's final teaching.

"I study Confucianism, following the great way of Confucius and Xunzi. I don't understand revolution, nor do I understand industry. From what I have learned, revolution looks grand, but in the final analysis, it is just a matter of people. Since it is a matter of people, it is the Five Constants (*Wuchang*), that is, Benevolence (*Ren*), Righteousness (*Yi*), Propriety (*Li*), Wisdom (*Zhi*), and Integrity (*Xin*). In the final analysis, it is better to rely on oneself than on others."

These were words Chen Ke always required of himself. Hearing Teacher Li say this, he became even more spirited, wanting to see how Teacher Li's view differed from his own.

"First is Integrity (*Xin*). The so-called Integrity means one must be true to one's word and resolute in one's deeds. A spit is a nail (what is said is done). If you cannot know yourself, know how many buns you eat and how many bowls of soup you drink, can you fulfill what you say? The so-called knowing oneself is not only knowing what you can do but also knowing what you cannot do. This is truly knowing oneself. Knowing what you cannot do, you won't make promises you cannot keep. Then, what you say is naturally what you can promise. Only then can you be trustworthy in word. When my teacher taught me, he said, rather than being trustworthy in word, it is better to act without speaking. You must remember this."

Hearing Li Hongqi's narration, the three nodded in agreement.

"Since you know what things you cannot do, that is already close to Wisdom (*Zhi*). The so-called wise man knows how to choose; you cannot have both fish and bear's paw, so give up fish and take bear's paw. In conduct, one must not overestimate one's capabilities."

*Isn't this the reason for the United Front?* Chen Ke suddenly thought. Who are our friends, who are our enemies? Even if today's friend is tomorrow's enemy. Even if he is to be killed tomorrow, if the fish should be given to him today, it still must be given to him. Knowing how to choose, knowing the distribution of interests, this is one of the methods of the United Front. While pondering, he heard Shang Yuan ask, "Teacher, what if I have the power to have both fish and bear's paw?"

"That is a matter of Propriety (*Li*). Divine artifacts originally have no owner; only those with power and virtue occupy them. The ritual system (*Lizhi*) is the system. Wenqing wrote in the book that the state is a tool of class rule. The operation of the state is just the operation of the system. What maintains this system is the state apparatus, which is where the strongest power in the world lies. Establishing rites and music relies on swords and soldiers. If your power is great enough to set rules and clarify order, then you should be the one distributing bear's paw and fish. If you take that bear's paw and fish for yourself... what use do you have for these things?" Li Hongqi asked.

Shang Yuan blushed. "Teacher is right."

"One can seize the country by force, but one cannot govern the country by force. If you can set the ritual system and order, then the ritual system of the world is nothing more than the word Righteousness (*Yi*). The Way of Heaven damages the surplus to supplement the insufficient. The Way of Man is not so; it damages the insufficient to serve the surplus. So this Righteousness must be the Way of Heaven. I saw in Wenqing's book, Wenqing said that in agricultural society, productivity is insufficient, so even if one wants to damage the surplus, one may not be able to supplement the insufficient. Industrial society lies in machine production, getting rid of the state of scarcity. So the surplus can supplement the insufficient. This is very good. However, Confucius once spoke of Zigong redeeming people of Lu. This must absolutely not be done."

This was an allusion. The State of Lu had a law: if people of Lu became slaves abroad, anyone who could redeem them could go to the treasury to reimburse the ransom. Once, Confucius' disciple Zigong (Duanmu Ci) redeemed a person of Lu abroad and refused to accept the state compensation after returning. Confucius said: "Ci, the method you adopted is not good. From now on, people of Lu will no longer be willing to redeem their compatriots enslaved abroad. If you accept the state's compensation, it will not damage the value of your behavior; but if you refuse to take back the money you advanced, others will no longer be willing to redeem people." Zilu saved a drowning person; that person thanked him and gave him a cow, and Zilu accepted it. Confucius said: "Now people of Lu will definitely be brave in saving drowning people."

In Confucius' view, Zigong's mistake lay in elevating the moral standard that everyone could originally reach to a height that most people could hardly reach. What would be the consequence? First, the superficial moral standard of society is raised, and everyone expresses their intention to learn from Zigong; second, the actual situation of moral standards actually slides, because with such a high moral standard as Zigong hanging overhead, anyone who redeems a compatriot and then goes to claim the state ransom will be considered immoral. However, how many people have enough financial resources to ensure that losing this ransom will not affect their lives?

Chen Ke didn't quite agree with this. If People's Party members demanded themselves with such a standard, what "People's Party" would they be called? Historically, Party members back then never demanded themselves like this. Everything for the people, serve the people wholeheartedly. If talking about exchange of equal value and fair trade, what would the People's Party become? It would only make the People's Party degenerate into a garbage organization like the Kuomintang.

Thinking this in his heart, Chen Ke naturally revealed some disapproving expressions on his face. Li Hongqi understood at a glance. He laughed, "Wenqing, you and Wangshan will absolutely not learn from Zilu; I know this. And I want to tell you, your future comrades cannot learn from Zilu either. Because what you want to achieve is Benevolence (*Ren*). The benevolent are invincible. Why are the benevolent invincible? Because the benevolent possess Integrity, Wisdom, Propriety, and Righteousness simultaneously. The benevolent love people; the righteous govern with reason. Loving people takes eliminating cruelty as the task; governing with reason takes removing chaos as the heart. Since you have the world in your chest, you must eliminate cruelty and remove chaos. You must gather comrades who also have the heart to eliminate cruelty and remove chaos. You must let the people of the world know that the common people can have both righteousness and profit, but you people, your comrades, are not like this, and cannot be like this."

Li Hongqi finished these thoughts on Benevolence in one breath. He seemed quite excited; his breathing was a bit rapid, and his face became a bit rosy. Chen Ke quickly nodded in agreement. He thought to himself that it seemed he really underestimated Teacher Li Hongqi.

Li Hongqi continued excitedly, "Although the world today is said to be undergoing a 'great change not seen in three thousand years,' in my opinion, it is just a link in the cycle of order and chaos, rise and fall of China. The only difference is that China used to be in Asia, but now it is more deeply involved in the entire world. China's rites have collapsed and music has been ruined (moral degradation), and it coincides with the massive invasion of foreign enemies. Internal worries and external aggression. Many people only see the tyranny of foreigners, but don't see that China itself is even more tyrannical, cruel, and shameless."

Speaking of this, Li Hongqi suddenly couldn't help gasping rapidly. No matter how obtuse Chen Ke was, he could see that Li Hongqi was sick. The rosy complexion just now was essentially a morbid flush. He was just about to advise Li Hongqi to rest, but saw Shang Yuan just stand up and pour a cup of tea for Li Hongqi. Li Hongqi picked up the teacup and took a sip. After resting for a moment, he continued, "Wenqing didn't make a sound; this is correct. Being sick is my own business. Since I want to lecture you, if you respect me, listen carefully to my lecture. If you act like little children, panicking and crying, wouldn't I be lecturing you in vain?"

"Teacher Li, the time is long today; you speak slowly," Chen Ke said quickly.

"You can listen slowly, but I don't have time to speak slowly to you." Li Hongqi forced a smile and then continued in one breath, "Nowadays the world is cruel and treacherous; it is already in great chaos. And which dynasty change wasn't like this? How to deal with the tyranny, cruelty, and shamelessness of the world, how to break free from these tyrannies, cruelties, and shamelessness, and eliminate all injustice with a firm attitude, is a very difficult thing for ambitious people like you. In today's China, as soon as the Manchu Qing falls, there will be great chaos. It is destined that sorrow will fill the wild, and corpses will number in the millions. Even if you make the world more chaotic, don't mind. This is China's destiny (*Qi Yun*); you alone can absolutely not stop it. What you can do is to cure this great chaos, take advantage of this great chaos, sweep away chronic illnesses, and eradicate all injustice from the root. When the world is at peace, China will surely be more powerful and brilliant. Wangshan, you are my disciple. Now Confucianism has declined; this is destined. Confucius didn't have any industrialization back then. I am a person who studies Confucianism. Wangshan, when you go out from my Confucian school, I don't want you to glorify Confucianism; I only want you to glorify China. When Wenqing wrote the book, he still knew to rely on Chinese history. If you can succeed, I only have one request: leave some final dignity for Confucianism. Let the civilization of Huaxia destroy Confucianism; absolutely do not let foreign civilization destroy Confucianism."

Speaking of this, Li Hongqi gasped even heavier. The flush on his face had faded, and his whole face was extremely pale. "Wangshan, can you promise me?"

Hearing his teacher's words, Shang Yuan lowered his head slightly. After a moment, he raised his head. "I cannot promise you. I can only do my best."

Li Hongqi sighed in disappointment and nodded gently. "I've made it difficult for you." He turned his head to look at Chen Ke again. "Wenqing, you are now just a Righteous One (*Yizhe*) who can remove chaos. I observe you don't have the heart of a Benevolent One (*Renzhe*), nor the meaning of hating evil as an enemy. The Kingly Way (*Wangdao*) is vast; the Hegemonic Way (*Badao*) is brilliant. Although Wenqing thinks of the Kingly Way, what you do is probably the Hegemonic Way. I am very worried you will embark on the evil path of the Hegemonic Way. You are not a person of Mingjiao (Manichaeism - often associated with rebellion/righteous sects in fiction), but I want to advise you not to care about the reputation after death. I see you are a person who values fame and fortune very much, always wanting to gain both fame and fortune in doing things. And I see you probably value this reputation even more heavily. As long as you can save China, let others comment on the affairs after death. As long as you don't deliberately seek personal fame, you will inevitably achieve great things in the future."

"Many thanks for Teacher Li's teaching. I will definitely keep your words in mind," Chen Ke answered very seriously.

"That's it for today; you go. I want to rest," Li Hongqi said.

The three stood up together. Shang Yuan knelt in front of the teacher and kowtowed respectfully before going out with Chen Ke and the others. Li Hongqi didn't get up from the chair either; he just watched the three leave the courtyard gate. Only then did he take out medicine from his bosom with trembling hands. A woman came out from the back hall, poured hot water for Li Hongqi again, and served him to take the medicine. She complained, "You still forced your spirit to lecture them while sick; are you trying to be the Emperor's Teacher?"

"The world is like this; it's a good thing if a True Son of Heaven (Emperor/Leader) can emerge. But looking at the book that child Shang Yuan brought, and the principles he talked about, even if someone can hold power over the world, there will never be an emperor again," Li Hongqi said leaning on the chair.

"That child Wangshan is too soft-hearted; I'm afraid he will suffer losses in the future," the woman sighed.

"If the world hadn't decayed to such an extent, I would absolutely not have let Wangshan go with people like Chen Ke. This is fate." Li Hongqi's voice no longer had the intensity just now; at this moment, his tone was full of deep regret and worry. "Let nature take its course (*Ting Tian You Ming*)."

After parting with Shang Yuan at the gate of Li Hongqi's house, Chen Ke held He Ying's hand and walked side by side on the street. The matter of buying gifts couldn't be ignored either. By the afternoon, the rickshaw behind them was already piled with gifts. After coming out of Li Hongqi's house, Chen Ke hadn't spoken actively. His mind was completely focused on ruminating on Li Hongqi's education. Chen Ke felt this Confucian believer's attitude towards revolution was quite reasonable, but it still needed to be considered slowly. However, Chen Ke had been repeatedly thinking about Teacher Li Hongqi's criticism of him. Synthesizing today's content, Li Hongqi pointed out two faults of Chen Ke. First, caring too much about others' evaluation, caring too much about affairs after death.

Chen Ke was a firm supporter of Chairman Mao. Because he saw with his own eyes how much dirty water was splashed on Chairman Mao after his death, Chen Ke was still quite worried about his own future. In his opinion, Chairman Mao's revolutionary method was not wrong, including those movements; there was a great necessity to copy them completely. Precisely because of this, he felt some fear. Although Teacher Li Hongqi didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts, he obviously saw the problem.

But thinking about it now, it was indeed unnecessary. Chairman Mao had a fierce personality; speaking extremely, he could even be called "somewhat domineering." For this, Commander-in-Chief Zhu once said to his face, "Runzhi, it's not that we don't support your views; we just can't accept your attitude." But history proved that Chairman Mao was not wrong. Moreover, Chairman Mao didn't care about the evaluation after death at all; why did Chen Ke care so much? Isn't it just being scolded? Besides those who scold, aren't there firm supporters like Chen Ke existing? Only seeing those who scold but ignoring supporters; Chairman Mao would absolutely not make this low-level mistake.

Having figured out this link, Chen Ke felt much more relaxed.

Another problem Li Hongqi talked about was that Chen Ke lacked a benevolent heart (*Renxin*). Regarding this, Chen Ke hadn't failed to reflect. But for people without revolutionary spirit, or people who couldn't keep up with revolutionary requirements, Chen Ke didn't have the energy to care about their life and death either. If he spent all day focusing on saving others, would there still be time for revolution? Revolution is telling everyone that there is a better choice, a more powerful way of organizing productive forces. Those who can keep up, keep up; those who can't keep up, force them to keep up. Chen Ke wasn't a monk; he had no interest in "cutting flesh to feed eagles, sacrificing body to feed tigers." Although he lacked love, he didn't lack hatred for the old social system. At least he didn't lack extreme contempt and disgust. This was enough for the current stage.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke exhaled heavily. Soon there would be a place to express his "hate." After returning to Shanghai, the struggle would definitely not be full of warmth.

Everything was proceeding according to plan. He Ruming didn't expect his son-in-law to take his daughter back to Shanghai so soon. But a married daughter is like spilt water; he really had no excuse to order Chen Ke not to leave. So Chen Ke packed his luggage and left openly and aboveboard.

On January 9, 1906, Chen Ke returned to Shanghai with his wife. Unexpectedly, he saw acquaintances at the pier. Besides Xie Mingxian, You Gou was also there. It seemed this big arrest didn't completely destroy the People's Party organization. Seeing Chen Ke, You Gou extended her hand generously. Chen Ke walked over quickly and tightly held the comrade's warm palm.

"Wenqing, you've worked hard on the journey," You Gou laughed. Not having seen her for more than two months, You Gou was obviously thinner, and her skin was tanned a lot. But the faint squeamishness of a pampered eldest miss in her expression in the past could no longer be seen. Her gaze was bright and sharp, and the strength in her hand was also much greater.

Chen Ke immediately put down his heart. Experiencing this blow, the comrades' spirit hadn't been destroyed. "I'm back. During the days I was away, everyone has worked hard." Chen Ke held You Gou's hand tightly and laughed.

You Gou also felt Chen Ke had changed a lot. When in Shanghai, Chen Ke was more like a scholar, always liking to smile gently. Now Chen Ke was more like a northern man. The sharpness and firmness that were only occasionally reflected in Chen Ke before now became the main feeling Chen Ke gave people. That was a change that only happened after making up one's mind. You Gou had also experienced the process of making up her mind, so she was more sensitive to this change in Chen Ke.

He Ying really didn't expect her husband to shake hands with a girl who looked very hearty and crisp in public, and with an attitude of being accustomed to it as if no one else was present. When Chen Ke introduced her to You Gou, He Ying just nodded slightly to say hello; her attitude wasn't considered affectionate.

"Wenqing and I are friends. Hasn't sister heard Wenqing mention it?" You Gou laughed heartily.

"He was very busy in Beijing and hasn't had time to say it yet," He Ying forced a smile.

"Then let's talk on the way."

Silent all the way. Contrary to Chen Ke's expectation, everyone actually returned to the school. The school gate was tightly closed. Guarding the gate were the Shandong heroes Wu Xingchen found a few months ago. After letting everyone in, the gate closed heavily again.

In the conference room, old and new Party members of the People's Party were all waiting; there were actually more than twenty people. Seeing Chen Ke and the others enter, Qi Huishen welcomed them first. The two hands held tightly together. Sizing up Qi Huishen, seeing a just-healed wound on his face, Chen Ke asked, "Any other injuries?"

"Small matter." Qi Huishen's posture also changed greatly. "Let me introduce our comrades to Wenqing. They are all our Party members."

Chen Ke basically knew these people; they were the Party member team with the Whampoa Book Club as the core. Chen Ke shook hands with them one by one and called out their names one by one. Until a young man Chen Ke had never seen extended his hand to Chen Ke. While shaking hands, Chen Ke searched fruitlessly in his memory. You Gou said, "This is Shi Juexing; he joined after you left. I am his introducer to the Party." What surprised him was that Wang Qinian also became a probationary Party member.

Chen Ke nodded. He scanned the circle again and found he didn't see Hua Xiongmao. "Where is Zheng Lan (Hua Xiongmao)?"

"Mr. Qiu Jin was injured. Zheng Lan went to visit her today; he should be back in a while." Seeing Chen Ke's worry, Qi Huishen said.

"Have all the people been rescued?" This was what Chen Ke worried about most.

"There are still four people who haven't come out. In addition, two people shook out our affairs to the British in prison. They can't be found for the time being. But we are still continuing to search." The tone of Qi Huishen's words was extremely unkind. Traitors were unforgivable; this was the same everywhere.

"Comrades, let me say a few words first." Chen Ke shouted loudly. "Is there anyone here who participated in the gunfight?"

"Me," Lu Huitian said.
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Chapter 49 Rights and Responsibilities

Lu Huitian was a student at Fudan Public School and had always actively participated in various activities of the Whampoa Book Club. He usually loved to joke and was a bit verbose, but after experiencing this event, his answer admitting to participating in the gunfight was concise and to the point. His gaze towards Chen Ke didn't dodge at all. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this.

"Who else?" Chen Ke continued to shout.

"No one else here; the other few have run away," Qi Huishen answered this question. He stared at Chen Ke, trying to see Chen Ke's attitude. As a result, Qi Huishen couldn't see anything. If it were before, Chen Ke would always express his thoughts with his expression intentionally or unintentionally. Now, apart from determination and focus, no inner emotions could be seen on Chen Ke's face.

"It's been quite a few days since participating in the gunfight; do you have any thoughts?" Chen Ke asked. After speaking, he saw everyone was still standing, so he waved his hand. "Everyone sit first; we'll have a meeting."

The meeting room was a classroom, with complete tables and chairs. Everyone put the desks together and sat around them. No one occupied the head seat; Chen Ke sat there as a matter of course. Unintentionally, Chen Ke was in the center. To his left were Qi Huishen, Qin Wu'an, and Kuroshima Jinichirō in order. There was an empty seat between Qi Huishen and Qin Wu'an, presumably left for Hua Xiongmao. To his right were You Gou, He Zudao, Xie Mingxian, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo. Others sat in places further away from Chen Ke in order. Lu Huitian simply sat opposite Chen Ke, furthest away, looking somewhat like a hearing.

Following the routine rules of the Party meeting, the chairman of this meeting was elected, which was Chen Ke. He Zudao continued to serve as the clerk.

"I formally propose one thing now. In future formal meetings of the People's Party, everyone will address each other as 'comrade'," Chen Ke said. Although everyone didn't know Chen Ke's meaning clearly, this proposal was unanimously approved.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, I want to ask, it's been several days since the gunfight; what thoughts do you have on this matter?"

Lu Huitian was just about to speak when he saw everyone's eyes falling on him. He straightened his back and said, "I acted too recklessly and caused a lot of trouble for the Party. I was wrong. Comrades also criticized me in previous meetings."

"Any other thoughts?" Chen Ke continued to ask. If it were before, Chen Ke would probably have felt Lu Huitian's attitude was very sincere and commendable. Now Chen Ke didn't have much feeling about this. His attention shifted entirely elsewhere.

It seemed Lu Huitian had been subjected to severe struggle sessions (*pidou*), and he didn't mean to resist Chen Ke's pressing question much. "I should have told the Party branch first that I brought a pistol for fear of accidents..."

"This is not the key. I don't know how the Shanghai party organization discussed this matter. What I want to hear from you is not these words of apology either. Comrade Lu Huitian, what I am asking now is what kind of obligations and responsibilities you think you have to the party organization now, and what kind of voice you should have in the party organization." Chen Ke said very seriously.

Lu Huitian didn't make a sound. The few old comrades of the party organization hadn't asked this question, or even if they had asked, they hadn't asked it so clearly. Although he had a thousand words about this, he couldn't say them clearly for a moment.

"What has been done, no matter how much you regret or are satisfied with it, is in the past. It can neither be changed nor repeated. What I want to ask now is not just Comrade Lu Huitian, but everyone sitting here. What kind of voice do you feel you should have in the party organization? What kind of work should you take on? What kind of obligations should you bear? What exactly is your relationship with the party organization? The reason I ask this is to look forward to the future. According to the planning of the party organization, the focus of our operation will shift to establishing a base area in Anhui. I went to Beijing for this purpose too. Now that I am back from Beijing, I want to ask, what kind of views and opinions does everyone actually have on the People's Party? Only then can I decide who stays in Shanghai to continue working and who goes to Anhui to work with the Party Central Committee."

As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, except for a few old Party members, everyone else showed surprised expressions. Chen Ke scanned the comrades and saw the new Party members couldn't help looking at each other; some even started whispering. He was very satisfied with the confidentiality of the old Party members. This was the core secret of the Party. If those two traitors had learned this secret, future work would indeed encounter major setbacks. Now, Chen Ke was happy to see that this hadn't happened. He could already be sure that the confidentiality of the old Party members was indeed very reliable.

"I feel I should have known more news." Lu Huitian really didn't expect Chen Ke to be so frank and open. He said with annoyance, "If I knew earlier that we were going to Anhui, I would have been much more cautious. I absolutely wouldn't have been so impulsive."

"You mean you hope to become a formal Party member. I understand correctly, right?" Chen Ke asked. His voice was calm with no emotion in it. This calmness immediately froze the complaint Lu Huitian suddenly generated. "I... I indeed didn't act according to the regulations of the party organization." He said somewhat timidly.

Recalling that time, Lu Huitian suddenly felt a palpitation flowing through his whole body again. Every nerve was stimulated by a numbing sensation, and his whole body seemed to be solidified and unable to move. That was the lingering fear realized after the fact of passing through the gates of hell. When bullets were flying, Lu Huitian didn't have time to think that much at all. At that time, he had no concept of gunshots; he just had no correct judgment of people suddenly falling around him and those sharp sounds. At that time, Lu Huitian's question was: *What exactly happened?*

This gunfight was really unexpected. When the indignant masses marched to the front of the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body, watching the policemen with live ammunition looking at thousands of angry people with fear, the marching masses, including Lu Huitian, suddenly gave birth to a kind of pride. The policemen who were usually high and mighty and arrogant were now trembling with fear one by one. This really greatly stimulated the emotions of the masses. Although the People's Party had planned the parade route, anger, excitement, and the group consciousness formed in the mass action gained the upper hand. The slogans "Chinese don't need foreigners to manage" and "Foreigners get out of China" became louder and louder. With these concise slogans, the masses had more and more impulse to put these slogans into practice. It was like a flood held back by a dam; the longer the time, the higher the water level. Lu Huitian stood at the very front of the team. He clearly saw the gloomy faces of the policemen on guard opposite, the fear revealed in their bones. From the fingers gripping the rifles tightly, from the shrunken shoulders, and the contracted pupils, and the despair revealed on some people's faces, it could be clearly seen and felt.

The momentum of the people had overwhelmed those policemen. With one more push, the torrent of the people could crush everything in front, overturn the foreign devils who were once high and mighty, and trample them under the people's feet. At this subtle moment, at this moment when the people's angry emotions had completely overwhelmed the foreign devils, the Indian policemen opened fire.

Lu Huitian wasn't injured. He and several other comrades carried guns. To be honest, before the parade, the few comrades who bought guns privately decided to carry guns just to embolden themselves. In their feeling, foreigners ran rampant only because they had guns. That's why they carried guns privately and brought them on their bodies during the parade. Moreover, during the social investigation in the countryside, You Gou carried a gun, and it had a very good effect. Only then was the idea of carrying guns sparked in Lu Huitian and others.

Not only did the marching masses have their own mass behavior, but those policemen scared witless by thousands of marching masses also had their own mass emotions. Because they were in a weak position, their fear resonated doubly. After a few gunshots, the people in front were knocked down, but the people behind instinctively surged forward, wanting to see what happened. This situation seemed to be enraged by the Indian policemen opening fire. The big movement of thousands of people, in the eyes of dozens of foreign policemen, really looked like a sea tide that would swallow them up in the next moment. Since companions had already opened fire, others continued firing regardless of anything.

It was exactly this forward movement of the masses that saved Lu Huitian and the others. The people in the front row were knocked down one after another; Lu Huitian, whose position was relatively backward, wasn't hit by bullets. The masses finally knew something was wrong. Hearing screams and the loud gunshots, the masses behind began to flee and scatter. It was also this fast; Lu Huitian was wrapped up by the masses and dispersed. Lu Huitian, whose mind was full of various emotions and signals, didn't sober up a little until he ran far away with the masses. And gunshots were already ringing out at the entrance of the police station.

For the past few days, Lu Huitian had been hiding in the school. Outside, the police and the government were out in force. Except for him, the other few comrades carrying guns didn't show their faces again. It wasn't until Qi Huishen personally went to Fudan Public School to find him that he came to attend the Party meeting. Only then did he know that after he ran away, a gunfight occurred at the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body. Many members of the Whampoa Book Club and the People's Party were arrested. Under the mediation of Yan Fu and Mr. Ma Xiangbo, these people were released. But the comrades arrested in front of the Municipal Council Town Hall of the Shanghai Consular Body were still locked in the police station. It is said that some were seriously injured, and their life or death was unknown.

It was also at this time that Lu Huitian suddenly felt, *maybe it would have been better if I didn't carry a gun, and the comrades didn't carry guns.* At the later meeting, Lu Huitian also frankly admitted his mistake. However, after admitting the mistake, he had another thought: *Could it be that if I didn't carry a gun, those Indian policemen wouldn't have opened fire?* What he could be sure of was that before the Indian policemen opened fire, he and the other few comrades didn't draw their guns, nor did they plan to draw them.

"Regarding this matter, what I want to say is, it must be the Indian policemen who opened fire first. Our comrades engaged in a gunfight with them; we were not wrong. Our mistake was just that we shouldn't have organized the masses to march like this, shouldn't have failed to consider that Indian policemen would inevitably open fire on the Chinese masses. Shouldn't have placed the marching masses in such a dangerous situation. As for those foreign devils, we didn't shoot them enough, not vigorously enough. Not enough!" Chen Ke's voice echoed in the conference room.

These words vibrated Lu Huitian's eardrums. The feeling of exhaustion and numbness caused by memory just now suddenly disappeared. *That's right, if it's just against those foreign devils, indeed there is no reason for forgiveness. They have so many lives of Chinese people on their hands; killing them is not an injustice at all.*

"However, that's all in the past. What I want to ask now is still the previous words. Everyone, what kind of power do you think you should have in the party organization, and what kind of responsibility should you bear? If we don't understand these, we have no basis to continue."

"Comrade... Wenqing, may I ask what exactly is this basis you are talking about?" The speaker was surprisingly Wang Qinian. As a Cantonese, it seemed Wang Qinian had been studying Pinyin hard during this period; his speech already had quite the meaning of later generations' Cantonese Mandarin.

"Should we obey the Party's discipline? Should we obey the Party organization's resolution? Not only do we have to listen to the Party organization's arrangement, but more importantly, have we done our own work well? If we just say we tried our best to make organizational arrangements but didn't do the thing well. Then I want to ask, is such an answer correct? Regarding this parade, were there regulations (*zhangcheng*) before the parade? If the reason for not doing well was that there was a problem with this arrangement itself, or was there a problem with our comrades' execution?" Chen Ke's voice wasn't harsh, but there was a determination that didn't allow the people below not to answer.

None of the comrades below spoke. This question was indeed difficult to answer now. *Was it questioning that the Party's resolution had problems, or saying that the comrades below executed it with problems?* This could really be said to be a matter where everyone has their own reasons. Because participating in and organizing this Shanghai grand parade was a joint resolution of the party organization, and everyone present participated in the voting. If it were said that only the comrades below executed it with problems, then fewer people would be involved. However, justice is in the hearts of the people. These comrades knew that they didn't consider the problem of policemen opening fire. Moreover, many people's eyes fell on Qi Huishen's face. When Chen Ke was away, although Qi Huishen was faintly the number one person in the Shanghai party organization, he did raise this doubt. In the final vote, Qi Huishen's doubt was vetoed. Qi Huishen also followed everyone's will to formulate the plan afterwards.

Chen Ke was now clearly questioning whether the Party Branch made a mistake or the executing comrades made a mistake. Looking at it now, I'm afraid both had errors, and the Party Branch's error might be more obvious.

"Comrades, as a new political party, I think everyone has studied the Party Constitution. This new-style political party does not want to repeat the mistakes of old-style political parties. Even less does it want to learn the practices of garbage regimes like the Manchu Qing. Facts have proven that we did wrong. Does anyone think this action was successful? If anyone thinks this action was successful, please raise your hand!" Chen Ke asked loudly.

No one raised their hand; many lowered their heads.

"Then who can tell me, what was the purpose of this action?" Chen Ke continued to ask. "Who was the temporary chairman of that Party meeting?"

"It was me." Qi Huishen answered loudly.

"Then Comrade Qi Huishen, please tell me, in the resolution discussed at that Party meeting, what was the purpose of the action?"

Qi Huishen turned out a record and then read aloud, "The People's Party participating in the mass protest action triggered by the Shanghai Mixed Court this time is to contact various local political groups in Shanghai through this action and strengthen influence and rallying power among various groups in Shanghai. The People's Party is now conducting activities under the name of the Whampoa Book Club. Through this parade activity, absorb as much strength as possible to join the Whampoa Book Club." After reading this paragraph, Qi Huishen stopped reading.

Everyone remained silent; this was the joint resolution of the party organization.

Chen Ke scanned the comrades again. Under his bright gaze, many avoided his line of sight, and some straightened their backs and looked back at Chen Ke seriously. After looking at everyone, Chen Ke then said, "This demonstration parade did not achieve our purpose. Then we must find out why we were wrong now. Finding the mistake is so as not to commit this mistake again in the future. It's not for engaging in personnel struggles, nor for overthrowing someone or pushing someone to a high position. Even less is it finding a few people as scapegoats. Everything we do is for the Chinese revolution that our People's Party is going to promote next, for this revolution to succeed, and then liberate the people of all China. So before carrying out the next action, we must understand what requirements, responsibilities, and obligations we have to this party organization. If we don't understand this matter, we will make mistakes next time. This time we had four comrades arrested, and two betrayed, telling the police station many of our internal affairs. Hmm! This is clear proof of not understanding the relationship between us and the party organization."

Chen Ke's voice was sonorous and forceful. The comrades who originally lowered their heads also raised their heads to look back at Chen Ke.

"According to the organizational regulations of the People's Party, everyone has the right to speak, especially regarding this action. Since everyone voted, as the chairman of this meeting, I request that everyone must speak in turn. This meeting will be very long. Now I want everyone to adjourn temporarily. Go to the toilet if you need to; everyone think about what questions you want to raise. After Comrade Hua Xiongmao arrives, we will continue the meeting. Now, adjourn."

As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, some felt very surprised, and some felt relieved. Chen Ke said to Qi Huishen and You Gou, "You come with me to the office to talk."

The three arrived at Chen Ke's office. This was an office left for Chen Ke in the plan. Chen Ke had left his wife He Ying inside just now. Upon entering, Chen Ke introduced his wife to Qi Huishen. Then he said, "Junjie, you go wander around first; just stay in the school. I have to hold a meeting here."

He Ying had become accustomed to Chen Ke being so busy these days. She asked, "Where do we live? Is it inside the school?"

"Good question. Huishen, where do I live?" Chen Ke asked Qi Huishen first.

"I have already arranged the dormitory. But since Wenqing brought family, I'll adjust it."

The school was now built, and the Party meeting place was in the teaching building. After taking Chen Ke and He Ying to their dormitory, He Ying looked at this four-by-six-meter room and was quite satisfied. There was a bed, a table, and a bookshelf. He Ying said, "Wenqing, you go get busy; I'll arrange the accommodation."

Leaving the dormitory building, Qi Huishen laughed, "Sister-in-law is really reasonable."

"En, I also feel very lucky." Chen Ke laughed. While walking, they saw the gate open, and Hua Xiongmao came in from afar. Spotting Chen Ke and Qi Huishen, Hua Xiongmao immediately ran over. Arriving close, he shook hands with Chen Ke tightly. "Wenqing, you are finally back. With you away, many things are really completely different."

These words were spoken sincerely. Chen Ke couldn't help stealing a glance at Qi Huishen's expression. He saw Qi Huishen looked calm, without the slightest anger or disappointment. Only then did Chen Ke say, "Zheng Lan, it's good you are fine. Regarding the work in Shanghai, achievements are primary. Revolution, well, there will always be setbacks. Now hurry back to the meeting."
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Chapter 50 Long Live the People

Seniority and prestige are intangible political capital. Chairman Mao's prestige was accumulated over decades of being consistently correct. Chen Ke's current accumulation was far from enough. He dared not waste his existing resources recklessly. If he couldn't convince the comrades completely at this meeting, the subsequent work would be very difficult.

After Hua Xiongmao joined, all the comrades of the Shanghai Party Branch were present except those arrested and the traitors. The meeting adopted a rotating speech mode. Starting from Qi Huishen, everyone had to express their stance. Chen Ke didn't turn this meeting into a loyalty meeting for himself. The Party didn't do this. Modern political parties are based on political views rather than personal relationships. And the strength of organizational discipline of a modern political party is the only benchmark determining combat effectiveness.

After a round of speeches, the comrades put forward various views. Summarized, there were three points. First, to what extent should the Party's intelligence be shared? Who should master the core secrets of the Party? The emergence of traitors was truly shocking; just being locked up in the concession prison for a few days, someone actually defected and revealed the situation of the party organization.

After Chen Ke raised this issue that everyone cared about, everyone felt this must be determined.

"Since everyone actively or passively participated in this incident, I think we must give every comrade an explanation. I'll first talk about some of my feelings in Beijing." During his days in Beijing, Chen Ke contacted many people, both constitutionalists and revolutionaries. In fact, scholars in the late Qing Dynasty only differed in the degree of rebellion, not in whether they wanted to rebel or not. In these times, local gentry hoping to hold power advocated "constitutional reform" to gain a political voice through constitutionalism. While overseas students and some "progressive youth," although looking respectable, actually couldn't truly gain power even with "constitutionalism." These people became the main force advocating "republican revolution." In the final analysis, they all wanted to seize power from the Manchu Qing.

After explaining the difference between domestic "constitutionalism" and "republic," everyone felt Chen Ke had strayed a bit too far. This incident was the Manchu Qing government and the concession joining hands to suppress the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club, although everyone was released quickly. Lu Huitian asked Chen Ke, many comrades either sat in the police station jail or were arrested and locked up by the Shanghai government. The means of both sides were the same in this matter. What did this have to do with "constitutionalism" and "republic"?

Chen Ke continued to explain that the Manchu Qing court was naturally unwilling to withdraw from the historical stage voluntarily. In order to maintain political power, besides suppressing revolutionaries on one hand, they also had to redeem their reputation on the other. A major reason for domestic criticism of the Manchu Qing was forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation. Foreign aggressors wanted to pressure the Manchu Qing government to spit out more benefits, and the Manchu Qing government naturally refused. And the Manchu Qing was now working hard to recover lost sovereignty, or at least absolutely not lose sovereignty anymore. This wasn't because the Manchu Qing court was so patriotic, but because they firmly believed they couldn't give "rebels" more excuses to attack the Manchu Qing court. The Mixed Court was precisely the main struggle between the court's legal rights and foreign extraterritoriality in China.

Before Guan Jiong, the Chinese chief official "Mixed Court Trial Officer (*Yanyuan*)" of this Mixed Court incident, sat in this position, the Shanghai Mixed Court had changed several *Yanyuan* in a short period. The reason was that those officials couldn't maintain China's existing power. Shanghai was where the contradiction between China and foreign countries was most obvious; the Manchu Qing absolutely wouldn't make the slightest concession here.

After the gunfight occurred, the police station arrested people wantonly to prove the "rationality of their action." The Shanghai government's arrests were just for show, to demonstrate that the Shanghai government had the ability to maintain local order in Shanghai and not give foreigners an excuse to continue intervening. This wasn't cooperation between the two sides, but another manifestation mode of the contradiction between the two sides.

Listening to Chen Ke's analysis, everyone felt it was both very right and very wrong. The conflict between the Manchu Qing and foreigners was indeed so. According to Chen Ke's analysis, both sides should have dealt a deadly blow to the arrested people, tortured them to extract confessions, and then proven their "correctness." Especially after the traitors of the People's Party told the internal situation of the People's Party to the concession side, they should have pursued relentlessly. This time, it was the concession side that released people first.

After listening to the comrades' questions, Chen Ke raised his left hand and extended two fingers. Everyone didn't know what Chen Ke meant and looked at Chen Ke inexplicably. "There are two factors that determined everyone could be released. It was precisely this conflict that decided they had to release people."

First, politically, the Shanghai Consular Body was very clear about the dissatisfaction of the Chinese literati group with the Manchu Qing. And they knew even better that the Chinese literati group hated foreigners even more. In the Mixed Court incident, local forces tended to the stance of the Manchu Qing sticking to national interests. If the Shanghai Consular Body pursued this case relentlessly, it would only make the literati group's hatred more deep-rooted. It had no benefit for foreigners. Moreover, thanks to the traitors, the People's Party, in the eyes of the foreign consular body in Shanghai, was nothing more than a literati political group in Shanghai. With such a classification, the foreign consular body in Shanghai had to face a problem: relentless pursuit of a literati political group like the People's Party would only make Shanghai's attitude against the foreign consular body more resolute. Even the comprador group, which consistently supported foreigners relatively, didn't support foreigners this time. Rather than pursuing the People's Party relentlessly, the foreign consular body might as well show its "goodwill." Plus Qi Huishen's comprador father worked hard to lobby the British; except for a few people caught participating in the gunfight, everyone else was released.

And the Shanghai government hoped to borrow local support more. They originally had no enthusiasm for arrests. It was just to prove the government had the ability to maintain local order, and additionally to warn radical forces not to act rashly again through arrests. Since the British released people, plus Yan Fu and other reputable figures lobbied the Shanghai government, the Shanghai government also released people.

These were all manifestations of contradiction. As the two sides of the main contradiction—the Manchu Qing government and foreign aggressors—after the fierce armed struggle ended and the Shanghai market had returned to basic normality, both needed to win over some people to their side, rather than driving other forces into the opponent's camp all at once. The People's Party could survive because the People's Party was not the main party of the contradiction.

Listening to this analysis, the comrades were truly convinced. The matter was full of twists and turns, but whether arresting or releasing people, it revolved around the main contradiction. Through Chen Ke's analysis, things that originally seemed unreasonable received a very reasonable explanation. The changes before and after of the police station and the Shanghai government were actually completely determined by the process of struggle and changes in conditions.

The attending new Party members had only listened to some ordinary lectures by Chen Ke. Although they knew Chen Ke was the initiator of the People's Party after joining the Party, Chen Ke was no longer in Shanghai but went to Beijing at this time. Deeper theories about the Party were all hosted and narrated by Qi Huishen and the others. So these new Party members felt that Chen Ke wasn't in Shanghai when the incident happened, but immediately convened a meeting as the absolute host upon returning to Shanghai. They might not be convinced in their hearts. It was just that Chen Ke had the support of other old Party members, so many people didn't dare to show contemptuous expressions. After listening to Chen Ke's analysis, the new Party members finally knew why Chen Ke could be the leader of the organization, and why Qi Huishen and others were so obedient to Chen Ke. After Chen Ke returned to Shanghai, Qi Huishen and the others seemed to have a backbone, and their spirits looked very different. The theoretical level of the two sides was indeed very different.

Watching the new comrades discussing spiritedly below, Chen Ke looked around at the old Party members. He saw Qi Huishen, You Gou, Wu Xingchen, and Chai Qingguo were thoughtful, while Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao had joyous faces, and Qin Wu'an nodded slightly with bright eyes. It seemed they had all accepted his viewpoint. As long as these formal Party members could accept his attitude, the subsequent matters could proceed smoothly.

The new Party members were full of joy and whispering. It seemed this was the first time they heard such a profound practical analysis of "On Contradiction." Chen Ke said to himself in his heart, *I am actually just at this level now; hindsight is much easier. When using "On Contradiction" to analyze future development, I hope I can also have today's clarity.*

Seeing the comrades below had discussed almost enough, Chen Ke said loudly, "This is just a peripheral factor. There is an even more important decisive factor in it." Hearing Chen Ke's words, all comrades stopped talking. The analysis just now solved everyone's doubts. In the comrades' view, the two biggest enemies, the Manchu Qing and foreigners, had been analyzed clearly. What else was the "decisive" factor that could influence the situation? Everyone was listening.

Chen Ke's voice was sonorous and forceful, "If it were just our People's Party comrades, actually according to the general situation, whether the concession or the Manchu Qing, they would kill one to warn a hundred. The *Subao* case hasn't passed for many years. Which one of Zhang Binglin (Zhang Taiyan) and Zou Rong wasn't more famous than us sitting here? More rallying power, more relatives and old friends. Why did Zhang Binglin sit in the concession prison for fully two years, and Zou Rong was even abused, abused to death in prison at a young age? Why could our comrades come out?"

These words were profound. The comrades originally felt that firstly the contradiction wasn't intense enough, and secondly there were people behind them. Looking at it this way, being able to come out after being arrested was a natural thing. Hearing Chen Ke compare the People's Party with the *Subao* case, logically speaking, the People's Party's plot compared to the *Subao* case was nothing at all. As a result, several main figures of the *Subao* case were either imprisoned or lost their lives. Moreover, *Subao* was also ordered to stop publication. Such a comparison was very representative.

"Because the people participated in this action. The power of the people, only the power of the people is the key that decides everything," Chen Ke said loudly.

The cause of this Mixed Court incident was that a Cantonese woman, Madame Li Huang, prepared to send her husband's coffin back to her hometown for burial after her husband, an official in Sichuan, passed away. Madame Li Huang and her travel companions, three men and two women, took a steamship down the Yangtze River from Chongqing, preparing to return to Guangdong via Shanghai. Because there were fifteen girls accompanying them, they aroused the suspicion of the police station on the way. Just arriving in Shanghai in December 1905, Madame Li Huang's group was arrested by the police station on charges of abducting people and sent to the Mixed Court for trial. This case was jointly tried by Chinese *Yanyuan* Guan Jiong, Assistant *Yanyuan* Jin Shaocheng, and British Vice-Consul Twyman. According to Madame Li Huang's confession, the accompanying girls were bought by relatives in Guangdong via letter entrustment, as maids or servant girls, and all had proof of value. In addition, there were more than one hundred pieces of carry-on luggage in the boat, obviously not the act of human traffickers. Therefore, Guan Jiong believed that the evidence for the abduction charge accused by the Municipal Council was insufficient and decided to temporarily detain Madame Li Huang's group in the Mixed Court's women's detention center according to regulations, pending disposal, first verifying the selling proof and relatives' letters to clarify the truth. Who knew that first the police station head jumped out and said Madame Li Huang was an abductor and must be taken back by the police station. Then, Twyman also came out to help, insisting that the police station take the criminals back and detain them in the Municipal Council's Western Women's Prison.

This was originally a purely official matter. After learning this news, the native place association organization of Cantonese in Shanghai—Guangzhao Guild Hall—first supported it, held a fellow townsmen meeting, and raised a protest. Then all social strata in Shanghai, including officials and gentry, merchants, shop assistants, students, and foreign firm employees, gathered one after another to protest against the foreigners' atrocities. Shanghai officials and people unanimously strongly demanded the release of Madame Li Huang, the replacement of Twyman, the punishment of the police head Gibson who assaulted officials, and the transfer of female prisoners from the Western Prison to the Mixed Court. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Qing government also lodged a protest with the foreign diplomatic corps stationed in Beijing.

People's Party members and Whampoa Book Club members who learned this news took the initiative to intervene comprehensively. The originally spontaneous mass movement became more orderly under the planning and contact running of the Shanghai Party Branch, and the depth of mobilization far exceeded before. A grand parade of tens of thousands of people was also the first time in Shanghai's history. Many Shanghai citizens who had just experienced the movement to boycott American goods and had high patriotic sentiments participated in this grand parade. It greatly demonstrated the power of the people.

The General Chamber of Commerce of Chinese in Shanghai immediately issued a statement calling on Chinese shops in the concession to strike uniformly to show protest. Due to the continuation of trial strikes, market strikes, and labor strikes, the prosperous International Settlement was almost paralyzed, and foreigners were helpless. They had to negotiate with the Shanghai government to resolve this incident.

Because People's Party members participated personally and led this action to a certain extent, their prestige among the people was very high. Especially the gunfight incident made the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club have a very good reputation among the people. To quell public anger, both the concession and the Manchu Qing government had to release the People's Party members and Whampoa Book Club members who didn't participate in the gunfight.

"Comrades, it is not just us twenty-something people of the People's Party, or the hundred or so people of the Whampoa Book Club struggling against foreigners. We shouldn't only see our own efforts; behind us, there are thousands upon thousands of Shanghai citizens, and more Chinese common people supporting us. If we say the foreign devils dare not attack us, why weren't the four comrades who participated in the gunfight released? If the Manchu Qing court has conflicts with foreigners, why didn't they ask for those few comrades from the foreign devils and release them? Because they are afraid that after releasing these people who use force to oppose their rule, the people will follow one after another to use weapons to oppose foreign devils, and even oppose the Manchu Qing court which is not much stronger than foreign devils."

Everyone fell silent. Chen Ke was right. These young people used to just complain, scold foreigners, and scold the court in their familiar environment. Being really chased and searched by police and soldiers, everyone had the same fear and powerlessness. Being released was already a result they didn't expect. And after Chen Ke's analysis, they initially felt they were very lucky, but didn't really restore their original sharpness. Listening to Chen Ke's analysis of the people's power, many people felt another feeling in their hearts. *Yes, the power of the people.* Precisely because of the people's participation, the concession and the government had scruples. Among the Party members present, most participated in the parade personally. The long dragon formed by the endless stream of people still made those who saw it with their own eyes feel their hearts surging when thinking about it now. Without being in it, without leading everyone to shout slogans together, without getting responses from so many people, one cannot feel that sense of power.

"The people, only the power of the people is great. This is the only power that can change China and change China's destiny." Chen Ke said loudly, "**Long live the people!**"

Hearing such words, everyone's emotions were mobilized. The initial depression was swept away. Everyone's face had more spirit. Qi Huishen raised his hands and started applauding. One after another, all comrades started applauding. Enthusiastic applause echoed in the classroom.

"Long live the people!" Hua Xiongmao followed and shouted. During the days Chen Ke was away, Hua Xiongmao felt uncomfortable all over. Now that Chen Ke was back, Hua Xiongmao was already very happy. Hearing Chen Ke's incisive analysis conquered the comrades, he naturally wanted to fuel the flames.

"Long live the people!" He Zudao beside Hua Xiongmao also shouted. He had always been a simple follower of Chen Ke. But this time his shout came from the heart. As a liaison officer, He Zudao was responsible for contacting various forces in Shanghai. Watching more and more people join this parade, finally converging into such a torrent, this simple child had never experienced such a scene. Chen Ke's words really resonated with He Zudao.

Chen Ke stood up abruptly. "Comrades, perhaps because of our participation, this movement had more scale. But even if we didn't participate, would the people not take to the streets? Would they not march? No, comrades, the people would still take to the streets spontaneously, march spontaneously. Revolution is not non-existent; revolution already exists. The people need revolution! Moreover, the people understand who their enemy is! They understand! Don't they know it's foreigners bullying them? Don't they know the Mixed Court Trial Officer Guan Jiong is opposing foreigners running rampant and unlawful like this? The people know! So when our Party's comrades propagated and organized the parade, did the people refuse? They didn't. They needed to express their dissatisfaction. Although facing the muzzles of foreign devils, did they stop shouting? No! The people did not stop shouting! Comrades of the People's Party present, if we didn't have only these few guns, these few people. If we had an army of thousands upon thousands, well-equipped, when we faced foreign devils, faced the enemies of the people, which side do you say the people would stand on? You tell me!"

Everyone was imagining the scene Chen Ke described. An indescribable trembling feeling made everyone high-spirited unknowingly! *Yes! If we didn't have only those few guns, if there were really thousands of troops and ten thousand horses, then the people would definitely stand on the People's Party's side.*

"Where do our guns come from? Where does our army come from? Not falling from the sky, not growing from the ground. They are among those people! Mobilize the people, let the people know that only our People's Party's program can save China, and the people will join us! Will follow us, will become our comrades! China has four hundred million compatriots. Even if only one hundred million believe us, and one percent of people join us, that is an army of one million! Is there anything that can stop us from seizing the victory of the revolution? Comrades. Is there!"

Chen Ke's resolute and sharp gaze swept across everyone. Everyone was excited, as if they had something to say, but something blocked their throats so they couldn't say it.

"The people are the great ones. Because without the support of the people, everyone would still be in the prisons of foreign devils or the court now. If without the support of the people, foreign devils and the government would dare to torture us severely! Display us in cangues. Now we can sit here safely, without missing arms or legs, all thanks to the people's blessing! People must have a conscience! You dare not say it in public, but when we comrades are together, we dare to say it, right! I ask everyone to say with me! Thank the people, Long Live the People!"

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" Qi Huishen shouted first.

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao shouted.

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" You Gou shouted.

"Thank the people! Long live the people!" Finally, all comrades started shouting.

Chen Ke led the slogan shouting again and again, watching the comrades change from initial embarrassment to understanding, to belief, and finally to a kind of fervor! Until finally, everyone made the same sound in unison.

This was the first time the voice of "Long Live the People" was shouted out! Watching the increasingly high enthusiasm of the comrades, Chen Ke believed that this slogan would be shouted out again and again in the future, the number of people would be more and more, and the area would be wider and wider. Until it covered the whole of China.

On January 9, 1906, all comrades of the expanded Shanghai Party Branch tacitly accepted Chen Ke's leadership.
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Chapter 51 Rescue and Revenge (1)

As the saying goes, "Read a book three times, and its meaning will appear of itself." Chen Ke led the comrades to read the manuscript of the organizational system three times and explained it in detail once. Especially linking theory with practice, using the Shanghai Mixed Court incident to explain how Party members should observe organizational discipline. After the lecture, everyone had a deeper understanding of what meaning was contained in many organizational principles.

"The true core of organizational rules, no matter how much is said, is only one: Struggle for the cause of communism and socialism all one's life. As long as a Party member truly has such an attitude, they can naturally grasp this," Chen Ke said at the end.

The old Party members had long heard Chen Ke talk about going to the Anhui countryside many times and knew the true meaning of Chen Ke's words well. The smart ones among the new Party members also roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning.

Seeing it was about time, Chen Ke indicated that his speech was over and it was time for other comrades to speak.

Everyone didn't expect Chen Ke to end so simply. In everyone's thoughts, Chen Ke would speak for a long time. After Chen Ke spoke, everyone also lost interest in continuing to speak. Everyone looked at each other for a while, and Wang Qinian asked, "Comrade Chen Ke, is the matter in Shanghai just over like this?"

Wang Qinian was Cantonese. Since Shanghai opened as a port, especially after becoming a treaty port, many Cantonese came to Shanghai to do business. In this parade, the Cantonese native place association organization in Shanghai—Guangzhao Guild Hall—contributed greatly. Among the casualties, the number of Cantonese was the largest. From a personal perspective, Wang Qinian found it very unacceptable to end this incident suddenly.

Wang Qinian said with grief and indignation, "Comrade Chen Ke, you also said just now that the people saved us. So many people died; the government will definitely not come forward to seek justice for these people. Will our People's Party also turn a blind eye like this?"

"I must discuss this matter with the party organization meeting attended by formal Party members," Chen Ke answered very calmly.

"Isn't this a party organization meeting?" Wang Qinian was very surprised.

"It's for Party members, not probationary Party members. In this formal Party member meeting, the matter of absorbing new Party members will be discussed. I can express my stance to everyone now: regarding the matter of foreign policemen beating common people to death, our People's Party will absolutely not let it go. Everyone discuss your own stance these days; the party organization will talk to everyone in the near future," Chen Ke gave Wang Qinian a reply.

Although very unwilling, it wasn't appropriate for Wang Qinian and other comrades to forcibly violate organizational discipline just after studying the Party's organizational discipline. He gloomily stated that there were no other questions.

The probationary Party members had no other questions. The formal Party members heard Chen Ke say a formal meeting would be held; even if they had questions, they knew they shouldn't speak now, so the meeting ended quickly.

"Comrade Wang Qinian, you stay after the meeting. Formal Party members also stay; others can dismiss," Chen Ke said.

The probationary Party members stood up reluctantly and left the conference room. Others had almost left, but Chai Qingguo didn't stand up. The eyes of the formal Party members couldn't help but focus on him, but Chai Qingguo had no intention of getting up at all. Thus, many people's eyes fell on Wu Xingchen again. Wu Xingchen had no choice but to turn to Chai Qingguo and say, "Qingguo, you go out first; we are having a meeting."

Chai Qingguo had such an experience in Beijing. Last time it was Chen Ke, but this time it was Wu Xingchen whom he trusted very much. His face immediately became ugly. "Big Brother Wu, I want to become a formal Party member."

"We will discuss this matter; you go out first now," Wu Xingchen said expressionlessly.

Chai Qingguo dared not be presumptuous to Wu Xingchen. He stood up reluctantly. But he heard Chen Ke say, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, there are no Big Brothers or Second Brothers in the party organization; everyone is a comrade. So, I ask you to pay attention to your speech at Party meetings in the future. At Party meetings, there is only Comrade Wu Xingchen, no Big Brother Wu."

Chai Qingguo glared at Chen Ke and finally said eccentrically, "I know, Comrade... Chen Ke."

Chen Ke didn't care about this at all. "Very good, Comrade Chai Qingguo, don't go yet. I have a task to assign to you now."

Chai Qingguo didn't expect Chen Ke to say this, thinking Chen Ke was going to make things difficult for him, so he stood there carelessly. "What orders does Comrade Chen Ke have?"

"I want you to guard the door and not let others get close. Ensure the confidentiality of the party organization meeting," Chen Ke said.

This request was really unexpected. Chai Qingguo didn't understand what Chen Ke meant. He looked at Wu Xingchen, but saw Wu Xingchen turn his face away and ignore him. Only then did Chai Qingguo nod, "Okay, I'll go guard the door."

After Chai Qingguo went out, a moment later, they heard him shouting, "Don't stand at the door; go do what you should do. Don't listen here." Then came the sound of footsteps in the corridor. It seemed Chai Qingguo had driven away those eavesdropping at the door.

"Comrade Wang Qinian, I want to ask you a question: why did you want to join the People's Party?" Chen Ke asked straightforwardly.

"Comrade Qi Huishen asked me at the time if I wanted to listen to the Party class. I thought it made sense after listening. So under Comrade Qi Huishen's introduction, I became a probationary Party member."

"You also saw the incident in Shanghai this time. I heard you helped bandage the wounded. The road of revolution is very dangerous; what do you think about this matter?"

Listening to Chen Ke's very flat tone, Wang Qinian wasn't deceived by such a false appearance. Since he could ask such words, it meant the party organization was still very interested in him. He quickly said, "I don't have any thoughts either. I've seen many dead people in these times. I think there is a future following the People's Party."

"What future? Promotion, getting rich? I have to tell you very clearly, Comrade Wang Qinian, the money from the pharmaceutical factory is not our Party members' own money, but the Party's property. It is money used for revolution. Try touching it, and I guarantee I will make a deep impression on them. And also make a deep impression on other Party members."

"I am not for money, absolutely not for money," Wang Qinian said quickly. He looked up at the burning eyes of the comrades and suddenly felt a burst of guilt. When he joined, Chen Ke was still in Shanghai. Wang Qinian saw with his own eyes how rapidly the People's Party developed. He also knew Chen Ke and the others were not targets to be fooled. But should he say his true purpose? He was a bit troubled.

Seeing Wang Qinian hesitating to speak, not knowing where to look, Chen Ke waited for a good while before saying, "Comrade Wang Qinian, say what you have to say. Do you think it's meaningful to tell lies to the party organization? By now, I think you already understand very well that the People's Party itself is about rebellion. We are not afraid of rebellion; are you still afraid of telling the truth?"

Wang Qinian made up his mind and said somewhat uneasily, "I hate foreign devils. Not just the foreign devils in the country. What I hate most are the foreign devils in Nanyang (Southeast Asia). Those foreign devils are greedy and do things darkly. They exploit Chinese people desperately. I think driving foreign devils out of China is not enough; I hope China can seize Nanyang and drive all foreign devils back to Europe. Although I have contacted some revolutionaries, just listening to what they say feels wrong. Only in the People's Party, the principles heard really look like wanting revolution. That's why I joined the People's Party."

"To liberate Nanyang, we must first liberate China. Even if China is liberated, we have to prepare for a long time before we can liberate Nanyang. This may take decades. Moreover, revolution means fighting wars. As Party members, we inevitably have to fight on the front line. It can be said that we may die at any time. Are you prepared for this?"

This question was really very sharp. Wang Qinian suddenly had a feeling of being treated as cannon fodder. He looked at Chen Ke's sharp and firm gaze and suddenly felt his mouth dry. It had to be said that after this trip to Beijing, Chen Ke had changed a lot. At least now Wang Qinian felt he was overwhelmed by Chen Ke in terms of momentum. As if automatically searching for information that could help him, Wang Qinian recalled the Party class of the People's Party. He suddenly asked, "Then behind whom do I fight?"

Wang Qinian's question was really good. Chen Ke was overjoyed in his heart. He still said with a usual expression, "You will fight behind those comrades who joined the Party earlier. First, I will definitely fight in front of you. But behind you are comrades who joined the revolution later than you. If we comrades who joined the Party earlier die, you have to take our flag and continue fighting. If you run away in battle, we will punish you according to the system of the party organization. So are you prepared for this?"

Chen Ke's answer made Wang Qinian feel a burst of inspiration. *If not treated as cannon fodder, then what is there to fear?* "I have, I can do it," Wang Qinian said loudly.

"Then we plan to move the party organization to Anhui to work in the near future. Can you obey the organization's arrangement?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"Go to Anhui?" Wang Qinian had heard of Anhui but didn't know exactly what Anhui looked like. But since the party organization was moving to Anhui, Chen Ke would definitely lead the team. Wang Qinian then answered, "I obey the organization's arrangement. I will follow the organization to Anhui."

"Very good. Then you can leave." Chen Ke issued the order.

Watching Wang Qinian walk out of the room with a look of excitement and agitation, Wu Xingchen personally got up to check outside the door and closed the door carefully. Only then did Qi Huishen ask, "Why look for Wang Qinian first?"

"He studies medicine. When we arrive in Anhui, we absolutely cannot lack doctors. There are people of several professions we must have no matter what; doctors are one of the most important professions. When we arrive in the countryside, being able to treat people's illnesses is itself a great rallying power. So now our medical school must start immediately. Train as many people as possible. Half a year can instill a lot of basic knowledge. Enrich knowledge gradually in the process of practicing medicine later."

"Move the entire Party headquarters to Anhui within half an year?" Qi Huishen asked.

"I want the party organization to report my situation in Beijing." Chen Ke introduced the entire process of the trip to Beijing in detail. The comrades were very happy to learn that there were Shang Yuan in civil administration and Pu Guanshui in military affairs in the officialdom of Anhui. Originally, everyone felt that being unfamiliar with the place and people, rushing to Anhui would definitely be very difficult. After listening to Chen Ke's report, an inexplicable sense of relaxation appeared in everyone's heart.

"They only provided some basic fulcrums for the revolution; the work still has to be completed by ourselves. Everyone don't think everything is fine. Many things are far beyond our imagination. Could everyone have thought of such a result before this Shanghai Mixed Court incident started?" Chen Ke didn't want the comrades to be too optimistic.

"Then who does Wenqing plan to take to Anhui?" Qi Huishen raised the question everyone cared about very much.

"After Comrade Wu Xingchen finishes matters in Shanghai, he must return to the north. I'm not assured leaving Xingtai alone in the north. Comrade Wu Xingchen plus a few other comrades, stabilize things in the north first."

"What does Wenqing plan for me to finish in Shanghai?"

"I said at the meeting, foreign devils killed so many marching masses. Our People's Party participated in this matter, so we absolutely cannot let it go. My meaning is, first rescue the four comrades in prison. If soft methods don't work, we use hard ones. Then, I want to blow up the police station where the policemen who opened fire are located. If possible, since the policemen opened fire at the Municipal Council Town Hall, then I think this place also needs to fly into the sky."

"*Sss!*" Many people sucked in a breath of cold air. Chen Ke talked about engaging in explosions as plainly as talking about having a late-night snack. But neither of these two places was easy to attack.

"Does anyone object?" Chen Ke asked.

"It's not that easy, right?" Qi Huishen asked tentatively.

"I just want to blow these two places to the sky; it doesn't matter how many people are blown to death. Hehe, I originally thought some people would oppose me engaging in revolutionary terrorism," Chen Ke suddenly laughed.

"Revolutionary terrorism?" The comrades didn't quite understand this term.

"I actually thought, it would be best to have an army, arrest all these people, try them publicly in front of the public, and then execute them according to the law. Unfortunately, our ability is not enough now. When we have the ability to do so, most of this group of people will probably have fled before we fight into Shanghai. Out of necessity, I want to engage in explosions. This is already a bad policy (last resort)," Chen Ke said regretfully.

In these times, terrorist attacks by revolutionaries were generally aimed at high-ranking officials of the Manchu Qing; basically, none were aimed at foreigners. Everyone really didn't expect Chen Ke to actually take foreigners as targets of attack. As soon as Chen Ke's plan came out, everyone's first feeling was shock. Naturally, no one would consider the "rationality" and "legitimacy" of carrying out such terrorist attacks.

"Wenqing, do you do this just to retaliate against foreigners slaughtering Chinese people?" Wu Xingchen asked. "Isn't it to force others to follow us?"

"What Xingchen says also makes some sense. My consideration of this matter is not comprehensive enough. Let's first consider rescuing those few arrested comrades. According to the habits of the concession, if we don't act to save people ourselves, these people will definitely be more unfortunate than fortunate."

Actually, Wu Xingchen was right. Since Chen Ke decided to rescue these few comrades, he must unify the Party's opinion. Moreover, once a retaliatory attack was carried out, the concession and the government would definitely join hands to trace the "murderer." There were chemical talents in the Whampoa Book Club; they would definitely be key investigation targets. Plus Chen Ke and the others would have arrived in Anhui by then, and other members of the Whampoa Book Club would definitely be implicated. The consequences of this decision were quite serious; Chen Ke absolutely couldn't act arbitrarily alone.

After explaining his considerations to the comrades, everyone remained silent. Chen Ke was right. Although revenge always brought great pleasure, the consequences brought by revenge were equally very serious.

Originally, the old Party members also thought it wasn't appropriate for Chen Ke to drive all the probationary Party members out. By this time, everyone felt this choice was quite correct. The meeting lasted a long time. Finally, a plan was formulated. Organize an advance team to go to Anhui to pave the way and conduct a background check on the county where Shang Yuan was invited to serve as magistrate. Hua Xiongmao would serve as the captain. Then lead a few reliable probationary Party members to go with him.

Wu Xingchen was responsible for mobilizing the power of the Triad Society (*Tiandihui*) to investigate the situation of the police station, the concession prison, and the foreign devils' Shanghai Consular Body Municipal Council Town Hall, preparing to launch an armed attack. This matter would be coordinated by Chai Qingguo assisting Wu Xingchen. You Gou was naturally responsible for the preparation of explosives. Chen Ke would also assist You Gou.

Qi Huishen was responsible for personnel coordination work, using other means to rescue comrades as much as possible. After all, breaking into prison was really too high-risk; it might fail to achieve the goal and lose manpower in vain instead.

Chen Ke would visit Yan Fu, hoping to make a final effort to see if there were any usable conditions on the Shanghai government side.

Although the work distribution was simple, the details involved too much, and they didn't know how long they talked. But they heard Chai Qingguo shouting outside, "There is a meeting inside; outsiders are not allowed to enter."

"I am from the cafeteria; it's time for meal." The speaker used a mouthful of Shanghai dialect, which Chai Qingguo, this Shandong man, couldn't understand. They heard Chai Qingguo ask, "What did you say?"

Qi Huishen looked at Chen Ke. Chen Ke nodded. Qi Huishen went out and said a few words to the master of the cafeteria. Only then did he come back. "Let's eat dinner first. It's getting dark soon."

Hearing this, everyone felt hungry. They expressed agreement one after another.

Everyone waited downstairs in the dormitory for Chen Ke to call his wife to eat dinner together. As soon as Chen Ke entered the door, he was startled. The room had basically been arranged. Everything was very simple, but just such a simple room, plus simple arrangement, immediately had the breath of life. At this time, He Ying was half-sitting in the quilt, leaning against the simple wooden board at the head of the bed. Chen Ke's travel map booklet was spread on the quilt, and He Ying was looking at it. Several other books were placed on the table beside the bed. Seeing Chen Ke enter, a smile appeared on He Ying's face.

"The room is so clean," Chen Ke praised.

"This building is very interesting. The tap water faucet in the water room is very fun." He Ying was still young and very interested in these new things.

"Should be. Let's go eat. Everyone is waiting downstairs."

"En." He Ying said generously.

With He Ying present, it wasn't convenient to discuss matters at the big dinner table. And to be honest, even if He Ying wasn't there, everyone was really hungry. Everyone devoured the dinner like wolves and tigers, not caring to talk at all. After the meal, everyone looked at Chen Ke. Chen Ke knew everyone wanted to hear the process of his marriage. After all, getting married in two months in Beijing was really too fast.

After roughly introducing the process of how the two met and got married, the comrades felt this was too bizarre. Although Chen Ke always did things quite bizarrely, getting married was a major life event; solving it in such a short time seemed a bit hasty.

"Passing this village, there is no such shop (opportunity knocks but once). I met He Ying and thought He Ying was very good. I wanted to marry her. She is the person I am destined to marry." Chen Ke said without shyness. As soon as the voice fell, someone cheered. Looking, it was Hua Xiongmao. Chen Ke felt his left arm tighten, and saw He Ying lowering her head close to him. The restaurant used large benches. He Ying was originally sitting close to Chen Ke; with this squeeze, the two were even closer. Chen Ke spread his left arm and hugged He Ying's left shoulder. He Ying's face became even redder.

"Then how should we address her in the future? Sister-in-law? Madam He? Or Chen-He Shi?" Hua Xiongmao teased.

"Just call her Comrade He Ying. Why use so much nonsense." Chen Ke laughed.

Originally, everyone also planned to tease Chen Ke, but seeing Chen Ke wasn't embarrassed at all, led by Qi Huishen, everyone applauded one after another. "Congratulations to Wenqing on getting married." "Congratulations to Comrade He Ying on getting married." Amidst this sincere blessing, He Ying raised her head. Although her face was red, her smile was sincere. "Thank you all."

Everyone introduced themselves one by one. Hua Xiongmao insisted on coming up to shake hands. He Ying hesitated for a moment and looked at Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke just smiled, He Ying shook hands with Hua Xiongmao very politely.

"Comrade He Ying, we have to have a meeting in a while. Let us take Comrade Chen Ke away first." Hua Xiongmao seemed to like joining in the fun very much; he was probably a good hand at disturbing the bridal chamber too.

"Wenqing, I'll wait for you to come back in the dormitory. You go get busy." He Ying didn't pick up Hua Xiongmao's words at all but turned her head to say to Chen Ke. Everyone laughed again. After washing the dishes and sending He Ying to the dormitory, Chen Ke went back to attend the meeting.

The meeting didn't end until after nine in the evening, arranging the overall direction of the People's Party from January to March.

"Zheng Lan and the comrades going to Anhui will be very hard-pressed; I'm afraid you can't come back for the New Year." After the meeting ended, Chen Ke said.

"Since Wenqing set the plan, I just do it. Finally starting to work with real swords and guns, I am full of drive."

"That's good." Chen Ke was very happy with this statement.

"By the way, Wenqing, you have to promise me one thing. If we really want to get tough with foreign devils, you absolutely cannot leave me out. Even if I am in Anhui, you have to call me back. I also participated in the parade this time, and I also went to jail. If I don't personally show the foreign devils some color, I absolutely can't let it go in my heart. You must promise me."

"Okay. I promise you." Chen Ke made a solemn promise.
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Chapter 52 Rescue and Revenge (2)

When Wu Xingchen returned to the Shanghai General Headquarters of the Triad Society (*Tiandihui*) with Chai Qingguo, no one paid much attention to him. In recent years, Wu Xingchen, as an "outsider," had always been unsuccessful. When he went north this time, many people thought Wu Xingchen probably wouldn't come back. Unexpectedly, they saw Wu Xingchen again after only more than two months, which made many people think that Wu Xingchen couldn't get along in the north and returned to Shanghai dejectedly. Many people felt a very special pleasure in their hearts.

"Big Brother Wu, why do these people look like this?" Seeing no one around, Chai Qingguo asked secretly. Chai Qingguo had been in the *Jianghu* for a long time and was very sensitive to the attitude of these *Jianghu* people. On the contrary, he always didn't quite understand the style of Chen Ke's group.

"Cut the crap," Wu Xingchen said in a low voice. This wasn't a Party meeting of the People's Party where you could say anything. Walls have ears; words and deeds here must be very careful.

Having been with Chen Ke and the others for so long, although they had been drawing blueprints and engaging in "air-to-air" (theoretical) discussions, that atmosphere of discussion was something Wu Xingchen had never encountered. Wu Xingchen was a practical person. The reason he joined the People's Party first was to sell medicine and make money, and secondly because he was interested in the People's Party's program. Even for such personal reasons, in Wu Xingchen's heart, the Triad Society, where he gained neither economic benefits nor political identity, nor the feeling of being an equal member of an organization, had made Wu Xingchen more and more alienated.

However, no matter what he thought in his heart, he couldn't show it on his face. After an old man in his fifties came in, Wu Xingchen immediately stood up respectfully and saluted according to the rules of the Triad Society.

The old man waved his hand. "Sit."

After sitting down respectfully, Wu Xingchen said, "Uncle Liu, I have a few friends trapped in the concession prison. Uncle Liu, you have wide connections; I want to ask you to pass some news inside."

The old man's name was Liu Chengxu, one of the prominent figures of the Triad Society in Shanghai. He was usually the easiest to talk to. If it were other heads of the Triad Society in Shanghai, Wu Xingchen wouldn't dare to ask them for help at all.

"It's those people from the Whampoa Book Club arrested a few days ago, right?" Liu Chengxu said with a sinister smile. Wu Xingchen looked up at Liu Chengxu and saw him looking at him with a fake smile. Wu Xingchen was also experienced in the *Jianghu*; just seeing this smile, he knew Liu Chengxu was unreliable.

"It is those few people." Since the other party had already named them, Wu Xingchen couldn't deny it flatly.

"Xingchen, how come I heard that you are also a leader of some sort in the Whampoa Book Club?"

"Doing business with them, having an identity is more convenient," Wu Xingchen said frankly.

"That's true too; having some status over there isn't a bad thing." Liu Chengxu nodded. "By the way, Xingchen, last time I talked to you about performing the apprenticeship ceremony here, what do you think?"

Hearing this understated sentence, Wu Xingchen couldn't help pursing his lips. The rules of the Triad Society were strict, especially regarding apprenticeship. Deceiving masters and destroying ancestors was a great taboo of the Triad Society. Once the apprenticeship ceremony was performed, the relationship between superior and subordinate was determined. Wu Xingchen was from a Triad Society aristocratic family in the north. The Triad Society was relatively weak in the north, so several big aristocratic families were the backbone of the Triad Society. Therefore, strictly speaking, Wu Xingchen had not bowed to any teacher. He was just accepted as a member of the Triad Society. After Wu Xingchen's father died, that tacit relationship had been "automatically dissolved." Now Wu Xingchen could take a master.

But this was precisely what Wu Xingchen couldn't accept. Wu Xingchen came from a gang aristocratic family, so he precisely disliked the absolute control of masters over disciples in gangs. If it was his own father giving orders, there was nothing to say. If it was someone else giving orders, especially the Shanghai Triad Society where he was lodging, Wu Xingchen couldn't accept it much. Since coming to Shanghai, Wu Xingchen had existed with the detached status of having no master. Although he didn't make much money, at least he still had enough freedom. If he performed the apprenticeship ceremony, this little bit of freedom would be greatly deprived. Moreover, Liu Chengxu saying this now, the purpose was obvious: it was aimed at the medicine selling channel currently controlled by Wu Xingchen.

Seeing Wu Xingchen's expression, Liu Chengxu knew Wu Xingchen's attitude. He smiled and said, "Xingchen, you say that group of people from the Whampoa Book Club are usually arrogant one by one, but now that something happened, they think of asking us for help. Since you mentioned this matter, for your sake, I actually want to help. But they neither kowtow to pay respects to the mountain nor bring gifts to meet. Just letting you come to talk with empty mouth and white teeth. If I handle the matter for you, how can I explain to other brothers? And you also have to think about what other brothers say about you. Now someone has already said a lot behind your back. Saying all kinds of things. I think you should think about it carefully."

Listening to this dialogue, Chai Qingguo already knew that Wu Xingchen couldn't achieve his goal this time. Although brothers in the *Jianghu* claimed to value loyalty (*yiqi*), this was only for their own group. For other groups, if they weren't one's own people, not stabbing them in the back was already very good. Meeting Wu Xingchen again in the north this time, learning that Wu Xingchen was in the Shanghai Triad Society, Chai Qingguo felt something was wrong. But out of consideration for face, it wasn't appropriate for him to say much to Wu Xingchen. Before coming this time, he thought Wu Xingchen had a certain status in Shanghai. Hearing these words, he understood that Wu Xingchen was just trying with the attitude of treating a dead horse as a living horse.

Having figured these out, Chai Qingguo worried about Wu Xingchen instead. *Is Big Brother Wu really prepared to follow Chen Ke and those people wholeheartedly?* When in Beijing, Chai Qingguo knew there was such a People's Party. After being made difficult by the Beijing Party Group, he was full of distrust for such things as party organizations. Arriving in Shanghai, he found that the people in the Party Group just changed from officials to students and merchants; there wasn't a single *Jianghu* hero. He didn't understand why Big Brother Wu would rather stay in this organization, why not simply set up his own portal after learning things?

Chai Qingguo thought while listening to Wu Xingchen and Liu Chengxu talk. Since the positions of both sides originally had no intersection of interests, the remaining matters had been completely set in tone. After some meaningless words, Wu Xingchen got up to leave.

After walking far away from the Triad Society, Chai Qingguo asked, "Big Brother Wu, looking at your meaning, you are determined to follow Chen Ke and the others."

"Yes," Wu Xingchen responded in a muffled voice.

"Why? I see Chen Ke and we are not on the same path at all."

"That's right. Over there is for conquering the world; someone like you at most wants to be a local big shot. Who do you think I should follow?" Wu Xingchen answered grumpily. After being decisively rejected by the Triad Society, Wu Xingchen knew his days in the Triad Society were basically ending. Although he didn't have much nostalgia, leaving the environment where he had existed since birth made him feel not so good in his heart.

"But they just look like that; they always talk about going to the countryside, but there is no movement at all," Chai Qingguo argued a few sentences.

"Go to the countryside to be roving bandits?" Wu Xingchen asked back.

"Being roving bandits is much better than just muddling along in this city," Chai Qingguo retorted bracingly. But this was just talk. Following Chen Ke in Beijing for so long, running a factory and attending Party meetings, broadened Chai Qingguo's horizons. Without this step, in this bustling and crowded city of Shanghai, Chai Qingguo would probably have been confused long ago.

Words to refute Chai Qingguo came to his lips, but Wu Xingchen swallowed them back into his stomach. Both were in Beijing, but Chai Qingguo failed to see what kind of layout Chen Ke had made. But the Party had confidentiality regulations; the detailed discussions at formal Party member meetings couldn't be told to Chai Qingguo. Thinking of this, Wu Xingchen just snorted, "Qingguo, this time we are going to participate in killing foreigners. If you are unwilling to do it, then forget it."

"Don't, don't. Big Brother Wu, you are teasing (*huajiao*) brother." Hearing Wu Xingchen say this, Chai Qingguo said quickly. Killing foreign devils in a big way was Chai Qingguo's long-standing wish. When encircling and suppressing the Boxers back then, Yuan Shikai also borrowed eight or nine thousand foreign soldiers. Thinking of the events back then, the hatred in Chai Qingguo's heart would rise. Too many brothers died at the hands of foreign devils. Chai Qingguo wouldn't let go of any opportunity for revenge.

The two returned to the school and saw a meeting was already underway in the conference room. Several people gathered around the table, with Wang Bin in the middle. He was drawing something on a piece of paper. After greeting everyone, Wu Xingchen also leaned over. On the paper was a map. Wang Bin explained while adding and subtracting on it.

"I have seen the map of the Municipal Council; this is the blueprint of the police station prison. The men's prison is here," Wang Bin said, pointing to a black box on it.

"Huishen, you've been inside. See if there is any difference from the specific situation?" Chen Ke laughed.

Qi Huishen studied the blueprint carefully. "There are guards here, and guards here too." While looking, he marked it with a red pencil according to his memory. "The guards' duty room is here." Key points everywhere were marked one by one.

"I last saw them here," Shi Juexing said, pointing to a black box.

Wu Xingchen hadn't seen this kind of blueprint and couldn't see the trick for a while. He watched everyone discuss without saying a word from the side. Chai Qingguo also couldn't see the trick, but he didn't have as good cultivation as Wu Xingchen. Listening confusingly for a while, he couldn't help muttering, "What's the use of just looking at this map?"

"Of course it's useful," Chen Ke replied. "Comrade Chai Qingguo, how long does it take for you to rush in from the main gate and run to the prison door?"

"I haven't been there; how would I know?"

"So after having the blueprint, I will draw the model lines of the prison on the playground based on the blueprint. Everyone rehearse the steps of saving people, training completely according to these frameworks. After many tests, everyone will know how much time the whole operation needs."

"This works too?" Chai Qingguo heard of this method for the first time.

Chen Ke didn't answer Chai Qingguo's doubt and continued with a composed expression, "In addition, this rescue will also involve killing people. We also have to practice methods of killing people."

Everyone was bluffed by Chen Ke's calm attitude and didn't figure out the meaning of these words for a moment. When they understood, everyone's eyes widened. Many people, for example, Shi Juexing, couldn't help swallowing saliva.

"Killing people also needs methods?" Chai Qingguo had killed people, so the impact was far less great. He didn't care much about Chen Ke making a mystery like this.

"How to open the door is a big deal. Moreover, killing a pig by the head or by the butt, each has its own way of killing. We want to go in quietly now, so the method of killing people must be very exquisite. I know some of these killing methods. But I only know them; I haven't been able to kill some people personally to try. So we must prepare fully and practice proficiently," Chen Ke's tone was like describing how to mix juice. Because thinking of his lack of experience, his brows frowned slightly involuntarily. He looked extremely innocent.

Most of the participants were dumbfounded. Although everyone knew there would definitely be casualties if they rushed in to save people, they never expected Chen Ke's attitude to be like this.

"Is there really no other way?" Qi Huishen asked. His voice sounded like it was difficult to articulate words. It seemed Chen Ke's words had deeply shocked this young man who hadn't even killed a chicken.

"I have already gone to find Mr. Yan Fu. The news he gave me is that the concession insists on sentencing those few comrades severely. Mr. Yan Fu has already made efforts, but foreign devils compromised with the government elsewhere; only on this matter, foreign devils won't give up. They insist on using this comrade to kill the chicken to scare the monkey," Chen Ke visited Yan Fu with his new wife. Yan Fu met He Ying and learned that the granddaughter of his old friend Old Master He married Chen Ke; Yan Fu also thought it was not bad. Chen Ke tentatively asked how to rescue the few comrades in prison. Yan Fu had already made efforts, but the Shanghai Consular Body refused to relent on this matter. Shanghai Daotai Yuan Shufan also gave up the plan to continue asking for people. This matter was actually settled.

However, because some probationary Party members were present, it wasn't convenient for Chen Ke to say some things. He had already talked to Yan Fu about the plan of armed rescue. Yan Fu's attitude towards this was merely some worry about the failure of the operation. Two of these four comrades were students of Fudan Public School, so Yan Fu agreed to arrange for Chen Ke to visit the prison in the police station.

"The police station's guards are not strict. If they are sent to the foreign devils' formal prison, saving people will be even harder. Let's all hurry up and prepare," Chen Ke said.

Chen Ke originally wanted to send Hua Xiongmao to Anhui. After visiting Yan Fu and learning that saving people must be done quickly, he kept Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao also looked bad when listening to Chen Ke talk about these things. Hearing Chen Ke explain these clearly, he also spoke, "Since this is the case, let's hurry up. As the saying goes, long nights bring many dreams; the sooner the better."

No sooner said than done. In the afternoon, according to the blueprint and with the help of several comrades just released from the police station, Chen Ke drew the route of the police station with lime lines on the big playground. The school had just been repaired, and there were still quite a few bricks. Bricks were used to represent walls on both sides of the route. Then the personnel of the selected rescue team conducted a simulated prison break.

Everyone hadn't participated in this kind of training and originally thought it was child's play. Chen Ke first measured the distance from the gate to the prison cell, and then asked everyone to run back and forth ten times on the cinder track according to this distance. Everyone thought it was very simple; running was just exerting effort. After Chen Ke calculated the longest time, he asked everyone to return to the drawn terrain and required everyone to complete ten round-trip sprint runs from the gate to the cell and then from the cell to the gate within this time. Touching down bricks outside the line was not allowed in each sprint. Knocking down any piece meant starting over immediately. This thing looked simple but was actually not the case at all. Running in a straight line and running in a curve were completely different. Controlling force at turns was even harder.

Chai Qingguo felt his body was the best at the beginning and competed with Chen Ke. As a result, he couldn't outrun Chen Ke in straight lines, nor in curved round-trip runs. Chen Ke could complete the round trip within the time. Chai Qingguo didn't believe Chen Ke could do these, so he personally learned to watch the watch for timing. Then he timed it himself. The result was still losing to Chen Ke. The round-trip run was only a hundred meters or so, but Chen Ke's time was more than five seconds faster than his. Chai Qingguo's performance couldn't compare to Chen Ke, and was also slightly slower than Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao listened to Chen Ke very much. Regarding Chai Qingguo's unkind gaze, he turned a blind eye to it completely, just concentrating on completing Chen Ke's arrangement.

In just two hours, Chen Ke trained everyone hard. This was what he learned in school PE class. The first time of such training must be compression training. Let muscles bear sufficient intensity with a huge amount of training. After doing this once, muscle soreness was inevitable. When the soreness passed a few days later, the body function could reach sufficient activity. Can bear sufficient sports needs. So regardless of whether everyone completed it within the time, after Chen Ke calculated that everyone completed twenty curved round-trip runs, he asked everyone to do five rabbit jump round trips on the actual map.

The last person finally jumped back to the finish line, almost collapsing on the line. Watching Chen Ke's relaxed and agile movement, everyone thought it was easy at first, but actually, it wasn't the case at all.

After instructing the cafeteria to cook more food and add more meat these days, Chen Ke took the messy tired comrades back to the conference room. He didn't let these people have any time to rest at all. Immediately following was the course on human body structure. Since everyone had practiced so much according to the exercise mode prescribed by Chen Ke, Chen Ke explained muscles and related physiological knowledge.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, the next day when this group of people woke up, their legs couldn't hold up. Muscles were sore, and tendons were also very uncomfortable. Watching this group of people, Chen Ke drove them to the playground without mercy for "recovery" training. That is to say, yesterday's training again. Except that rabbit jumps changed from five trips to one trip, everything else was exactly the same as yesterday.

To prevent these people from slacking off, Chen Ke specially called You Gou and He Ying, asking these two ladies to run back and forth with everyone. Although everyone indeed had the thought of taking it easy, seeing the participation of two ladies, everyone felt they couldn't save face. In these times, there was no concept of gender equality. It was a matter of course that men exceeded girls in physical strength. Although the men's feet were empty bursts of weakness due to muscle and tendon weakness, everyone still exerted their full strength.

After exercise, the course continued. Chen Ke asked everyone if they wanted to find a corpse to dissect and show everyone the internal organs and blood vessels. This proposal really scared almost everyone. Although death was common in these times, cutting open a corpse was a big deal; this was great disrespect to the deceased. Chen Ke's proposal was denied.

So Chen Ke had to buy some chickens and rabbits, kill them, and explain to everyone what arteries were, what veins were. What nerves were. Besides the knee-jerk reaction, in this winter, Chen Ke also spent money and worked hard to find frogs that had started hibernation, and forcibly explained nerve reactions to everyone. Seeing a headless frog having a bamboo stick inserted into its spine, and then its limbs stretching straight like being electrocuted, a cold feeling rose straight up everyone's spine.

"See, this is nerve reaction. I think comrades also felt this kind of bioelectricity," Chen Ke said with a smile. This smile made everyone overturn the concept of "scholar" formed about Chen Ke before. *How could Chen Ke think of such means to prove so many things?* No one believed anymore that Chen Ke hadn't killed people before. *How could a guy who can do such cruel acts not have killed people before? Without killing people and dissecting living people, how could Chen Ke understand the human body so well?*

Even if Chen Ke explained the development of Western anatomy and physiology in detail, telling everyone this was learned in class before, some people still firmly believed Chen Ke had killed people. Moreover, the comrades were also full of extreme distrust towards Western science that researched these results. *How many corpses had to be dismembered, and how many people had to be experimented on to get this knowledge? It seems foreign devils are really not good things.* Some people associated this with foreign devils collecting corpses in Shanghai; those corpses must have been dissected. Comrades who were originally not firm enough in their attitude towards killing people, associating here, suddenly felt that killing foreign devils wasn't something unacceptable either.

A few days later, everyone's body returned to normal. Waists weren't sore, legs didn't hurt. Appetite was good, body was great. The courses on combat skills and rapid killing techniques also changed from paper to actual combat. Backstabbing, cutting the trachea and blood vessels with one knife. And many trainings under emergency situations made everyone bruised all over. Of course, running had changed from running ten trips with eyes open to ten trips during the day and ten trips at night. And training for emergency stops at various doorways.

In the training where this group of comrades gradually turned into "professional killers," other steps were also unfolding methodically. Chen Ke went to visit the prison.



★


Rescue and Revenge 3

Volume 2 - Chapter 53

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 53 Rescue and Revenge (3)

"Wenqing, are you really prepared to go on a killing spree?" Qi Huishen asked with some concern. After he and Chen Ke came out of the police station prison, he saw Chen Ke's face was as gloomy as water. After seeing the prison where those four comrades were detained, Qi Huishen finally realized how "superior the environment" of the cell he was detained in was. That should be a high-class cell, with good air and a bed; although the bed was padded with a straw mat, at least there were bedding on the straw mat. The cell detaining these four comrades was dark, closed, and humid, and the air was full of an indescribable smell. A thin straw mat was spread on the ground. It was winter now, and several people had to lean together to keep each other warm. The British really wanted to scare the revolutionaries this time. Even Qi Huishen was beaten when he went in, let alone these four comrades. Their faces were covered with scars; the policemen would definitely not only beat these comrades' faces.

The only thing that made Qi Huishen feel good was that these comrades were not dispirited. Seeing Chen Ke and Qi Huishen coming to visit the prison, they were quite excited. Chen Ke forced a smile to comfort everyone, "Comrades, no matter what method we use, we will rescue everyone in a short time." The police station naturally wouldn't let Chen Ke and the others talk to the arrested comrades alone; there were people monitoring nearby, and they also understood Chinese. Qi Huishen noticed one point: Chen Ke spoke in Sichuan dialect to Xiong Mingyang, a Sichuan student of Fudan Public School. Hearing this, Xiong Mingyang immediately had a thoughtful look on his face.

The prison visit time was not long. When Chen Ke entered and exited the police station prison, he seemed to look straight ahead, but Qi Huishen knew that Chen Ke had already observed this place very clearly. Because Chen Ke usually walked vigorously and had never been so slow as today. It seemed Chen Ke had decided to take action.

Chen Ke's "prison break training" these days scared Qi Huishen. He had never seen such professional killing methods. No matter how firm a revolutionary Qi Huishen was, he was first a Chinese. In the cultural tradition of Chinese people, only two kinds of killing can receive universal sympathy or even support: one is "eliminating violence," and the other is "blood for blood." And the method of killing for the sake of killing taught by Chen Ke was a "skill." After seeing it with his own eyes, Qi Huishen only felt that this attitude of not treating people as humans at all but as "objects" was "harmful to heavenly harmony" (against nature/morality). So Qi Huishen had to express his subtle emotions by asking.

"Huishen, our purpose is to rescue these comrades. What is the meaning of senseless slaughter?" Hearing Qi Huishen's question, Chen Ke asked back.

"But didn't Wenqing say..." Qi Huishen was deeply impressed by Chen Ke's murderous speech at that time; Chen Ke expressed that he wanted to kill the Indian policemen who killed Chinese common people.

"Those people absolutely cannot be let off, but we must rescue our own comrades first now. If we start killing Indian policemen directly, wouldn't it make these comrades more dangerous?" Chen Ke's voice was flat, but the murderous intent implied in it made Qi Huishen feel a chill on his back.

"Wenqing, I have a word I wanted to say for a long time. Actually, the comrades are very afraid of you recently." Qi Huishen finally said this sentence he had held back for a long time.

"I know." Chen Ke admitted frankly. "When I first learned these things, I was also very uncomfortable." Here Chen Ke lied; he couldn't admit that he used to be obsessed with learning these skills like a pervert back then.

"Wenqing, if we kill Indian policemen in a big way, it's not impossible, but after killing, we have to run away. You want to build schools and reserve medical professional manpower on one hand. On the other hand, you want to kill policemen in a big way. I feel these two are running in opposite directions."

*Finally someone noticed this point,* Chen Ke thought. Since Qi Huishen could ask such words, Chen Ke didn't want to perfunctory anymore. "If you are not prepared to kill before going to save people, do you think you can save people? Only by learning killing techniques can you choose to kill or not to kill. If you act rashly without learning, you will only throw yourself into the net in vain. You dare not attack the policemen, but the policemen dare to attack you."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen felt he understood Chen Ke's meaning a bit. "Wenqing means..."

"We must rescue the comrades; do you have any objection to this?"

"No."

"That's what I mean. No other meaning." Chen Ke gave the final answer.

Generally speaking, breaking into a prison needs to solve three problems. First, how to break in. Second, how to rescue people accurately. Third, how to retreat safely.

The action team conducted a serious discussion on these issues. Although they had maps and field inspections, the police station was a paramilitary institution after all. The policemen all had guns. If attacking from the outside couldn't kill in quickly and control the situation swiftly, then it would evolve into a lasting gunfight. In these times, there were no submachine guns like AK47 or Uzi; battles relying on rifles and pistols would often consume a long time. So in this period, bayonet fighting was a very important tactic. Chen Ke actually didn't want to kill and injure many people in the process of attack. How to rush into the police station effectively became the first difficult problem that must be solved.

If a strong fortress cannot be broken from the outside, then disintegrate it from the inside. This is also general common sense. It's just that the police station institution was originally a police institution used by foreigners to manage foreigners in the concession. Because more and more Chinese people moved into the concession, the struggle for jurisdiction with the Shanghai government expanded. The formal employees in the police station were still mainly foreigners up to now. The few Chinese employees were basically die-hard collaborators (*touyang fenzi*); finding them was worse than not finding them. In a short time, they really couldn't find anyone who could manage to sneak into the police station.

"I wonder if any brother dares to be arrested by the police station first." Chen Ke asked.

"How so?" Wu Xingchen was somewhat interested in this.

"I think if it really doesn't work, we'll use a two-pronged approach. First, someone has to be arrested inside. After this comrade is taken into the police station, we immediately cause a disturbance elsewhere to lure the tiger out of the mountain. After the people from the police station rush to the place of the incident, the comrade arrested inside subdues the people inside, and we also kill in from the outside together. Coordinate from inside and outside to rescue the people."

This set of plans sounded beautiful, but Chen Ke knew this was just talk. With the current personnel quality, only the method of luring the tiger out of the mountain might be reliable.

"Wenqing and other comrades have dealt with foreign devils. Listening to Wenqing's meaning, perhaps only I am suitable for this person being arrested inside," Chai Qingguo said.

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, do you believe you can complete the task? Can you understand what the foreigners are saying? Can you judge their next move based on their questioning?" Chen Ke asked with slightly furrowed brows.

Chai Qingguo originally just couldn't help but provoke Chen Ke with a few sentences. Hearing Chen Ke's words, he felt he definitely couldn't do it.

Seeing Chai Qingguo lower his head losing face, Chen Ke was just about to continue the discussion when he heard Wang Bin ask, "What if it were me? I can understand the policemen's words. But after I am arrested inside, I don't have the ability to confront the policemen's force either. If I go in with this Comrade Chai, do you think it will work?"

Wang Bin returned from Beijing earlier than Chen Ke. As You Gou's friend, he vigorously participated in the action to rescue You Gou and other arrested comrades. In terms of providing the police station map, Wang Bin also contributed greatly. Chen Ke hadn't had time to talk to him in detail. According to Chen Ke's guess, after Wang Bin was humiliated by his ex-girlfriend's husband during this trip to Beijing, his mentality seemed to have changed quite a bit.

"Brother Wang, if you participate in this matter, your future in Shanghai will be finished."

"Finished is finished. What's the big deal. If the revolution can be carried on and victory is won, won't I get more?" Wang Bin's answer really had the meaning of being driven to Liangshan (rebellion).

"This is also a way." Wu Xingchen nodded slightly.

"I think it's better to hijack the prison van," Chai Qingguo finally stated his plan. "I hijacked prison vans in Shandong before. Saved people. I think if we insist on rushing hard, our casualties will be too big."

"Prison vans have quite a few guards, and vigilance is high. Although the chance of success is high if we rush up halfway, casualties are absolutely unavoidable. If we attack the police station, the policemen wouldn't expect someone to dare to break ground on Tai Sui's head (provoke the powerful), so it's catching them off guard instead. I don't want this rescue to trigger new casualties."

Everyone argued endlessly about this. Chai Qingguo disapproved of Chen Ke's idea very much. Chen Ke couldn't be bothered to say more. He simply asked Chai Qingguo, Wu Xingchen, Hua Xiongmao, and himself to go to the police station at midnight today to see the actual situation. Chai Qingguo agreed.

It was afternoon now. Chen Ke simply suggested everyone go to sleep now and set off at twelve at night. Returning to the dormitory, Chen Ke found that it was very troublesome after marrying a wife. Going out in the middle of the night, it was definitely impossible not to let He Ying know. Chen Ke adopted the simplest solution: telling the truth. He Ying knew Chen Ke came back this time to save people. Going to investigate the situation in the middle of the night wasn't anything outrageous. She just hoped Chen Ke could act carefully.

Seeing his wife say this, Chen Ke also felt very moved. He simply pulled He Ying to lie down and sleep for a while together. Training these past few days was actually quite hard. With his wife beside him, the two first chatted idly for a while, and unknowingly Chen Ke fell asleep.

When he woke up, it was after ten in the evening. He Ying was still sleeping beside Chen Ke. What moved Chen Ke especially was that He Ying slept on the inner side. When Chen Ke got up, he woke He Ying. She said groggily, "There is food on the table. I'm going to sleep; come back early." Then, not knowing if she was feigning sleep or really sleeping, she faced the wall and stopped making a sound.

Although the rice was cold and not very comfortable to eat, thinking of his wife's considerateness gave it a special kind of warmth.

At eleven o'clock, Chen Ke went to call Wu Xingchen and the others, seeing they were already ready. Several tough men all wore black clothes. They went out quietly. This operation carried two guns, a small axe for each person, and four black hoods. It was considered a simulation action.

When they arrived at the gate of the police station, it was already 12:30 at night. There was no one on the street. Although the gate of the police station was also open, no guards were seen. A thought suddenly moved in Chen Ke's mind. He put on the hood and said, "Zheng Lan, you also put on the hood and go over with me to take a look."

"Do it now?" The one speaking was actually Wu Xingchen.

"Xingchen, you don't go. You look out. With your figure, once seen, you can't get away with it."

While speaking, Hua Xiongmao had already put on the hood. Chen Ke waved his hand, and the two walked quickly towards the police station. Indeed, there was no one at the gate. Chen Ke and the others wore soft-soled cloth boots, walking quietly. These paths had been trained hundreds of times at night; they wouldn't go wrong walking with eyes closed. Heaven knows where the people of the police station were. Walking a few steps inside, the policemen's dormitory was in front. He heard a burst of talking inside. Chen Ke peeked through the crack of the door and saw a pile of policemen surrounding a table. Banknotes and silver dollars were piled on the table. Several foreigners held cards in their hands, cigarettes dangling from their mouths; the leader had a cigar. Indian policemen surrounded them. They were actually gambling.

Opportunity depends on how you choose. A thought turned in Chen Ke's mind. If he ran to save people now, it seemed most reasonable, but actually not necessarily. In case someone came out in the middle, encountering them would be big trouble. Moreover, he and Hua Xiongmao had received training, so they could do it. But those arrested brothers hadn't received training. If he brought them out, it would inevitably alarm these people. A melee ensued; that would really be hard to say.

Rushing in with guns to coerce the policemen wasn't a good way either. In these times, it wasn't the War of Resistance against Japan or the War of Liberation period; both hostile sides had sufficient understanding of each other. The Japanese or the Kuomintang seeing a few Eighth Route Army soldiers rushing in knew the Eighth Route Army would really shoot, so they would always have some scruples. This group of policemen didn't have such cognition. Moreover, Chen Ke didn't really want to go on a killing spree. It wasn't that he hadn't had murderous intentions, but every time he recalled the Traitor Elimination Squad led by the Premier (Zhou Enlai), even after April 12, the Traitor Elimination Squad only dealt with internal traitors, raided execution grounds, and broke into prisons. They never engaged in revolutionary assassination terrorist activities. Since the Premier did so, there must be deep reasons. Chen Ke considered his conduct definitely inferior to the Premier, so every time his killing intent surged, thinking of the Premier seemed like an indescribable floodgate forcibly blocking Chen Ke's black torrent of killing intent.

Then it seemed there was only one choice left. Only gamble once. Chen Ke whispered to Hua Xiongmao, "You go out and tell the two outside to wait outside, ready to receive people. If I don't come out, you guys retreat yourselves."

"Wenqing!" In the darkness, Hua Xiongmao's eyes widened round.

"Obey orders!" Chen Ke said in a low voice. Then he pushed Hua Xiongmao. Although Hua Xiongmao turned his head three times along the way, he really obeyed Chen Ke's order.

Seeing there were no other worries, Chen Ke took a breath, then quietly pushed open the door. No one noticed the door opened, nor did anyone notice a man dressed in black and wearing a black hood quietly walked into the room. The eyes of everyone in the room were attracted by the winning and losing on the cards.

The next day, when Shanghai citizens saw the police station out in full force again, searching chaotically throughout the city, they knew something new had happened. Especially the police station ran to Fudan Public School, demanding to enter the school to search for people. Fudan Public School naturally refused. Just having had the big event of the Shanghai Mixed Court, the Shanghai government already had a considerable advantage in the struggle for judicial management rights. Mr. Ma Xiangbo led the gatekeepers to block the police station outside the school gate. After the two sides confronted each other for a while, people from the government also came. After some negotiation, the people from the police station had to retreat. Such a change was a great stimulus to the citizens' imagination, and rumors began to fly all over the sky.

By the afternoon, a decent explanation finally appeared. An unknown hero rushed into the police station in the middle of last night, knocked down all the policemen, and then rescued those few arrested students. Chinese people love this kind of martial arts legend story the most. So in the subsequent legends, from knocking down policemen to save people, it changed to killing a few policemen to save people, and then changed to a bloodbath of the police station. Anyway, the number of dead foreign devils changed from a few to dozens, and later to hundreds.

It hadn't been long since the incident of policemen killing people. Before the "Third Seven" (21 days after death) passed, the citizens' hatred for policemen was still strong. Such a story immediately resonated with everyone. Besides the "death toll" of foreign devils climbing steadily, guessing who did it was another great excitement point. In this matter, the guess that the Whampoa Book Club hired martial arts experts to break into prison became a mainstream. The performance of the Whampoa Book Club in this Shanghai Mixed Court incident wasn't actually eye-catching. Because the ones launching parades, strikes, and market closures were actually various local groups in Shanghai. But after the city-wide manhunt incident, the Whampoa Book Club became famous. The people were used to "people do not fight with officials." Forces that could be targeted for elimination by the government and foreigners were absolutely not ordinary common people. They absolutely had the ability to fight with the government and foreigners. This guess without conclusive evidence hit the fact just like that.

Shanghai Renxin Medical College was a school initiated by the British after all, so Qi Huishen and Chen Ke, as school board director and principal, had no way to refuse the police station led by people from the British Consulate. Of course, Chen Ke and the others wouldn't be stupid enough to hide people inside the school. The social investigation greatly expanded the scope of activities for the comrades. After Chen Ke brought the people out, those few people ran away according to the route taken during the social investigation at that time. Hua Xiongmao personally led the team and agreed on a contact location.

After returning to the school, Chen Ke woke Qi Huishen up. Qi Huishen immediately took money and sent He Zudao and Qin Wu'an to meet up with this group. Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo also hid. This disposal was also somewhat out of worry that if the police station insisted on arresting people unreasonably, the Party Branch wouldn't suffer a devastating blow like the last time.
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Chapter 54: Rescue and Revenge (4)

"Why doesn't Wen Qing go hide? If someone identifies you, wouldn't that just add trouble?" Qi Huishen felt that Chen Ke insisting on staying at the school was a bit rash. As she spoke, she glanced at He Ying, who was beside Chen Ke.

The officers from the patrol station were exasperated, running around the school like mad dogs. Chen Ke, fearing his wife would be harassed, simply had He Ying stay by his side. Hearing Qi Huishen's words, He Ying looked normal, only gently holding onto Chen Ke's arm.

"Yesterday during the day, we both went to visit the prison, and at night the person was broken out. If we both disappear today, what does that count as? A confession without being pressed?" Chen Ke patted his wife He Ying's hand gently while chuckling in a low voice.

Actually, Qi Huishen also held this thought, which was why she stayed here. Seeing Chen Ke chatting with her so composedly, she couldn't help but sigh, "Wen Qing, your guts are really big. Although you masked your face, your figure..."

Chen Ke's figure might not be too conspicuous in the North, but in the South, it stood out like a crane among chickens. Among the people searching the school were a few officers Chen Ke had knocked out yesterday. It wasn't clear if it was psychological, but Qi Huishen felt their gazes towards Chen Ke were filled with a dangerous scent.

"Even if they recognize me, so what? Do they dare to arrest people? This isn't the Concession. This is our school. In the British tradition, without a major incident or special evidence, the government cannot come into a school to arrest people. They can't even enter Fudan Public School. Let alone come here to arrest people. Besides, this isn't some major case. No one died. Don't worry," Chen Ke laughed.

"Having done such a big case, looking back now, it really is satisfying." More than a hundred kilometers away from Chen Ke's location, Chai Qingguo suddenly laughed. This Shandong hero actually didn't like to laugh much, but at this moment, he was laughing very happily.

Wu Xingchen, who was on the same boat as Chai Qingguo, was actually quite happy too. Although his face remained calm, having a life-and-death friendship with Chai Qingguo, he could still tell. "Brother Wu, why didn't you let me finish off those few officers who were knocked down outside?" Although he said this, Chai Qingguo actually didn't mind not killing anyone.

Last night, Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo were truly startled when they suddenly saw Hua Xiongmao rush out from the patrol station. The four of them brought two guns; Chen Ke had one, and Wu Xingchen had one. Chai Qingguo thought something big had happened inside the patrol station and had already pulled out his small axe.

Wu Xingchen held back Chai Qingguo, who was preparing to rush in. In just that moment, Hua Xiongmao had arrived in front of them. "Wen Qing started. He told us to prepare to receive the person."

"Can he handle it alone?" Wu Xingchen asked in a low voice.

"I've seen Wen Qing's skills; it should be no problem." Hua Xiongmao still remembered the thunder-like movements he saw when he first met Chen Ke more than half a year ago.

Time seemed to pass for a very, very long time. There seemed to be some sounds inside the patrol station, but the people outside couldn't hear clearly. The only thing they could be sure of was that no gunshots came out; Chen Ke probably didn't use a gun. However, the three people hiding in the darkness didn't see Chen Ke come out either.

Wu Xingchen's hands pressed on Hua Xiongmao and Chai Qingguo's shoulders. Whenever they moved slightly, Wu Xingchen's powerful palms would hold their shoulders down. During the training these days, they always advocated not using voice to transmit signals. Among various simple hand gestures, this command to stop and attack was the simplest. Wu Xingchen's action was the signal to stop all actions. Just at this moment, two figures appeared on the street. Looking at their attire, they should be two patrolling officers. Obviously, these two officers didn't notice the three people in the shadows, let alone know that a fierce fight was happening inside the patrol station. It was already very cold at midnight; rubbing their hands, they walked quickly towards the main gate.

Just as these two officers both turned around, backs to the street, preparing to step into the patrol station, Wu Xingchen pushed Chai Qingguo and Hua Xiongmao. This was a signal trained hundreds of times. Although their hearts might not be in step with Wu Xingchen, their bodies moved before their thoughts. More accurately, Hua Xiongmao had a stronger consciousness of offense. If the two officers were allowed into the patrol station, it would be too dangerous for Chen Ke.

Chai Qingguo didn't have Hua Xiongmao's strong desire for battle; he was really waiting for Chen Ke to come out. Both rushed forward involuntarily, but whether they were genuinely rushing forward made a big difference. Just a moment of slow thought, and Chai Qingguo was surpassed by Hua Xiongmao by more than a meter.

Hearing footsteps behind them, the two officers stopped almost simultaneously. Hua Xiongmao was on the left; the officer he locked onto didn't have time to turn his head back before Hua Xiongmao chopped a palm onto the carotid artery on that officer's neck. This heavy blow instantly cut off the blood supply to the brain. Hua Xiongmao didn't even look at the officer whose body started to sway. His other hand had already grabbed the throat of the other officer. With a slight force, a slight strange noise came from that officer's throat, and he could no longer make a sound. Hua Xiongmao had already turned behind this officer, his other arm strangling the officer's neck like an iron hoop. Just then, Chai Qingguo arrived. Seeing Hua Xiongmao had already subdued two enemies, somehow, a feeling of uselessness popped up. Chai Qingguo subconsciously pulled out his small axe and raised it high, chopping towards the chest of the officer who had straightened his body and was struggling desperately.

Hua Xiongmao simply didn't expect Chai Qingguo to actually want to kill. He was trying hard to choke the officer's throat, his other hand pressing on the carotid artery on the officer's neck. A human brain would fall into a coma if blood supply was interrupted for three seconds. He used both hands in the effort to make the officer faint and had no way to stop Chai Qingguo from killing. He could only drag slightly backward, trying to get the officer as far away from the axe as possible.

The officer, having been ambushed, was already frightened enough. Seeing a small axe about to chop into his chest, it wasn't clear if he was scared or if the carotid artery blood supply was insufficient. Anyway, Hua Xiongmao only felt the officer's originally tense body suddenly go soft like a deflated ball. Fortunately so, Chai Qingguo's small axe only cut the clothes on the officer's chest and didn't chop into the chest as expected.

Chai Qingguo missed the chop, which instead aroused his ferocity. He took a step up, raising the axe again. Wu Xingchen's figure was too burly; although he let Chai Qingguo rush up first, he also followed quickly. But he wasn't as fast as the two rushing. Now finally catching up, he had quick eyes and hands, grabbing Chai Qingguo's wrist. "This time is to save people, don't kill indiscriminately first." Wu Xingchen was still able to maintain basic calmness, he said in a low voice.

The three left the unconscious officers and heard Chen Ke's voice, "Xingchen guard the door, others follow me in." Unknown when, Chen Ke had arrived in the dark at the doorway. After speaking, he took the lead running towards the prison. Hua Xiongmao followed without hesitation. A bit later, Chai Qingguo also followed.

The effect of training was fully displayed at this moment. In the patrol station he had never entered, Chai Qingguo ran like the wind. It wasn't very clear in the dark night, completely following the habits developed from training, it was actually very relaxed. There was a lock on the cell door. Chen Ke swung the axe, and a chop swift as thunder cut the iron chain. He kicked open the cell door and rushed in. When Chai Qingguo ran close, the door of the room next to the cell was wide open, a few people lying inside, dead or alive unknown. They were just motionless. Looking by the light, the iron chain was about the thickness of a finger, yet it was cut neatly into two pieces. Then Chen Ke shouted something inside the cell. When Chai Qingguo followed in, he saw Chen Ke forcing two guards back with a pistol. Hua Xiongmao went around behind them, gave each a palm on the neck, and the two guards immediately fell to the ground.

Chen Ke put the gun back into his waist and rushed towards the innermost cell. This time Chai Qingguo kept up with Chen Ke's pace. Seeing Chen Ke make no preparation at the door, he just raised the axe. His swing was so fast that the naked eye couldn't see it at all. What could be seen was the iron chain on the door suddenly popping up like two mad snakes, making a shrill cry in the air, then hitting the cell door, the cut parts actually stabbing fiercely into the wooden board. As soon as the cell door opened, the two outside rushed in, and without explanation, dragged people out. The comrades inside were sleeping groggily; frightened by this sudden change, they screamed a few times, but seeing the people in the light outside, it was obvious they weren't officers. At this time, Chen Ke and the others didn't care about much else. According to training, everyone picked a comrade who looked relatively heavily injured, carried them on their backs, and ran out. The remaining comrade was clever; he ran very fast behind the three. He had been taken out for interrogation and torture many times, so he knew the way fairly well.

When the three arrived at the gate, they saw Wu Xingchen covering his nose with his hand. Chai Qingguo smelled a very fresh scent of feces and urine. While puzzled, Wu Xingchen released his hand, "Looks like an officer shit his pants." After rushing in, Chai Qingguo's mood had been very tense. Suddenly hearing this, he couldn't help but laugh out loud. The group followed the plan completely; three people carried three comrades, Wu Xingchen dragged another comrade, disappearing into the night.

While talking to Wu Xingchen, Chai Qingguo suddenly remembered the officer on the ground with feces and urine flowing in his crotch again and couldn't help laughing loudly. He had laughed many times today. Although Chai Qingguo and these rescued People's Party comrades were strangers, thinking back a few years ago, he was chased by the Beiyang Army and foreign devils into hiding everywhere, where would he have time to save captured brothers. The success of this operation gave Chai Qingguo some comfort in his heart.

He suddenly remembered Chen Ke offering to go back at the dock when they parted ways, and for the first time in his life, he worried about Chen Ke's safety. "Brother Wu, Wen Qing won't be in trouble, right?"

"Since Wen Qing said he's fine, presumably he should be fine." Wu Xingchen said calmly.

"Although you say that, I'm still a bit worried. Those foreign devils are very overbearing. We snatched people out this time; presumably, Shanghai has been turned upside down, right?"

"Qingguo, I know you and Wen Qing have some small knots. After this matter broke out, the Party organization is definitely going to Anhui. I want to hear what plans you have." Wu Xingchen looked around to see no one and asked in a low voice.

Everyone was on the same boat, and the boat owner was the one who provided the boat during the last social investigation. When Hua Xiongmao woke up the boat owner, the groggy boat owner actually still had an impression of him. This boat wasn't small; everyone could sit down. At this time, Hua Xiongmao was taking care of four comrades in the cabin. Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo stood at the bow, and no one disturbed them.

The water towns of Jiangnan were very different from Shandong and Hebei. Chai Qingguo had taken off his black jacket and draped clothes borrowed from the boat owner. Although the sun was bright today, facing the moisture-laden wind at the bow was actually quite cold.

"I'll follow you, Brother Wu." Chai Qingguo pulled his lapels, speaking somewhat coldly.

"Depends on the situation, I'll be returning to Hebei soon." Wu Xingchen stood motionless like an iron tower, letting the cold wind blow on his face. The borrowed clothes didn't fit well; nothing could block Wu Xingchen's chest. He just draped the borrowed clothes over his black clothes.

"Then I'll also return to Hebei," Chai Qingguo said quickly.

Wu Xingchen didn't directly express agreement or disagreement. "Qingguo, you are also a probationary party member now; you should know that, right?"

"I know."

"A probationary party member doesn't mean you can attend all meetings, but at least the results of every meeting will be communicated to everyone. This isn't too important. Anyway, for you, being able to attend a party meeting is just about whether you have face or not. But as a party member, first, you must listen to the Party. It's not that you can do whatever you want."

Chai Qingguo knew Wu Xingchen's meaning. He lowered his head and wrapped his clothes tighter. "Brother Wu, I still want to follow you."

"Then what do you think is wrong with Wen Qing?" Wu Xingchen continued to ask. "Comparing martial arts, wit, capability, in which aspect is he not better than you?"

"I don't understand the matters of them scholars."

"The things I say are all learned from Wen Qing; why don't you say you don't understand? Don't pretend with me. I'll just ask for a straight answer. If the Party organization asks you to stay, will you stay or not?"

Chai Qingguo knew Wu Xingchen wouldn't take him back to Hebei this time. The so-called questioning was actually just persuading him. He simply spoke his mind, "I'm afraid of being bullied here."

"You've recited the Party's organizational discipline many times. If you feel bullied, you can report to the Party organization. Who dares to bully you?"

"Wasn't I bullied in Beijing?" Chai Qingguo put up a final resistance.

Wu Xingchen didn't fall for this at all. "Don't give me excuses. That time in Beijing is completely different from now. In Beijing, you ran away. I dared to take you to find Wen Qing to talk about it. If you run away this time, I don't care how aggrieved you are; I'll just find you and give you a sound beating first."

Chai Qingguo saw Wu Xingchen's attitude was very firm. He finally asked, "Brother Wu, why do you want to follow Chen Ke and the others? If you say there are things you haven't learned, with your cleverness, what should be learned, you've finished learning long ago. What you should know, you also know. With the principles you talked about before, what are we afraid of in Shandong? The government, foreign devils, we can deal with them all. Isn't it just run if we can't beat them, and if we can beat them, stall them first, wait for them to weaken, then we strike again. Why must we be commanded by some Party organization here? You also said this Party organization is expanding very fast. Instead of mixing with those people we don't know, how good would it be to do it ourselves."

Hearing this, Wu Xingchen sneered, "Were Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing good to us back then?"

"That goes without saying," Chai Qingguo answered decisively.

"Then with yesterday's matter, if you let Uncle Zhao and Uncle Jing lead us to do it, could it be done so beautifully?"

"This..." Chai Qingguo was at a loss for words. Back then, he fought the church under Zhao Sanduo. That took tremendous effort and many people died to capture the church. The pre-battle preparation and training were far inferior to Chen Ke's side.

"I'm not saying bad things about the two uncles. But us fighting and killing in the countryside might be okay. If you really have to fight with foreign devils with real swords and guns, dare you say you are better than the two uncles? I don't think so."

"Chen Ke and the others are just a few people; dare they compare with the two uncles' tens of thousands of people?"

"Yes, they are just these few dozen people and can do to this extent. When they have tens of thousands of people, what extent can they reach? You say I've learned everything; what have I learned? Tell me." Wu Xingchen asked back. Seeing Chai Qingguo silent, he continued to persuade, "Qingguo, you are a good brother. Sometimes, we have to accept fate. People are better than us; we follow them. I've followed Wen Qing for half a year. The things they do now might not compare to the two uncles, but the methods they use to do things, the two uncles simply can't compare. We don't like scholars, but Wen Qing and the others are different from those scholars. Have you seen those scholars personally lead a team to snatch people? Seen them personally lead everyone in training before snatching people? Why is this? Isn't it just not wanting everyone to suffer casualties? It's different from our previous fighting relying on piling up people. Qingguo, could a person with such thoughts really be a bad person?"

Chai Qingguo remained silent. Last night during the jailbreak, the action of Chen Ke cutting the iron chain left a deep impression on him. He had hijacked prison carts before. That time, after Chai Qingguo subdued the officers, he also used an axe to chop the chain. Several people chopped for half a day and didn't cut it open. Don't look at just that one swing; without firm conviction, full concentration on that swing when acting, just having strength is useless. Chai Qingguo was also an expert, so he knew better that those who could reach this step didn't just achieve it by hard practice. This was already a matter of character. Those who could reach this step were all people with resolute and decisive nature.

Chai Qingguo had seen such people—they were all very terrifying people. At critical moments, these people never had any fear; life and death had long been disregarded. Just like when he led the horse team to rush out of the Beiyang Army's encirclement back then. That wasn't just leaving behind brothers without horses; even among brothers riding horses, one out of two failed to rush out. Chai Qingguo knew clearly how much determination that required. Because Chai Qingguo himself was such a resolute figure.

Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo finally spoke. "Brother Wu, you know my character. I already don't care about life and death. But I've already sold my life to Uncle Zhao once. After Uncle Zhao died, I don't want to easily sell it a second time. Since you say so, Brother Wu, I'll make an agreement with you. I will follow Chen Ke for another year. If I still have my life after this year, and if I still want to leave then, you cannot stop me."

"Okay. It's settled. One year." Wu Xingchen replied.

Chai Qingguo nodded but said no more. It was already noon, and the wind on the river surface had a slight warmth, feeling much more comfortable.
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Chapter 55 The First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party

The success of the People's Party's rescue operation had a very positive impact within the party, including the Whampoa Book Club. Upon learning that the comrades had been successfully rescued from prison, the depressive atmosphere that had lingered for over twenty days was swept away. For the rescued comrades whose families were in Shanghai, the party organization also arranged meetings with their relatives.

The advance team led by Hua Xiongmao had already arrived in Anhui and begun preliminary investigation work. Wu Xingchen also set off to return to Hebei. The party organization entrusted Wu Xingchen with formal letters notifying Chen Tianhua to return to Shanghai immediately to assist in the party organization's relocation to Anhui.

In addition to these external tasks, the People's Party and the Whampoa Book Club held plenary meetings successively. After some not-so-heated discussions, the comrades acknowledged the fact that the disparity in strength between the enemy and ourselves in Shanghai was too great. Chen Ke's request to go to Anhui for work was approved. Then, with Chen Ke personally presiding, the Anhui Work Committee was established. The committee conducted individual talks and mobilization. To Chen Ke's surprise, the number of People's Party members willing to go to Anhui exceeded 70%, and the members of the Whampoa Book Club were even higher, exceeding 80%.

January 24, 1906, was New Year's Eve, and the People's Party took a long holiday. Chen Ke did not know when the comrades entering Anhui for work would next be able to spend the Spring Festival with their families in a peaceful environment. That was why he made this suggestion, which received unanimous approval from the party members.

According to the plan, the work of entering Anhui would officially begin after the Lantern Festival (15th of the first lunar month). Relying on the Shanghai Renxin Medical College, several non-medical disciplines had already begun recruitment. The school's medical majors and affiliated schools would officially start classes after the beginning of spring. On New Year's Eve, the school's dormitory building was truly bustling with noise and excitement.

In November 1905, the Japanese government issued many regulations restricting Chinese students, resulting in many students in Japan returning to China. These people had originally hoped to get a diploma and then return to China to "unfold their grand plans," but now forced to return, it further aroused their "ambitions." For these people, the most effective way to achieve their goals was to "run a school." The problem was that running a school these days cost money. Although these students had decent family backgrounds, their families' financial resources were either insufficient to support running a school, or their families had sent them to study abroad to "bring glory to their ancestors" and "get promoted and get rich." Now that they hadn't earned any money and instead wanted their families to invest in running schools, these people knew themselves that it was unrealistic.

So they began to lobby investors everywhere. The Whampoa Book Club became a somewhat famous gathering place in Shanghai. Before the Shanghai riots, Qi Huishen had already been annoyed by these people beyond measure. However, as the saying goes, "blessing rests on disaster"; when the patrolmen arrested Qi Huishen, he was facing the daily routine visit of these students, and the group of visitors was also taken away. Instead, it proved that Qi Huishen had no time to participate in this movement at all. Coupled with the fact that the British were not too willing to offend these Chinese students too ruthlessly, they were all released. Now that Chen Ke was back to preside over the work, this group of people saw that the limelight had passed, so they gathered at the school again. Chen Ke had to be somewhat generous, so he simply let these people live temporarily in the school dormitories.

Chen Ke had heard of and occasionally seen women crying, making a scene, and threatening suicide. But he had never seen men do this in real life. After a few of these returned students from Japan staged such a scene for Chen Ke, he began to regret the move of agreeing to let them live in the dormitories.

On New Year's Eve, Chen Ke stayed up for the new year with these students. There were still a few women among the students; the very few women sat at one table, while the men occupied the other tables in the cafeteria. Among this group, Chen Ke was interested in the dozen or so students engaged in mining exploration. After the People's Party entered Anhui, it would definitely face a blockade. Self-reliance and ample food and clothing. This was easy to say, but in actual economic operations, basic industries like mining, agriculture, and chemical engineering were the top priorities. Even for these mining personnel whose real level was unknown, they were talents Chen Ke had to get his hands on. Among these people, Yao Hongye was the one Chen Ke valued the most.

Chen Ke did not know Yao Hongye's history. This brother was born in 1881; according to the identity Chen Ke fabricated, he was one year younger than Chen Ke. A native of Xiametang, Yiyang, Hunan. He went to Japan to study in 1904, set up a road and mining school, and was the first to advocate the protection of road and mining sovereignty. He joined the Tongmenghui in 1905. In 1906, he returned to China to protest the "Rules for the Regulation of Qing Students" issued by the Japanese Ministry of Education aimed at prohibiting the activities of Chinese students. He rented a house and opened a school with Qiu Jin and Yu Youren in Shanghai, founding the China Public School, pioneering the establishment of new schools by private individuals. Later, due to difficulties with funds and school buildings, coupled with slander and rumors, he threw himself into the Huangpu River and died on Qingming Festival (April 7) after Chen Tianhua's coffin arrived in Shanghai.

Since Chen Tianhua had joined the People's Party, naturally there would be no issue of suicide. And this student Yao Hongye did not follow the old path of history either; he returned to Shanghai in December 1905. At this time, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua were both active in Beijing. Yao Hongye first participated in the social investigation activities launched by the People's Party with Qiu Jin. During the social investigation activities, he strongly lobbied Qi Huishen to invest in a mining university. Qi Huishen was very interested in his plan, but naturally, it was not convenient for Qi Huishen to make a decision on such a major matter. When Chen Ke returned to Shanghai, student Yao Hongye met Chen Ke in person and continued to lobby Chen Ke to open this school. Chen Ke's reply was simple: it was naturally possible to open a school, but the main campus of this school must be located in Anhui. Shanghai could only open a branch campus.

Yao Hongye's passion was doused with a bucket of cold water. He had originally wanted to open a school in this place, Shanghai. Chen Ke wanted to take them to that poor and remote place in Anhui; psychologically, this was definitely unacceptable. Chen Ke was not afraid that Yao Hongye would disagree in the end. Anyway, without other investment, this mining school, which was still on paper, would either be aborted or obediently obey Chen Ke's plan. If Chen Ke knew that Yao Hongye historically was forced to throw himself into the river to commit suicide due to lack of funds, he would have had even more confidence.

In fact, not only Yao Hongye, but most of the students staying here had signed long or short work contracts with Renxin College. One fresh trick eats all over the sky; in the two months Chen Ke left Shanghai, the production of the specific drug earned huge profits. Thanks to Wang Qinian, the sales of the specific drug in Southeast Asia expanded again and again, reaching a record of 3,000 person-portions in January, actually earning one hundred thousand taels of silver. By January 1906, the People's Party's existing funds exceeded 200,000 taels. With money in hand, there is no panic in the heart. If it was just to set up a few new majors, there was really no shortage of wages for a hundred or so people.

Moreover, the People's Party had a good plan for exactly who to recruit; liberal arts students were basically not wanted. These people were not figures like Lu Xun; having liberal arts students was basically useless. Those who cried, made scenes, and threatened suicide in front of Chen Ke were liberal arts students. Among the liberal arts students, except for those studying law, Chen Ke did not recruit a single one.

Staying up for the new year generally started with eating and drinking. But for several hours, you couldn't just keep eating and drinking. Qiu Jin did not go home for the New Year this time. While celebrating the New Year with everyone at this time, as a revolutionary propagandist, Qiu Jin's interest rose after a few cups of wine, and she began to speak about revolutionary principles in public. Chen Ke didn't pay too much attention; anyway, the propaganda of this era was all stuff heard many times. Plus, they were going to Anhui soon; facing the arduous grassroots work, if you bragged so big first and stirred up everyone's emotions, the blow from the gap would be too great when they saw the poor and remote countryside.

The students naturally loved this; for these classmates who temporarily had no power or influence, at least the revolution painted a beautiful pie. Whether they could eat it or not, let's feast their eyes first. The emotions of the audience got higher and higher. When Chen Ke talked with those key selection targets, he had already explained the hardships of working in Anhui, and at this time he didn't want to pour any cold water. Seeing his wife He Ying had no interest in Qiu Jin's speech, he secretly gave He Ying a wink, and then slipped out. Not long after, He Ying also slipped out. The couple walked hand in hand inside the school.

There were not only the Chen Ke couple outside; many students were setting off firecrackers and fireworks on the campus. The crackling sound of firecrackers was also very lively.

"Miss home?" Chen Ke asked.

"Mhm." He Ying answered honestly.

Chen Ke wanted to apologize, but felt there was really nothing to apologize for. Since they were married, they should live a good life together. "I'll play the piano for you," Chen Ke said.

"Okay." He Ying still answered honestly.

The couple slipped into the school's music room. Chen Ke had been here a few times these days; once they got to Anhui, where would there be time to play this petty-bourgeois thing. Chen Ke, as the leader, playing piano for his wife—what if his subordinates followed suit? So Chen Ke felt it necessary to play for his wife a few more times now.

The piano sound was melodious, but it was "Along the Way with You": "Do you know, loving you is not easy, it still needs a lot of courage..." Chen Ke sang. He Ying's face changed a little as she listened. Chen Ke concentrated on playing and singing, not noticing his wife's expression at all. After finishing the song, Chen Ke still felt it was quite good. But he saw He Ying lower her head and suddenly ask, "I miss my aunt."

"We'll visit her in a few years." Chen Ke answered heartlessly. After saying this perfectly fine sentence, he saw He Ying's face change, becoming even more unhappy. Chen Ke's brain spun before he realized, and he hurriedly explained: "I didn't write this tune or lyrics at all, I just thought it sounded good, absolutely no other meaning."

He Ying seemed dissatisfied with this answer. Chen Ke felt a bit wronged this time, and explained again, but the more he explained, the darker it seemed to get, so he simply switched to playing and singing "My Motherland." This tune was very beautiful, and He Ying actually hadn't really cared that much originally. It was just a girl's inexplicable mood. Seeing Chen Ke stop explaining, she didn't pursue it. After playing and singing several songs in a row, the sound of footsteps suddenly rang out in the corridor, sounding like a group of people coming up. Then Qiu Jin's slightly drunken voice was heard, "Wen Qing is hiding here being lovey-dovey, really making us envious." As soon as the voice fell, a group of people swarmed in. The leader was Qiu Jin, and following closely behind her was actually Chen Tianhua.

Once Chen Tianhua returned, the students seemed to have a backbone. This was also the effect Chen Ke pursued; sure enough, a part of the students who were originally not too enthusiastic about going to Anhui finally expressed their willingness to work in Anhui. Especially under Chen Tianhua's persuasion, Yao Hongye finally expressed willingness to join the school with those classmates studying mining. However, Yao Hongye stated that the main campus must be located in Shanghai, but he personally guaranteed to send a batch of students to Anhui to start work in a year. Coupled with Chen Tianhua's mediation, although Chen Ke did not trust their enthusiasm and guarantees too much, he couldn't pick too many faults.

After the 15th of the first lunar month, comrades returned to work one after another. By February 10, comrades from the Beijing Party Group also rushed back. There were far more people coming this time than imagined; Mao Yibo, Xu Dian, Su Wuming, and others brought more than a dozen comrades to Shanghai. Qin Tongren did not come with the team because there were still many things in Beijing that needed him to wrap up, and Qin Tongren was also trying to gather more people. As long as there was a prospect in Anhui, he would lead the "large troop" to come and meet with the comrades.

By February 18, Shang Yuan also arrived in Shanghai. On February 19, the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party was officially held in Shanghai.

Many years later, regarding what level of meeting the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party actually counted as, many comrades within the party discussed it diversely. What was the difference between the status of the First National Preparatory Meeting and the First National Congress? This was not a small issue. This determined the seniority within the party. in this preparatory meeting, there were a total of fifty-three full members and probationary members, with those from north of the Huai River occupying 23 seats and those from south of the Huai River occupying 23 seats. It actually presented a wonderful balance of power. Full members and probationary members came from eleven provinces across the country, including Taiwan, and even included seven Japanese comrades.

There are not many memoirs about this preparatory meeting; the vast majority of the participants did not live to the age where they had the leisure to write memoirs. Apart from the official secretarial records of the meeting, the most important one was undoubtedly Wang Qinian's diary. At that time, Wang Qinian had already passed away, and records from France proved that Wang Qinian had undergone a "baptism" ceremony in a Protestant church in France in 1900 and became a Protestant. Against the background of the Republic eradicating the three major Christian denominations, Wang Qinian's manuscripts were comprehensively inspected after his death, thus discovering those dozens of diaries.

Of course, after research by staff members, it was really unknown how much difference there was between Wang Qinian's belief in "Christ" and his belief in "Guanyin Bodhisattva." When "summoned by the Lord," Wang Qinian himself also showed no intention of requesting any "last rites" from religious personnel. Coupled with the fact that Wang Qinian had no words or deeds proving he had any resistance or confusion about materialistic atheism after joining the party, the retrieval work concluded with "Wang Qinian accidentally participated in a certain Protestant religious activity due to spiritual depression before contacting materialist theory in his youth to adolescence," and still concluded Wang Qinian's life as a materialist.

The record of the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party in the diary was as follows:

"On the first day of the meeting, there were people from everywhere. Many people spoke and I couldn't understand much, especially the comrades from the north couldn't understand the accents of the comrades from the south. Everyone's speeches had to be translated, and the venue was noisy."

"When Wen Qing explained entering Anhui for work to the comrades, he didn't say any encouraging words at all. Not only that, he repeatedly emphasized the hardship of rural work like a Puritan. He required everyone to abandon all high-and-mighty mentalities, sink down, and sink into the people to do the most practical work."

"I have lived in the countryside and know the hardships of farmers. I feel Wen Qing's attitude is very strange; his description seems like he is cheering himself up. Everyone knows that Wen Qing returned from overseas and has never been to the countryside. But next, regarding improving the development of rural productivity, Wen Qing proposed his own targeted solutions one by one. Moreover, Wen Qing spoke bluntly that the work of going to the countryside this time is to completely seize all administrative power in the local area. All power must belong to the People's Congress led by the People's Party. These terms are very fresh; this is the first time I've heard them."

...

"In the speech on the second day of the meeting, Wen Qing required everyone to implement the party's organizational program, obey commands in all actions, and have only one work goal: to overcome all difficulties and complete the tasks assigned by the organization. Many comrades were seeing Wen Qing adopt such a tough attitude for the first time. It seems many comrades were somewhat dissatisfied. If it weren't that Wen Qing is the initiator of the People's Party, plus the old party members are very convinced by him, with such unpolite wording, someone would definitely have made a big scene in public. Even so, many people privately felt that Wen Qing's attitude was too domineering."

...

"The third day of the meeting was task allocation. Anyway, I treat patients wherever I am, and I won't go to Anhui to work until June. In the first semester of the medical major, my task is to find students willing to work in Anhui. Of course, many students in the school signed apprenticeship contracts with the school. They must unconditionally obey the school's arrangements within seven years. Xu Dian from the north seems to study law, and he had some objections to this issue. Wen Qing told everyone that after these students arrive in Anhui for work, their contracts will automatically become void. If they are voided now, those people definitely won't follow. In these times, whatever is in the basket is a vegetable (take what you can get); we can't care about so many means. I think what Wen Qing said makes sense; who would be willing to follow you to the countryside these days if they know some medical skills, especially Western medicine? If it weren't for Wen Qing indicating that he would personally lead the team to the Anhui countryside, I wouldn't go to the countryside either."

The meeting was held for three days, basically determining the party's development program and goals in the base area. This was the key point of the discussion on seniority between the representatives of the First National Preparatory Meeting and the representatives of the First National Congress. As is well known, Chen Ke's position within the party was officially determined, and the complete revolutionary program and revolutionary direction were determined, all fully completed at the First National Congress. In the First National Preparatory Meeting, although the revolutionary direction was mentioned, there was no discussion of Chen Ke's position.

On February 24, 1906, on the third day after the conclusion of the First National Preparatory Meeting of the People's Party, the People's Party began to dispatch the first official Anhui deployment team, and party members led by Chen Ke and other comrades officially embarked on the journey to Anhui.
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Chapter 56 Disaster Relief (I)

At the end of July 1906, a fleet composed entirely of traditional Chinese large black-awning boats was sailing on a wide river. The entire fleet consisted of eighteen boats, fully loaded with heavy cargo that pressed the gunwales close to the water surface. The river was wide and the current quite swift; although the sails were set, oars were still needed. Accompanied by powerful chants, the boatmen, stripped to the waist, pulled the heavy oars in unison. Every stroke moved the boats slightly upstream against the current, and splashing water occasionally hit the decks or the boat awnings.

On the bow of the foremost boat, Chai Qingguo stood under a large flag. Dark clouds hung low, and the wind, saturated with moisture, blew from the water surface. Occasional raindrops drifted with the wind, hitting Chai Qingguo's face and body. Despite having stayed in the south for more than half a year, this big fellow from Shandong still felt unaccustomed to such humidity. The wind blew the large flag, making it flap loudly. Chai Qingguo had seen this flag many times; he could draw the pattern of the flag in his mind even with his eyes closed.

The flag was entirely crimson, with a black symbol in the upper left corner. A sickle and a hammer were superimposed on each other, forming a peculiar pattern that looked like a strangely shaped drawn bow. The sickle naturally represented the peasants, and the hammer represented the workers. As for why the red flag was chosen, Chai Qingguo could still clearly recall Chen Ke's sonorous voice: "We choose the red flag because this flag is dyed red with the blood of the people's heroes who sacrificed themselves in successive struggles against internal and external enemies for national independence and the people's freedom and happiness since 1840."

These words were literary and long; Chai Qingguo didn't understand them at first. Having been with Chen Ke and the others for a long time, Chai Qingguo himself had become accustomed to the habits of literati. After asking carefully about the meaning of these words, Chai Qingguo summarized the answer he was interested in: Zhao Sanduo and Uncle Jing Tingbin were also the "people's heroes" Chen Ke mentioned, and the brothers who fought together with him in the *Gengzi* year (1900) were also "people's heroes." Only then did he accept Chen Ke's explanation for the color of the red flag.

Of course, standing at the bow of the boat at this moment, Chai Qingguo felt no particular sentiment regarding this passage. He didn't even think about it at all. What was in this Shandong hero's heart at this moment was something else.

In *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, it is told that Marquis Zhuge burned Sima Yi in the Gourd Valley. Just as Sima Yi and his two sons were about to be buried in the sea of fire, heavy rain suddenly fell from the sky and extinguished the fire, allowing Sima Yi and his sons to escape. Watching the fleeing figures of Sima Yi and his sons, Marquis Zhuge sighed: "Man proposes, Heaven disposes."

The People's Party's work in Anhui in 1906 also felt much like this.

Throughout the spring, the core of the People's Party's work revolved around Fengtai County, Anhui. After Shang Yuan took office as the magistrate of Fengtai County, People's Party members quickly infiltrated the county yamen as "clerks." The positions of private advisors, constables, and several important posts in the county changed hands one after another. At least on the official surface, the People's Party controlled the political power in the county. At the same time, Chen Ke selected a group of People's Party cadres, as well as those fellow villagers of Yuwen Badu who returned home with Chen Ke, and mixed them to form the armed force of the People's Party.

The second-in-command of the Anhui New Army, Commander Pu Guanshui, met with Chen Ke in Anqing. He pulled strings and applied for the title of "Insurance Corps" for Chen Ke. The "Insurance Corps," to put it plainly, were bandits who fought bandits. These years were very uneven; the huge number of unemployed peasants greatly supplemented those bandit armed forces gathering in the forests, so organizations like the "Insurance Corps" emerged as the times required. They also set "shares" in various places and collected money and grain, not much different from bandits. But on the other hand, the Insurance Corps also did some black-on-black business. They struck at bandits and protected the safety of traveling merchants. They could be considered a mixture of "sitting bandits" with some background and "armed escort agencies."

Chai Qingguo didn't like the government army, so Chen Ke personally led the team, including Chai Qingguo and others, a total of 120 people, to undergo a month and a half of military training in the Anhui New Army. It was almost May when the training finished. Pu Guanshui used his connections to get a batch of guns, plus the relationship with Kuroshima Jinichiro to get a batch of guns from those in Shanghai who "intentionally supported the revolution," so the 120-man core team of the Insurance Corps had a gun for everyone.

Just as the team returned to Fengtai County, ready to make a big splash, it started to rain.

Chai Qingguo was a northerner; he never knew that rain could fall day and night like this. Chen Ke didn't even know about this great flood, let alone Chai Qingguo. History books recorded it as follows:

"In 1906 (the 32nd year of Guangxu), at the turn of spring and summer in Anhui, excessive rain fell for more than 60 days. Mountain torrents erupted, and the Huai, Si, Sha, Ru, Fei and other rivers rose simultaneously. The water on the flat ground was several feet deep. 'Over a thousand *li* up and down, all became a watery country.' 'Forty or fifty hungry people died every day. There were whole families of men and women who threw themselves into the river to commit suicide, and there were those who migrated out of the territory and fell dead along the way. Corpses stared at each other on the road; it was too tragic to hear.'"

Chai Qingguo really had his eyes opened. It rained heavily every day; the sky seemed to have been stabbed with a big hole, pouring down endless rainwater every day. Watching the flat land turn into pools, then the pools expand into lakes, and the lakes continue to expand, turning hilltops into isolated islands. Only the tops of trees several *zhang* high barely emerged above the water surface.

There was no need to mention the fields and houses; they were all submerged and invisible. The people who escaped with their lives were trapped on hilltops. If Chen Ke hadn't personally led the team, and the People's Party's "Insurance Corps" braved the heavy rain to sail around saving people, taking the people trapped on the hilltops to higher places, no one knew how many more would have died just in the first few days of heavy rain.

The organization of the Insurance Corps completely followed the regular army establishment: one company had four platoons, one platoon had four squads, and one squad had twelve people. The Insurance Corps had a full company, totaling 240 people. People's Party members served as all company commanders, platoon commanders, and squad leaders. The Party Branch ordered that People's Party members must personally lead teams to save people. Leaving one's post under any excuse was absolutely not allowed. The torrential rain poured down from the sky, and floodwaters surged everywhere; sailing to save people was extremely dangerous. One could lose their life if they accidentally fell into the water. Although Shang Yuan borrowed all the relatively safe and reliable large boats he could find, casualties still inevitably occurred.

In just ten days, the People's Party paid a heavy price. Although everyone on the boat would tie ropes around their waists when it got dangerous, one Party member and five Insurance Corps members still unfortunately fell into the water and sacrificed their lives. For ten whole days, the Insurance Corps went out everywhere and saved more than three thousand people. Although it is said that "saving a life is better than building a seven-story pagoda," the members of the Insurance Corps were also human. If it weren't for Chen Ke and the Party members leading the teams personally every day and always standing in the most dangerous places; if it weren't because many members of the Insurance Corps were those locals Yuwen Badu took to Shanghai, who had worked together for a long time and had considerable affection for each other, and as locals, they sincerely hoped to save their fellow villagers—without these factors, this temporarily assembled team would probably have collapsed long ago.

Even so, by the eleventh day, the exhausted and injury-ridden Insurance Corps was powerless to go out. When Chen Ke announced a temporary rest and that they would go out to save people again in a few days, all members of the Insurance Corps showed joy. Although they knew that stopping the rescue operation meant that the people trapped in the flood outside basically had no way to survive, everyone had already worked hard for ten days, and their own lives were lives too.

Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but turn his head. Among the group of dark and strong boatmen, a distinctively fairer and much thinner young man was rowing hard with everyone. That was He Zudao, the Political Commissar of the Insurance Corps. This young man from Shanghai started as a cultural instructor in the Insurance Corps and concurrently served as the Organization Officer of the Soldiers' Committee. Now he was the Political Commissar of the Second Company of the Insurance Corps. Theoretically, the status of the Political Commissar was even higher than that of the Company Commander, which meant that Chai Qingguo, the Commander of the Second Company, also had to obey the decisions of the Party Committee led by the Political Commissar. In the Yihetuan (Boxers), this was the role of the "Military Advisor," but He Zudao didn't have any bureaucratic airs at all. The work arrangements he was responsible for always included all officers in the plan.

When Chen Ke focused on working on Yuwen Badu back then, Chai Qingguo didn't know how Chen Ke and the others hoodwinked him, but they actually persuaded Yuwen Badu to bring his Anhui fellow villagers back home together. Such a large group of people constituted the backbone of the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke led the team, and He Zudao arranged the luggage burden, marching, cooking, and other logistical work. Even Chen Ke carried his own luggage like a generic soldier, and had to do the living and cooking along the way personally. As the Organization Officer of the Soldiers' Committee, He Zudao told everyone that this was called "Officers and Soldiers as One." Since they were in the Insurance Corps, there was only a difference in position, not in status.

The Soldiers' Committee started by chatting about domestic trivia, with everyone talking about their family background and why they came out to work. As a member of the Soldiers' Committee, Chai Qingguo personally participated in all activities. Moreover, the representatives elected by the Soldiers' Committee were all ordinary soldiers. Officers were not allowed to concurrently serve as representatives of the Soldiers' Committee.

Chai Qingguo initially felt this was turning the sky upside down. *I am an officer; why should I listen to you, a soldier?* Not only the officers, but even the soldiers initially felt this was wrong. Small soldiers should definitely listen to officers. They also felt such overstepping shouldn't happen.

But He Zudao was not only the Organization Officer of the Soldiers' Committee; he also served as the cultural instructor. Addressing this situation, when He Zudao taught everyone to read every day, he compiled the People's Party's program into many small stories to teach everyone. The text consisted of words from the stories; in other words, the more of these characters one recognized, the more one could understand these programs of the People's Party.

With Chen Ke's strong support, after He Zudao had worked for a month, it happened to be payday. A soldier named Dai Enze was elected by the Soldiers' Committee as the representative for distributing pay. Dai Enze was originally a beggar living on the streets of Shanghai, a native of Anqing, Anhui. When Chen Ke and the team set off from Shanghai, Dai Enze was half-dead from hunger. Hearing the Anhui accent, he immediately came up to beg for food. Chen Ke gave him a steamed bun. Just as Dai Enze was wolfing down the bun, Chen Ke asked him if he wanted to go to Anhui with him. Dai Enze agreed immediately. At the Soldiers' Committee activity, Dai Enze also told his story. He was originally working at the docks with fellow villagers in Shanghai, but they offended another local gang. The fellow villagers were beaten badly. The original "Big Brother" also became a corpse floating in the Huangpu River. The others scattered. Dai Enze was beaten severely, and the money on his body was robbed. Ill and without any relatives to turn to, he had to become a beggar. As long as he could return to Anhui, he would do anything. He didn't want to stay in this place, Shanghai, anymore.

In He Zudao's culture class, whoever recognized more characters could wear a small red flower. Dai Enze had already worn it for more than ten days. Plus, he was someone who had experienced storms after all, and he could see Chen Ke's status. Since this Soldiers' Committee was strongly supported by Chen Ke, he dared to speak up and dared to raise some opinions of ordinary soldiers. So he was elected to be the representative for this pay distribution.

Dai Enze called out names one by one, from Chen Ke up top down to the soldiers, and then distributed the pay to everyone in public. After verifying it was correct, they signed the payroll. These days, the soldiers had learned to write their own names. After receiving the money and verifying it was correct, they happily signed their names one by one. When Dai Enze called out, "Comrade Chai Qingguo, come and collect your pay," Chai Qingguo felt uncomfortable all over. A small soldier who just joined the team, a small soldier of beggar origin, actually yelled at him like a human being. If it weren't for the fact that the steps for collecting money were completely unified, and Dai Enze also called Chen Ke "Comrade Chen Ke, come and collect your pay," Chai Qingguo would definitely not have let it go so easily.

As the days passed, this Soldiers' Committee became more and more lawless. In the regulations of the "Insurance Corps," "Officers and Soldiers as One" had a lot of content, including that officers were not allowed to beat or verbally abuse soldiers. This was one thing, but representatives of the Soldiers' Committee had to attend all officer meetings, and they had quite a significant voice. Dai Enze attended as a non-voting delegate many times. As time increased, he also began to make gestures and express some views. And Chen Ke completely indulged these people. Not only that, for every decision of the meeting, the Party Branch had to explain the purpose of these actions to the soldiers, let the soldiers understand the reasons for these actions, and obtain everyone's support.

Chai Qingguo felt Chen Ke was simply crazy. "Are you leading soldiers or leading masters? Even if you treat them as brothers, you can't spoil them like this," he once questioned Chen Ke to his face.

Chen Ke replied: "We are the people's army, and the people's army should be like this. If the army doesn't know what they are fighting for, can you expect them to fight to the bloody end with you?"

Chai Qingguo knew he couldn't beat Chen Ke in talking about big principles, so he simply gave up. Anyway, leading soldiers like this would definitely cause trouble; Chai Qingguo was waiting to see Chen Ke's joke later. After a few months, there were indeed several incidents of unstable soldier emotions and soldiers feeling bitter and tired, unwilling to train hard in the Insurance Corps. However, through the coordination of the Soldiers' Committee, these matters that could have easily caused fierce conflicts were actually resolved. Not only that, the "Establish New Customs" campaign promoted by Chen Ke had a very good reputation among the soldiers. He Zudao, who had quite some appeal, actually pushed it through and achieved considerable results. The organization and discipline of the army were greatly improved.

If not for these measures, according to the troops composed of those "brothers" Chai Qingguo led before, during the early stage of the flood, apart from a few brothers with particularly close relationships, very few people in the Insurance Corps would have truly obeyed orders to go out and sail to save people. In those arduous days, He Zudao not only had to go out every day himself, but after the troops returned, he also had to encourage the soldiers, arranging for everyone to bathe, change clothes, and eat. He also had to hold meetings to stir up morale. It wasn't just He Zudao; Chen Ke and other People's Party members had to do these jobs too, "serving" the hard-working soldiers. Every day, Chen Ke went to sleep last and woke up earliest. He Zudao went to sleep second last and woke up second earliest.

Although Chai Qingguo didn't admit it with his mouth, his heart was very clear. Without such an organizational model, the Insurance Corps couldn't have persisted in saving people for ten consecutive days. They might not have even persisted for one day.

Now, He Zudao rowed hard while shouting, "Comrades, shall we sing a song?"

"Good!" The ones rowing were all cadres and soldiers of the Insurance Corps, and they agreed with a boom.

"Let's sing *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*."

"Good!" Another booming response.

"Revolutionary soldiers must keep in mind, one, two!" He Zudao started with a loud voice.

Then the people on the whole boat sang together. "Revolutionary soldiers must keep in mind, the Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention. First, obey orders in all your actions; march in step to win victory. Second, do not take a single needle or thread from the masses..."

Although there were mixed accents in the singing, everyone sang very consistently. Hearing the singing on this boat, the other boats quickly responded. The same song was sung one after another. On the river channel greatly widened by the flood, the singing spread far, far away.

The common people were not ungrateful either. Many of the locals of Fengtai County who were rescued actively requested to join the Insurance Corps. Although Chai Qingguo still believed that the main purpose of these people was to "become a soldier to eat grain"—in this monstrous flood, getting on the "big boat" of the Insurance Corps was the best choice for these victims—these people indeed joined the Insurance Corps voluntarily. The strength of the Insurance Corps rapidly changed from one company to one battalion. And a big reason for these people joining the Insurance Corps was also because the reputation of the Insurance Corps saving people had spread. Although everyone was somewhat worried about this troop that suddenly popped up, at least they no longer rejected it.

Chen Ke and the Party organization selected the applicants carefully. Yuwen Badu was a local, and many people in the Insurance Corps were locals. They knew who was from a decent family and who was a scoundrel. Most of the people recruited by the Insurance Corps were from decent families; only a few scoundrels with some special skills were recruited.

The expanded Insurance Corps had people and guns, and also received the support of the local government and the people. The Party organization then arranged the second step, starting to determine the route for transporting materials from Jiangsu and Zhejiang to the disaster area. These eighteen black-awning boats were the second transport team organized. The boats were fully loaded with grain, seeds, cloth, medicine, salt, and some tools. At the People's Party Committee meeting, Chen Ke proposed that the People's Party must personally lead the people in the disaster area in post-disaster reconstruction, rush-planting and rush-harvesting, and try not to let people starve to death. Also, do not let major epidemics occur after the disaster.

When Chen Ke spoke, he was full of energy and high-spirited, showing no fatigue at all. One couldn't tell that he had been working on the front line for dozens of days. "Comrades, this flood completely disrupted our original plan. We must turn the unfavorable into the favorable. Natural disasters certainly make us very difficult, but natural disasters also destroyed all the old social structures of Fengtai County. Except for a few landlords and a few fortified villages, Fengtai County is basically soaked in water. As the saying goes, 'a vast white expanse, truly clean.' Now the common people have reached the point where they will starve to death immediately. Any clans, any land deeds are all bullshit."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke scanned the comrades around. Chai Qingguo felt as if two balls of fire were burning in Chen Ke's eyes; that kind of passion was something he had never seen before. "Now the common people have reached a life-and-death situation. Whoever saves them, they will follow. Now, our People's Party is here. Our People's Party is here to save them. So, we are not just going to save them from this flood; we are also going to point out a path for them where they don't have to starve, don't have to be forced to pay rent by landlords, and don't have to face days where they can't eat the grain they grow themselves. Do any comrades present think the common people want to live such days? Is there anyone? Please raise your hand if there is!"

Hearing this, the comrades burst into laughter.

Chen Ke also smiled. That smile was like a tiger about to eat people. "Replace the current old land system of Fengtai County with a new socialist system, and save the people from natural disasters and this land system. This is the Way of Heaven, this is Justice, this is Revolution!"

Just as he finished speaking, Chen Ke's left palm chopped down fiercely in the air, as if to split something invisible in front of him in half. Chai Qingguo sat relatively forward; he felt a gust of wind blowing against his face. At the same time, Chen Ke spoke loudly again: "This is the true People's Revolution that our People's Party wants to lead!"
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Chapter 57 Disaster Relief (II)

Although he was the Political Commissar of the Second Company of the "Insurance Corps," He Zudao did not consciously feel that his organizational status was superior to that of Chai Qingguo, the Commander of the Second Company. This child was like the youngest son in an ordinary southern family: well-behaved, obedient, and very good at communicating with people. He had a habitual admiration for the strong. Although he held a higher status in the organization, He Zudao instinctively avoided using the Party organization's resolutions as the source of his power. Instead, he used a very instinctive, gentle way to handle his relationship with Chai Qingguo. In fact, this was also the reason Chen Ke chose He Zudao as the Political Commissar of the Second Company. The Insurance Corps now had two regular companies, and two other companies were also being formed. Although Chen Ke was the commander-in-chief, there were too many local affairs now, and Chen Ke couldn't focus all his energy on the army. So, the combination of one civil and one military official was considered the best way at this stage.

He Zudao was currently unaware of Chen Ke's plan. In the future army building plan, Chen Ke decided to imitate the historical path of the Red Army, where political commissars would be selected from military cadres. In the system where "the Party commands the gun," the political commissar is the Party representative, not some supervising army overseer. If one must force a management explanation, the military commander of the army is equivalent to a CEO or manager role, acting as an executor rather than a director. The Party organization is the Board of Directors; it is the Party organization that decides the army's actions, not the officer corps. This is also the biggest difference between a socialist army and a national defense army. Therefore, political commissars, who hold a status equivalent to "directors" in an enterprise, are best drawn from military cadres. Historically, political commissars' attainments in military command were often superior to military cadres, whether in the Red Army, the later Eighth Route Army, or the People's Liberation Army. Military cadres did not dare to violate the political commissar's orders, not only because of their obedience to the Party organization but also because the political commissars' opinions were correct most of the time and considered from a more comprehensive angle.

Of course, these future plans would definitely not be revealed now. This was limited by reality. For example, if Chai Qingguo knew Chen Ke's plan, he would absolutely not think Chen Ke had "long-term vision." On the contrary, Chai Qingguo would think Chen Ke was deliberately plotting to undermine these officers.

Based on this situation, He Zudao naturally couldn't know these things either. Of course, He Zudao didn't have the intention to delve into it. Becoming the Political Commissar of the Second Company of the "Insurance Corps" was a wonderful process. The reason He Zudao joined the People's Party was not so much that he had a passion for revolution, but rather that he felt gratitude and loyalty to Chen Ke himself. He Zudao's parents had died early, and he lived with his older brother. Although his family background was neither good nor bad, He Zudao attended middle school in a church school. According to the lifestyle of this era, He Zudao's future would be to start as an accounting apprentice in a certain trade, then slowly become a shopkeeper, and if he had money, perhaps open a shop himself later. That was the visible future.

Therefore, regarding such a completely unknown future, He Zudao's freedom was merely to follow that industry. So whatever his savior Chen Ke ordered him to do, he did. Moreover, deep in He Zudao's heart, there was another reason for following the People's Party's actions that could not be spoken aloud. Emotionally speaking, He Zudao had an indescribably deep admiration for "Sister You Gou," who also participated in saving him. After every hard work, as long as he could see "Sister You Gou's" smiling face, He Zudao would smile from the bottom of his heart.

Perhaps it was this insufficiently strong mentality that made He Zudao never look down on anyone, never showing any contempt for the soldiers who exerted their strength. After all, they, like He Zudao, had to obey the leadership of the Party organization. What He Zudao had to do was to explain the organization's decisions to everyone and report everyone's thoughts to the Party organization. Then just work hard together with these grassroots comrades.

These things were not difficult for He Zudao. Through his identity as a cultural instructor, He Zudao had already been accepted by these comrades who had little education. He Zudao believed his own merit lay in being "obedient." With Chen Ke and "Sister You Gou" pointing the direction, the specific hard work, in this child's view, was not something terribly difficult.

Rowing was very tiring, and singing had a good effect on mobilizing everyone's emotions. This was what Chen Ke taught He Zudao, and it had been completely proven in these days. After singing *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*, seeing that everyone was motivated, He Zudao stopped. *The Internationale* was a very good song, but Chen Ke did not advocate singing it every time. According to Chen Ke, "The main task now is to let everyone find a place to settle down and get on with their lives in our Insurance Corps, to let them feel that we speak and act for the poor. You have to try to grasp the balance in between. As for rising up to oppose landlords and clan forces, you have to let these comrades ask for it themselves. Blind agitation is not necessarily good."

Recalling these words, He Zudao held back the idea of leading this song. He shouted loudly according to the method Chen Ke taught: "Comrades, do you have confidence in reaching the dock today?"

Except for a few old boatmen leading the way, everyone on the boat was troops of the People's Party Insurance Corps. Everyone was not a sailor by origin, although under the Party's command, all comrades had exercised their abilities in the flood, strengthened their obedience, and were competent for sailor work. However, staying on the boat for a long time was still not very adaptable. Hearing He Zudao's shout, everyone felt it spoke to their hearts.

"Yes!" almost everyone shouted.

"Waiting for the shore to come to us is definitely impossible. If we want to reach the dock earlier, if we want to transport this grain back earlier for the fellow villagers to eat, we have to work harder!"

"Good!" the comrades responded again.

He Zudao shouted chants, and the rowing speed increased a lot. Everyone pulled the oars more vigorously. Their own relatives were still waiting in their hometowns for this life-saving grain to be transported back; such a call made everyone full of drive. A red triangular flag was raised on the first boat, flying below other triangular flags already raised. This combination meant the rowing speed increased from five strokes per minute to six. One after another, the same flag was raised on all boats, and the fleet speed immediately improved significantly.

At dusk, the fleet finally arrived at the dock. Another red flag with a sickle and hammer was held high on the dock; that was the First Company waiting there. The Commander of the First Company was Hua Xiongmao, and the Political Commissar was Xu Dian. This combination of a military degree holder (*Wujuren*) and a Japanese law student made Chai Qingguo dislike it very much. But there was no helping it; the People's Party members had quite high academic qualifications. For example, among the four platoon commanders of the Second Company, three were undergraduates. Among them, the Second Platoon Commander was the Japanese student Kuroshima Jinichiro. A Chinese army actually having a soldier of Japanese nationality was estimated to be a first in the Chinese armies of this era.

As soon as the boats docked, unloading began immediately. Soldiers unloaded the materials on the boats under the leadership of the cadres. Those who came to welcome them included not only the First Company but also Magistrate Party member Shang Yuan and many comrades from the county yamen. Seeing Shang Yuan walking over quickly, Chai Qingguo saluted Shang Yuan with a formal hand salute. Nominally, this Insurance Corps belonged to the county's team. As Chai Qingguo's superior, Shang Yuan was qualified to accept Chai Qingguo's salute. When Chai Qingguo put down his right arm, Shang Yuan had already taken a step forward and extended his right hand first. The hands of two People's Party cadres shook together.

Chen Ke required that Manchu Qing etiquette not be used among People's Party comrades during activities in Fengtai County. Kneeling and bowing were all abolished. Soldiers used military salutes, and civil cadres used handshakes. In the plan, formally declaring war on the Manchu Qing was only a matter of a year or two. There was no need for our own comrades to adopt kneeling etiquette to deceive others; that would leave a knot in their hearts. If an equal model couldn't be adopted now, it would have a very bad influence on the future of Shang Yuan and others.

"Comrades have worked hard." Shang Yuan's expression and voice were always serious and earnest. Unexpectedly, such an attitude made everyone feel not annoying.

"The grain has been transported; Comrade Shang Yuan, please check and accept it." Chai Qingguo also said very seriously. Chai Qingguo had no good feelings for Manchu Qing officials. But since Shang Yuan spoke to him with enthusiasm and seriousness, this equality and respect still made Chai Qingguo very comfortable.

Following Shang Yuan were some local gentry. Seeing Chai Qingguo and Shang Yuan adopting such strange etiquette with each other, they didn't understand. However, Shang Yuan's meaning was naturally clear to this group of people: this was making it clear to everyone that the status of the "Insurance Corps" was publicly acknowledged by Magistrate Shang Yuan, the "Marquis of a Hundred Li." Moreover, Chai Qingguo brought urgently needed materials. This point alone greatly raised Chai Qingguo's status in their hearts. So they also greeted Chai Qingguo with smiling faces and the etiquette of cupping hands (*Gongshou*). Being complimented like this by these gentry who were usually high above, Chai Qingguo felt quite happy in his heart.

Several clerks of People's Party origin began to count the materials and register them. Shang Yuan waited for the results personally at the dock. It was truly "many hands make light work"; hundreds of people from the First and Second Companies quickly moved the materials off the boats. They helped the civil affairs department count and register the materials. Before it got dark, the materials had been loaded onto carts and transported towards the warehouse under the escort of the First Company.

"Comrades, start cleaning the dock and scrubbing the decks now," He Zudao shouted.

This was the rule of the People's Party: after using public places, they must be cleaned. And requisitioned boats must also be cleaned immediately after use. It wasn't that Chen Ke didn't plan to form a navy. Anyone with a bit of modern knowledge knew how strict the rules of the navy were, so Chen Ke set such regulations.

Officers must take the lead in these actions of the troops. After arranging the work, He Zudao took Chai Qingguo, grabbed tools, jumped onto the first boat, and began to sweep and wipe lightly. Since the officers had started working, the soldiers of the Second Company no longer refused. In such an atmosphere, being lazy would be despised by everyone rather than supported.

He Zudao finished cleaning the boat he was responsible for and checked the cleaning of other boats. Only then did he leave one platoon to guard the boats, while other troops temporarily returned to the temporary station near Fengtai County.

"The water has receded quite a bit."

"Yeah, last time we cleaned the dock, the water was level with the dock."

Soldiers discussed as they walked, "Looks like the water is going to recede. Then how do we transport things back? If the water gets lower, such big boats won't be able to run on the river, right?"

Since Fengtai County was established in the tenth year of Yongzheng of the Qing Dynasty (1732), the county seat and Shouzhou (present-day Shouxian) were governed in the same city. The west and south gates inside Shouzhou City belonged to the prefecture (*Zhou*), and the north gate belonged to Fengtai County. The east gate was shared by the prefecture and county. In the winter of the second year of Tongzhi (1863 AD), the county seat was moved to Xiacai, and Xiacai was renamed Fengtai, under the jurisdiction of Fengyang Prefecture.

Located in the south of the Huaibei Plain, the terrain here is low and flat, with most areas below 25 meters above sea level. The Huai River, West Fei River, Yongxing River, Cihuai New River, etc., pass through the territory. Lakes include Jiaogang Lake, Chengbei Lake, Huajia Lake, Jigou Lake, etc. It borders Huaiyuan to the east, Yingshang to the west, Mengcheng to the north, Shouzhou to the south, and Fuyang to the northwest. The width from east to west is 60 kilometers, and the length from north to south is 90 kilometers. The distances between county towns are: 75 kilometers to Dingyuan, 60 kilometers to Yingshang, 15 kilometers to Shouzhou, 120 kilometers to Fuyang, and 75 kilometers to Mengcheng.

The rivers within Fengtai County were not very suitable for navigation. However, during the flood, the depth and width of the river channels increased a lot. Under such conditions, large black-awning boats could sail in here. The comrades' homes were basically local, and transporting materials and grain was to save their families' lives. If not for such a reason, the soldiers wouldn't have worked so hard or cared so much. Anhui had always been prone to disasters, especially floods. The soldiers all had experiences with floods of various sizes. So they were particularly concerned about grain transportation.

"Political Commissar, are we going to transport grain again tomorrow?" A soldier finally plucked up the courage to ask.

"If we leave tomorrow, can everyone's body take it?" He Zudao asked.

Hearing He Zudao's concerned question, the soldier quickly answered: "Absolutely no problem. We can sleep well and rest well on the boat. If we hurry on the way back, I estimate we can transport a bit more back."

The Insurance Corps had transported grain and materials back once already. That time they sailed in the rain, and everyone was exhausted along the way. But after joining the Insurance Corps, the families of these soldiers could eat in the "canteen" organized by the People's Party and would also be assigned some work. In this flood time, this was a life-saving job. If not for such treatment, so many people wouldn't have joined the "Insurance Corps" so enthusiastically.

"Everyone should go home and see your parents anyway. We've been out for quite a few days; everyone go back and say hello first," He Zudao laughed. This answer was formulated in the various question-answering standards drafted by the People's Party Headquarters. Work must have a unified voice; He Zudao himself did not have the power to decide how to mobilize the troops.

"That's true." The soldier nodded in agreement, but obviously didn't have the excited and happy look other soldiers had after hearing this. His face looked very troubled, and his hesitant expression let He Zudao see this soldier's worries. It seemed there must be something inconvenient to say in public. He Zudao silently made a note of this soldier in his heart. The Political Commissar's job was to communicate, and to communicate with skill. When they arrived at the temporary station, it was necessary to communicate privately with this soldier.
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Xiong Mingyang was the Platoon Commander of the First Platoon, Second Company. This student from Fudan Public School had once incited an opposition movement against Chen Ke at the school. He had also participated in the shootout with the police during the Shanghai riots. After being rescued from the police station by Chen Ke, he followed Hua Xiongmao to Anhui. Later, he participated in the military training conducted by the People's Party in Anqing. Because of his outstanding performance, he was selected as a platoon commander. Tonight, after the transport fleet arrived in Fengtai, Xiong Mingyang was ordered to lead the First Platoon to guard the boats. This young platoon commander was not happy.

Xiong Mingyang had a fierce nature and felt great anger towards the dark reality of this era. As a young man, Xiong Mingyang, like others, had a firm belief in using drastic means to purge the world. However, in these thoughts, Xiong Mingyang always saw himself as a leader directing others to work. After starting work in Fengtai, this youth no longer had enough energy to think about such things. The revolution, which was magnificent and high-spirited in imagination, immediately lost that romantic color of fantasy in the face of realistic work.

After accepting the task of guarding the boats, Xiong Mingyang had some internal complaints. Everyone had come by boat together with hard work; why should the First Platoon be responsible for guarding the boats overnight? Of course, according to custom, there would be rotating shifts for these jobs. Tonight the First Platoon guarded the dock, and tomorrow it would be other troops' turn. Moreover, when cleaning the boats and the dock this time, the First Platoon did not undertake those tasks.

"A superior rank crushes people to death," Xiong Mingyang thought to himself. Although the organizational structure of the Insurance Corps was an equality Xiong Mingyang had never seen before, that was equality for soldiers, not for Party member cadres. Party member cadres had to undertake more responsibilities and obligations. This was something Chen Ke emphasized repeatedly at Party meetings. As leaders and initiators of the revolution, Party members must undertake more responsibilities and obligations. Xiong Mingyang understood this in his heart, but when it was his turn to do this hard work, there was always an indescribable resistance.

"Platoon Commander, how do we eat?" the platoon's Life Affairs Officer, Ogawa Yuji, asked in stilted Mandarin. All seven Japanese young students had joined the People's Party. Chen Ke treated Party members without discrimination and assigned posts according to ability. Ogawa Yuji's family ran a restaurant, and he studied medicine, so he was assigned to the post of Life Affairs Officer. This Life Affairs Officer, besides cooking and other mess duties, was also responsible for hygiene, epidemic prevention, and other work.

"Arrange the latrines first," Xiong Mingyang answered completely subconsciously according to the provisional military regulations.

There would be plagues after floods; this was what Chen Ke emphasized again and again at Party member meetings. Moreover, Anhui had many floods, and the soldiers from the local area also had enough understanding. Therefore, hygiene protection was one of the key points the Insurance Corps strictly grasped recently.

"There is already a latrine on the dock," Ogawa Yuji replied.

This answer surprised Xiong Mingyang a little. Ogawa Yuji's next answer made Xiong Mingyang even more surprised. "Tap water has been connected inside the residence."

Tap water was something Xiong Mingyang had only seen after arriving in Shanghai. He really hadn't expected that there would be tap water on the dock. "Go, let's go take a look." Xiong Mingyang answered excitedly.

On the empty dock stood a newly built house. The brick walls were not plastered at all, looking extremely crude. But Xiong Mingyang absolutely would not look down on it in the slightest. He still remembered the scene when he first saw this dock.

In this Anhui flood, Fengtai County seat was also flooded. At least this dock and the surrounding area had been soaked in water for a month. After Xiong Mingyang arrived at the riverbank with the troops, he couldn't see any signs of a dock at all. Except for a vast ocean, nothing could be seen here. But the People's Party needed a reliable dock to transport materials. Chen Ke personally led a group of students and experienced construction workers under Yuwen Badu to formulate a plan.

The crowd first barely collected enough straw bags through various channels, and also wove some themselves. After filling them with earth, they piled them on the bank. The place where Xiong Mingyang worked was not far from the bank. He led his platoon to work hard. Occasionally looking at those straw bags piling higher and higher, Xiong Mingyang completely couldn't understand what doing these things was for. Further away, a dozen or so People's Party members with ropes wrapped around their waists to prevent being washed away by the current were holding measuring rods, measuring the water depth place by place in the water.

Hundreds of people in the troops, plus hundreds of refugees, busied themselves for two days and finally piled up thousands of straw bags. These bulging straw bags were piled up like a small hill on the bank. Xiong Mingyang could be considered someone who had traveled extensively at a young age, and he had attended university. He roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning. But understanding didn't mean accepting. Under such an endless water surface, Chen Ke prepared to use these straw bags filled with earth and sand to forcefully fill out a usable place for a dock. How large was the scale of such labor? The People's Party's Insurance Corps was only more than four hundred people at that time. The boundless flood must have been dozens of *li* wide. The overwhelming heavy rain was still pouring down, and the sky hadn't cleared for more than a month. Every day was a gloomy sky. The wind carried rainwater and created various water marks on the endless water surface. Even if a dock was filled out now, what if the water rose higher? Would they have to fill again?

Chen Ke's attitude was exactly as Xiong Mingyang had expected. After the straw bags were more or less prepared, Chen Ke ordered the troops to rest for a while. After eating and resting for a bit, work began. More than four hundred strong young lads, two people carrying one bag. Under the leadership of engineering personnel, they started throwing bags into the water from the bank. Bags were thrown into the water one by one, only splashing up a spray of water, and in the blink of an eye, the bags were nowhere to be seen. The comrades initially had enough strength, plus the straw bags were close to the bank. After just a few minutes, the straw bags thrown down no longer sank to the bottom immediately but splashed up a large sheet of water. After sinking, one or two corners would emerge from the water surface. After another minute, the straw bags thrown down were already half-immersed in the water.

"Throw further forward. Throw forward." Chen Ke's loud voice came from the wind and rain. Xiong Mingyang wiped the rainwater off his face, then lifted a sandbag with the soldier beside him and moved forward. Stepping on a sandbag with one foot, he felt his footing go empty and almost slipped. Xiong Mingyang couldn't care about that much. He and the soldier moved a few steps forward again, swung the bag back and forth a few times, shouted "one two three," and threw the bag in their hands out. Just like in the beginning, the bag flew into the water and disappeared in an instant.

Cycle after cycle, never stopping. Except for those indicating personnel standing in the water like iron towers holding measuring rods, all Insurance Corps personnel were working hard. Behind them, there were actually some idlers watching. They all stood far away, presumably afraid of being grabbed to work. Although in the wind and rain, Xiong Mingyang actually heard those people in the distance laughing loudly, and some people even whistled. A look of being very satisfied with watching a novelty.

Xiong Mingyang was so angry in his heart. *We are working so hard like this, and in the end, isn't it you bunch of bastards who benefit?* These people not only didn't come to help but were actually watching the fun. It seemed that it wasn't just Xiong Mingyang who was angry; many soldiers had the same emotion. Many people's work speed slowed down, and some even stopped the work in their hands and turned to look at where those idlers were.

Xiong Mingyang cursed secretly in his heart: *Screw your ancestors' coffin boards*. But he was a platoon commander after all. In these days, he had gradually developed the habit of obeying orders. Just at this moment, a burst of laughter erupted from those idlers. Someone was heard shouting in a weird tone: "What are you looking at! Hurry up and work." Accompanied by this shout, a louder burst of laughter erupted among the idlers.

"Damn your mother!" Soldiers had already started to curse back.

"Shouting what? Hurry up and work." A roar instantly suppressed other soldiers preparing to curse back. Chen Ke was striding over. Others carried one bag with two people; Chen Ke carried one bag filled with sand and earth on each of his left and right shoulders. Since everyone had to brave the rain, they simply didn't wear shirts. Chen Ke's full muscles were taut strip by strip; it seemed he was using his full strength.

"Battalion Commander, that bunch is too infuriating," a soldier said angrily.

"Do you listen to the organization, or do you listen to them?" Chen Ke roared. His handsome square face was covered with anger, but in such a labor background, it actually looked extremely pleasing to the eye.

"Listen to the organization," that soldier answered subconsciously.

"Then don't care about what those people are barking. Work!" After Chen Ke finished roaring, he continued to walk forward. Reaching the water's edge, he threw out the bags on his shoulders with all his might. Then he turned and went to the place on the shore where bags were piled.

Although there were a thousand unwillingnesses in their hearts, seeing such effort from Chen Ke, the soldiers could only glare hatefully at the idlers in the distance a few times, and then continued to start work.

Two days of preparation, more than four hours of fighting bravely in the rain. The Insurance Corps forcefully built a new dock out of straw bags filled with sand and earth on top of the flooded dock. Although this dock was not big, it was enough to allow boats, especially large boats, to safely dock at the "New Dock."

And the dock Xiong Mingyang saw now was that old dock. After the flood receded, the old dock had completely emerged from the water. And at the end of the old dock was the newly built temporary station of the Insurance Corps.

Walking into the station, Ogawa Yuji took Xiong Mingyang into a separate room. Xiong Mingyang had seen this kind of room; there were such rooms in the dormitory of Renxin Medical College in Shanghai. This was a water room. Above a large sink, there were two rows of faucets. These faucets were made of bamboo, very simple. But after turning a faucet, a stream of clear water gushed out. Xiong Mingyang drank a few mouthfuls from the faucet. The water quality was very pure. Not a bit of muddy taste. He had gotten used to drinking that water mixed with the taste of mud after the flood these days.

The flood submerged water sources everywhere. According to the knowledge popularized by the Insurance Corps, this statement should be "water sources have been polluted." Although everyone drank boiled water, and there was filtration when fetching water, the taste of that water was really poor. Suddenly drinking such pure water, Xiong Mingyang only felt his spirit refresh. He quickly asked Ogawa Yuji: "Where is the water drawn from?"
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In response to Xiong Mingyang's question about the source of the tap water, Ogawa Yuji's answer was, "The dormitory manager said the water plant was built right nearby."

"Let's go take a look." Xiong Mingyang became interested. At People's Party meetings, Chen Ke had expressed that tap water should be promoted in the People's Party's station. At that time, everyone just listened. Xiong Mingyang actually didn't know how to build a water plant. Although he didn't like the British, he thought that with the base area being just such a small county town now, wanting to build a water plant was not realistic. But he didn't expect that in the few days he was away, the comrades remaining in the county town could actually complete such an achievement. He wanted to see what was going on no matter what.

Walking along the bamboo water pipes to the back of the dormitory, they didn't go far before seeing a fence ahead. There were sentries guarding the fence gate. Seeing two people walking over in the darkness, the soldier holding a red-tasseled spear immediately shouted alertly, "Who goes there?"

"I am Xiong Mingyang, Platoon Commander of the First Platoon, Second Company," Xiong Mingyang quickly responded.

Moments later, Xiong Mingyang and Ogawa Yuji arrived at the fence gate. A sign was erected beside the gate. Identifying it carefully in the night, the words "Fengtai County Water Plant" were written on it. Two guards holding red-tasseled spears stood in front of the gate, staring at Xiong Mingyang and Ogawa Yuji with alert eyes.

It wasn't very clear in the dark night. Xiong Mingyang looked up and could only see some vague black shadows standing inside the water plant.

"Entry to the water plant is not allowed," the sentry shouted.

"Brother... uh, Comrade, I am the Platoon Commander of the First Platoon, Second Company. I want to take a look at this water tower," Xiong Mingyang said with a smile.

"First Platoon Commander? I don't know you. Do you have a written order?" the guard asked.

Xiong Mingyang naturally didn't have a written order and didn't know the guard. Since the other party directly said he didn't know him, it was hard to communicate. However, Xiong Mingyang didn't give up. He said: "Comrade, our Second Company just returned from transporting grain from outside. Let us go in and have a look."

Hearing Xiong Mingyang say he was from the grain transport troops, the sentry's tone became much more polite. "Comrade, the troops have orders. Whether outsiders or our own people, no one is allowed to enter the water plant without a written order. Whoever lets people in will be punished. Someone privately let people in a few days ago, and as a result, they were criticized miserably at a meeting. I really can't let you in."

"We are all comrades; I won't go out and talk nonsense either. Just let me go in and take a look." Xiong Mingyang continued to make efforts. People are like this; the more they are refused, the stronger their curiosity becomes. Xiong Mingyang walked forward as he spoke, thinking he could get in by chatting about domestic trivia.

"Don't walk forward! The troops have orders. No one can enter without a written order. If you walk forward again, I'll shout for help," the sentry's voice had become severe. As he spoke, he took a step back, and the red-tasseled spear that had been upright began to tilt forward. It looked like he would not let Xiong Mingyang enter the water plant no matter what.

Xiong Mingyang immediately got angry. *What does this mean? It's fine not to let outsiders in, but why not let our own people go in and have a look? Looking at the sentry's appearance, is he going to poke me with the red-tasseled spear?* He wanted to continue forward to see if the guard really dared to attack him. But he was pulled back by Ogawa Yuji.

"Platoon Commander, wouldn't it be fine if we ask for a written order tomorrow? It's dark, and we can't see clearly now anyway. Come back tomorrow, come back tomorrow." After Ogawa Yuji finished speaking, he pulled Xiong Mingyang away involuntarily.

Doing this finally gave Xiong Mingyang a way out. Although still unwilling, Xiong Mingyang left with Ogawa Yuji. He muttered as he walked, "*Screw your ancestors' coffin boards*, you become a sentry and don't know who you are anymore." Speaking of this, he turned his head angrily and shouted at the guard, "I'll deal with you tomorrow."

This was just angry talk. Young people had big tempers. As a platoon commander with fifty people under him, Xiong Mingyang's temper had also grown. Just after finishing speaking, he heard the guard shout: "What did you say?"

The Insurance Corps did not allow officers to scold soldiers; this was a rule. These things were talked about every day at various meetings. Xiong Mingyang just shouted in the dark night. Seeing the guard really got angry, Xiong Mingyang really didn't have the guts to court bad luck. In the Insurance Corps' training, everyone had to serve as a sentry on duty. Although angry in his heart, Xiong Mingyang knew the consequences of violating a sentry. He didn't dare to really turn back and argue with the guard.

In the military regulations of the Insurance Corps, "Sentries are inviolable" was a primary clause. If the troops were infiltrated because of lax guarding, that would be a dead end. When Xiong Mingyang served as a sentry on duty, he remembered various strict order clauses clearly. If in wartime, sentries could take many measures.

After walking quickly out of the sentry's alert range, Xiong Mingyang returned to the dock. With ready-made accommodation available, the rest was much easier. Cooking, changing shifts, resting, and eating. Everyone also took a bath with tap water. Such clean water sources were unseen by the comrades before. Everyone was very curious about where this water that flowed out automatically came from.

"Tomorrow I'll take everyone to visit the water plant," Xiong Mingyang said confidently to the comrades. This statement caused a burst of cheers from everyone. In these times, soldiers had never seen tap water personally. Such pure water sources hadn't been seen for dozens of days. Exactly how such tap water was produced, and the usage methods of those faucets, greatly stimulated the soldiers' curiosity. Everyone was very happy to be able to visit this fresh gadget.

The First Platoon was on duty in four shifts, from 9 PM to 5 AM, two hours per shift. Each platoon had a pocket watch; the People's Party was never stingy with these timing devices. With an order, comrades not on duty lay down to rest. The pocket watch was handed over to the squad leader on duty for temporary control to facilitate shift changes. Every shift change required handing over control of the watch. And the handover must have a third party present. Although the People's Party trusted comrades, ensuring people didn't make mistakes through the system was a consistent mode. Humans are creatures that cannot withstand temptation; without the guarantee of a system, temptation is very difficult to resist.

Xiong Mingyang handed the pocket watch to the First Squad Leader under the witness of Ogawa Yuji and the Deputy Squad Leader of the First Squad. The First Squad Leader spent a minute confirming the pocket watch was still running normally. Only then did he indicate the handover was complete.

The most uncomfortable shift was the 1 AM to 3 AM shift. Xiong Mingyang arranged himself for that shift. It was really tiring these days; rowing upstream consumed great physical strength. He fell asleep as soon as he lay down. Just as he was sleeping comfortably, he felt someone shaking him. He opened his eyes in a daze. A candle had been lit in the room. Looking closely, it was He Zudao. Whether it was the candle or fatigue, He Zudao's face showed unconcealable exhaustion and a trace of unspeakable helplessness.

"I heard you scolded a sentry?" He Zudao asked directly.

"Sentry? What sentry?" Xiong Mingyang asked in a daze. At this moment, he just wanted to sleep.

"The sentry guarding the water plant said a platoon commander who just came back cursed at people. The soldier is very emotional. The platoon commander over there came and told me." He Zudao seemed to have been woken up in the middle of the night too.

"Can't even talk about him?" Xiong Mingyang finally remembered his trip to the water plant.

"Two roads. Either follow me now to apologize to the soldier. Or apologize to the soldier in public tomorrow. You choose yourself." He Zudao didn't seem to want to talk nonsense anymore.

"Why should I apologize to him!" Xiong Mingyang's sleepiness faded a lot, and his voice became louder.

"Let's talk outside," He Zudao said according to the content taught in the training manual. On one hand, organizational discipline must be implemented, but basic human feelings must also be guaranteed. If a dispute woke up other comrades, it would affect everyone's rest and also have a great impact on Xiong Mingyang's leadership prestige.

A dozen people were sleeping in the room, and the temperature was much higher than outside. Although he didn't know what time it was, as soon as he went out the door, the cool air full of moisture refreshed his spirit.

"I said a lot of good words, but the sentry not only didn't listen but also prepared to poke me with a spear. Now he's in the right. Hmph!" Xiong Mingyang subconsciously picked what was favorable to him to say. Although saying this with his mouth, Xiong Mingyang still felt a bit guilty in his heart, and was extremely dissatisfied with the person who "snitched."

"That means you were very dissatisfied with the sentry not letting you in?" He Zudao asked.

"Why shouldn't he let me in! Wasn't it too late for me to apply for a written order? Besides, I would go apply for a written order as soon as it gets light and organize comrades of the First Platoon to visit the water plant."

"That means the sentry wasn't wrong. You scolded him." He Zudao didn't relax on the key issue at all.

"I just said a couple of sentences casually. He took it seriously!" Xiong Mingyang's brain wasn't clear enough at this moment, so he told the truth.

"We have discipline; you can't curse at people. Hearing you say this only shows that you still have the concept of hierarchy. The sentry's rank is lower than yours, so you can use your status to curse people. And the sentry has to listen to your scolding willingly, right?" He Zudao originally wanted to handle the problem more easily. So initially, he hoped Xiong Mingyang could seriously go and apologize. Now it seemed the problem wasn't Xiong Mingyang getting excited for a moment, but this kind of self-superiority derived from status. This problem wasn't easy to solve; this was already an ideological problem. Thinking of this, He Zudao actually didn't want to settle this matter with a simple apology anymore.

"Political Commissar, what do you mean? Do you mean someone is backing that side?" Hearing He Zudao raising the matter to the level of principle, Xiong Mingyang also got a bit angry. Not letting people sleep in the middle of the night, tossing people around for such a small matter—what did He Zudao want to do? Of course, at this moment, Xiong Mingyang completely didn't think that He Zudao had also worked hard to transport grain back like him, and He Zudao slept even less.

"I understand. Then let's talk about this matter tomorrow. You've worked hard too; hurry back and rest." He Zudao didn't want to continue entangling this matter right now. Since it was an ideological problem, it couldn't be done with a simple apology. This matter had to be grasped.

Sending Xiong Mingyang back to the residence to sleep, He Zudao also returned to the station in the county. It was past 12 AM now, and Chen Ke hadn't slept yet. Actually, He Zudao hadn't slept at all. As soon as he returned to the county, comrades immediately held a meeting. He was called out from the meeting venue to handle this matter.

The People's Party also built a new residence in the county, not far from the water plant. Returning to the venue, Chen Ke's meeting was entering the end stage. Chen Ke was making a concluding speech.

"We are about to enter rural work. The key point of entering rural work lies first in mobilizing the masses. We have to let the masses come to find us themselves. It's not us speaking for the masses, but letting the masses speak for themselves. In this great disaster, local tyrants and evil gentry definitely only care about themselves and don't care about the life or death of others. This is the period when social contradictions are most intense. In ordinary times, the common people are used to being deceived by these people and accustomed to being bullied. They just endure it. Only when a great disaster happens now, in order to live, the people have to speak up. Opportunity knocks but once. At this time, our People's Party must mobilize the masses, let the masses speak their own words first, and then we must back the people up."

The participants were all military and political cadres of the People's Party. Including Yuwen Badu and several other newly developed local comrades who also attended the meeting as non-voting delegates. Listening to Chen Ke's summary full of "political tactics," many people nodded in agreement. Some also frowned slightly.

Chen Ke obviously knew what thoughts those frowning people had. He laughed: "Comrades, the common people want to live; is this wrong? Whoever thinks the people want to die, please stand up."

Most of the comrades who frowned earlier just sighed but didn't have any intention of opposing.

Seeing no one stood up to oppose, Chen Ke continued, "I know, many comrades think that if we do this, we will offend those rich people. We will have very fierce conflicts with local evil gentry and landlords. We might even fight. But I want to ask, if we stand together with those evil gentry and landlords, what are we? Accomplices of this gang? We want revolution; who do we want to save? Who do we want to rely on? We have discussed this question long ago, right!"

Now the discussion was entering the most intense part. Even when He Zudao quietly returned to the venue and sat back in his seat, few people noticed. Everyone's eyes were gathered on Chen Ke. He Zudao secretly observed the expressions of the comrades. All those of urban origin had faces full of high spirits, while those of rural origin had somewhat complex expressions. It seemed that regarding the view on this issue, it really meant "as distinct as the Jing and Wei rivers."

*Class origin affects stance.* Somehow, this sentence Chen Ke once said suddenly popped into He Zudao's mind.
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Chapter 60 Mobilization

Generally speaking, Chen Ke's attitude at People's Party meetings was always the most intense. The early Party members all knew this well. When He Zudao first heard Chen Ke talk about "class oppression" at a Party meeting, he was truly shocked. According to Chen Ke, all "exploiting classes" must be overthrown. At that time, He Zudao thought Chen Ke was truly an incredible existence. But as he stayed in the Party longer, He Zudao's attitude also underwent constant changes.

At the mobilization meeting for the People's Party's move into Anhui, Chen Ke had said very seriously, "Comrades, if we think that because we have read a few books and recognize a few characters, we should be the leaders of the people, that is a completely wrong view. If we do not serve the people, then the people will absolutely not follow us."

He Zudao felt that many comrades had already cast these words to the back of their minds. Just because Chen Ke's effective command allowed the People's Party to possess sufficient influence and appeal within more than four months, many comrades subconsciously thought this should be taken for granted.

As a political cadre, He Zudao knew the psychological changes of ordinary soldiers best. Among these new local comrades, many initially even thought the People's Party was a bandit armed force from outside. Their attitude toward cooperation was "sufficiently passive." The reason they joined was simply that there was food to eat after joining the Insurance Corps. Only after the Insurance Corps forcibly intervened in local disaster relief activities under Chen Ke's command did the masses change their understanding of the People's Party. In various disaster relief activities, the masses showed great obedience and support. But this support was not support for the People's Party, but support for their hometown elders trapped in natural disasters. If comrades could not deeply understand this, the people's support would not be infinite.

While engaging in internal reflection, He Zudao heard Chen Ke ask: "Comrade Chai Qingguo, what do you think about the matter of mobilizing the masses?"

Chai Qingguo had always been unconvinced by Chen Ke. He Zudao worked in a team with Chai Qingguo, so he knew very well that Chai Qingguo originally thought that after arriving in Anhui, they would "raise the banner and kill in all directions." Chai Qingguo had always been extremely impatient with complex political work. The problem was that Chai Qingguo was an "outsider"; his accent was different from that of this place in Anhui, and the traditional set of "brotherhood loyalty" had no place to be used in Anhui completely. So Chai Qingguo was very disappointed with this. Chen Ke himself still had some expectations for Chai Qingguo; after all, the People's Party at this stage needed more military talents. Moreover, Chai Qingguo came from a rural background after all; Chen Ke felt that Chai Qingguo should have more affection for the peasant class.

Hearing Chen Ke call on Chai Qingguo to speak, He Zudao, who was partnered with Chai Qingguo, paid even more attention.

"I think we should still mainly 'eat from the big households'," Chai Qingguo replied. Hearing this answer, He Zudao's face darkened slightly. At today's meeting, Chen Ke's proposition was very clear: they must destroy the old land system of Fengtai County. What was "eating from the big households"? After the water receded, the big households would still exist, and the old order of Fengtai County would continue to operate as usual.

"Things like completely getting rid of landlords can't be rushed. After all, everyone is fellow villagers, and many big households have shown some kindness to everyone. If we kill all these big landlord households, what will the common people think? Many of these big households are clan patriarchs. As the saying goes, 'a span is not closer than four fingers' (close neighbors are tighter than distant relatives); I feel everyone may not be willing," Chai Qingguo actually held a stability-first theory. And such an attitude actually made many people nod slightly.

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, I want to ask you, is the situation in your village as Comrade Chai Qingguo said?" Chen Ke continued to call names. Chen Ke had sufficient psychological preparation for this mobilization. This meeting would absolutely not end in the short term. In the early stage of this meeting, Chen Ke explained his plan to the comrades in detail, and now the collision of different lines within the Party had just begun.

Yuwen Badu didn't expect Chen Ke would actually call his name. He hadn't joined the People's Party for long and didn't have much guts to speak. Moreover, Yuwen Badu was also a smart person; he could tell that Chen Ke called his name with the purpose of proving Chai Qingguo's statement wrong. Yuwen Badu was not too willing to play this role of offending people. "I don't understand much; I can't say for sure about such things," Yuwen Badu said somewhat timidly.

"Then I'll ask a few questions. First, how many landlords in your village employ tenant farmers long-term? How much is the land rent?"

"Landlords... there are five or six. The land rent is sixty percent," Yuwen Badu said somewhat tremblingly.

"Regardless of whether they are good or bad, have they reduced rent during disaster years?"

"This, this... as far as I know. In a major disaster year, one can pay a bit less that year, but they will ask for more the second year." Yuwen Badu's answer became even more trembling.

"In every disaster year, have landlords taken the opportunity to seize other people's land?" Chen Ke continued to ask. This was all just common sense. If they didn't "acquire land" while ordinary people couldn't survive during disaster years, which peasant who regarded land as their lifeblood would sell their land?

Chen Ke pressed step by step like this. Yuwen Badu knew Chen Ke's meaning. Precisely because he knew Chen Ke's meaning very clearly, Yuwen Badu finally got anxious. "Mr. Chen, if you do this, we'll definitely have to fight. Those big landlords all have their own fortified villages (*weizi*). In this northern Anhui, decent landlords all have their own fortified villages. Usually, their own people guard the fortified villages. They have people and guns. Now our Insurance Corps has people, guns, and grain. I heard that someone nearby is already inciting people in local villages. Let alone us eating their big households, they are already preparing to link up and eat our big household."

As soon as these words were spoken, it could be said that the whole room was shocked. The air in the room immediately became heavy. Except for Chen Ke, the comrades looked at each other in blank dismay. No one expected that they themselves would become "fat sheep." Chai Qingguo had just returned today. Although he didn't advocate completely getting rid of landlords, upon hearing that landlords actually plotted against him, his anger erupted. Chai Qingguo stood up abruptly, took a few steps to Yuwen Badu, and roared: "Which blind bastard dares to touch his grandpa?"

"Comrade Chai Qingguo, sit back in your seat for me. There must be discipline in meetings," Chen Ke shouted immediately.

"They are about to attack us, what discipline are you still talking about!" Chai Qingguo was already furious at this moment. "These ungrateful things! The grain we worked so hard to transport is to save the people, and this gang actually wants to come and hit us."

"If those people who received our benefits are ungrateful, how did Comrade Yuwen Badu get the news? Wasn't it from the common people? Would those landlords preparing to move against us tip us off?" Chen Ke laughed. Although it was the first time hearing this news, Chen Ke was not surprised at all.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Chai Qingguo glared resentfully at the uneasy Yuwen Badu, then returned to his seat huffing with rage.

"Everyone doesn't need to worry. The water hasn't receded completely yet; this gang can't attack now. I want to ask everyone a question: how can these landlords incite the common people to follow them to attack us?" Chen Ke felt Yuwen Badu was really an interesting fellow. He hadn't instigated Yuwen Badu to throw out such a bombshell at all. In fact, he was somewhat worried Yuwen Badu would support Chai Qingguo's "gradualism." He didn't expect Yuwen Badu did countless times better than Chen Ke expected.

Yuwen Badu got this news yesterday. He was somewhat undecided about whether he should say it. This news wasn't confirmed yet. He didn't expect that being forced to speak by Chen Ke today, he said it out by some strange influence. Now he was really uneasy. Hearing Chen Ke ask this question, Yuwen Badu simply stood up prepared to tell everything he knew. He felt that if he didn't do this, he really couldn't be at ease.

Seeing Yuwen Badu stand up, Chen Ke raised his left hand, his raised index finger tapping slightly in the air. "Comrade Yuwen Badu, you sit down first. I don't want you to speak now."

"But Mr. Chen..." Yuwen Badu said anxiously.

"Don't call me Mr. Chen; there are no 'Misters' in the Party. Call me Comrade Chen Ke." Chen Ke interrupted Yuwen Badu's speech again. "Comrade Yuwen Badu, everyone trusts you. If we didn't trust you, Comrade Chai Qingguo wouldn't be so anxious either. Don't you think so? If he didn't trust you, he would have first asked where you heard it from, instead of standing up and cursing so angrily." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he laughed loudly. The hearty laughter diluted the tense atmosphere in the room a bit.

Yuwen Badu saw Chen Ke's firm attitude, and these words indeed soothed Yuwen Badu's mood. Yuwen Badu was no different from ordinary "informants"; since he had said the beginning, the remaining stuff couldn't be hidden in his heart at all. It was as if he couldn't be at ease or gain everyone's trust without saying it out. Since he received the expression of loyal trust from the People's Party leader Chen Ke, Yuwen Badu felt a burst of relief. He obeyed Chen Ke's order and sat back on the stool.

"Wenqing, why not listen to Comrade Yuwen Badu introduce the situation?" You Gou, as a female Party member, hadn't spoken much all along. Seeing Chen Ke didn't look anxious or angry at all, while other comrades were either nervous, angry, or both, You Gou simply spoke up. You Gou herself was extremely supportive of Chen Ke. Plus her understanding of Chen Ke, You Gou thought it necessary to guide the meeting in a direction Chen Ke could control.

"Landlord armed forces are a rabble. If we go to attack them, it might be somewhat troublesome. But if they pull people out to fight us, they won't do. What I'm worried about is not how to get rid of landlord armed forces. I'm worried that if we kill and injure a large number of people coerced by landlord armed forces, will we still want to enter rural work in the future? So we have to know how landlords coerce the people. We have to separate the people from the landlords."

Lu Huitian raised his hand to request to speak. After getting Chen Ke's agreement, Lu Huitian stood up. His voice contained a kind of confusion and a feeling of being stunned by the sudden change in the situation. "Comrade Chen Ke, why do the common people want to attack us?" Lu Huitian didn't understand this question very well.

"After the great flood, the common people need to eat. This year's heavy rain started from late spring and early summer. It has been almost two months at once. Late spring and early summer are originally days when the green crop has not yet replaced the yellow (the connection between crops). Last year's stored grain is about to be eaten up, and this year's new grain hasn't grown yet; it is exactly the days with the least grain. With this big flood coming, there is even less grain to eat. Everyone can't just wait to starve to death, right?" Chen Ke explained.

Listening to Lu Huitian's question and Chen Ke's answer, He Zudao only felt very disappointed with the group of comrades represented by Lu Huitian. Chen Ke had said this once when analyzing the recent situation at the beginning of the meeting. Lu Huitian asking this question now wasn't because he didn't understand it then, but because he completely failed to recognize the harshness of the situation in Fengtai County from the beginning.

Since starting work in Anhui, He Zudao's greatest feeling was not the intensity and firmness of Chen Ke's revolutionary attitude, but the weakness shown by many comrades in work. Although before coming to Anhui, most comrades in the Party had a high-spirited "ambition to clarify the world." However, as He Zudao felt, after arriving in Anhui, if not for Chen Ke's command, the comrades would have long been crushed by the difficulties coming one after another.

Coming all the way to Anhui, from establishing the People's Party's armed force "Insurance Corps" to suddenly encountering this great flood, it was Chen Ke who was responsible for commanding. He Zudao knew very well that if it were just himself or other comrades, facing these difficulties time and again, everyone would probably have been helpless long ago, and the People's Party might very likely have scattered like birds and beasts in front of these difficulties. As for turning the unfavorable into favorable and seizing every opportunity to constantly expand the local influence of the People's Party, this foreign force, in Fengtai County—don't even think about such things.

Chen Ke was almost dragging everyone forward alone. Although in every meeting, Chen Ke tried hard to mobilize and encourage the comrades. And the comrades indeed worked hard, but in the end, what everyone could do was merely obey Chen Ke's arrangements. This was already not bad; at least a team of several hundred people had been gathered, and effective work had been done for so long. Everyone finally had some confidence and habit. If after months of hard work, they were still the same few people as before with no development in the People's Party's strength, Chen Ke wouldn't be able to hold the fort either. But learning that there were local landlords elsewhere who wanted to use force against the People's Party, many comrades were still scared. He Zudao took a deep breath. Now he absolutely could not have the slightest fear. Facing this kind of thing now, He Zudao's judgment was simple: he must follow Chen Ke closely. Only in this way could there be a way out.



★


The Party Central Committee

Volume 2 - Chapter 61

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 61 The Party Central Committee

"Wenqing, don't explain for now. Just say directly what we should do." You Gou had no interest in listening to that nonsense. She simply interrupted Lu Huitian's question. Many people in the People's Party loved to reason and talk logic when encountering emergencies. Where was there so much logic to talk about in this world? Thinking of this, You Gou simply stood up. "Comrades, we have such a scale of organization and troops today because we made it, not because we talked it into existence. Instead of figuring out why the landlords want to attack us, we might as well get rid of the plotting landlords first. What does everyone say?"

Hearing this, some people nodded in agreement, while others had different views. "Nothing in the world surpasses reason; revolution must also be reasonable." Qin Shou had only recently arrived in Anhui. Nominally a water conservancy engineer, he actually held a sinecure. His speech represented the comrades who currently did not have military or political work but were engaged in clerical work.

You Gou didn't support the attitude of these people at all. "Every time we have a meeting, when have we not done it according to Wenqing's final opinion? The results are also laid out here. The situation is so urgent now; if we talk reason, the landlords won't talk our reason. My opinion is to start doing what Wenqing said right now. After solving the matter, we can talk about this reason slowly."

"You are undermining intra-Party democracy!" Qin Shou's reaction was relatively intense.

"We talk democracy; landlords don't talk democracy. Intra-Party democracy doesn't mean irrelevant comrades should also have decision-making power. I feel that at such an urgent moment, someone must be able to make the final decision." This was what You Gou had always wanted to say. In the days when the People's Party only had eight or nine members, they focused on doing things, and lectures and discussions were squeezed out of time. At that time, You Gou was responsible for pharmaceuticals and basically sacrificed sleep to attend meetings. After the scale of the People's Party organization expanded, although everyone had work, the efficiency was lower. Especially Party meetings; Chen Ke had to communicate with comrades for a long time every time. It was fine in ordinary times, but in such a crisis, instead of thinking about dealing with the enemy, energy had to be used to persuade comrades first. If intra-Party democracy was done like this, it would be better not to have it.

It was a pity that Huishen and Xingtai were not here. You Gou felt very regretful. Chen Tianhua was working in the north, and Qi Huishen was still in Shanghai responsible for the work of the Shanghai Party Branch. If these two people were in Anhui, they could at least suppress a considerable number of people with their prestige and connections.

"Then what does Comrade You Gou think we should do?" Qin Shou asked.

"My meaning is to simply elect an Anhui Central Committee, re-elected every year. Everyone's work obeys the command of the Central Committee." You Gou finally spoke her ultimate idea.

Many people gasped. Qin Shou secretly winked at You Gou, and then he also stood up. As a graduate of the Nanyang Navy Academy, this youth who had once gone north alone to serve in Beijing in the *Gengzi* year (1900) and had served as a minor official in the Ministry of Revenue in the capital, actually long hoped to establish a more efficient Party organization. But the timing had never arrived. As a member of the Beijing Party Group and also a southerner, Qin Shou did not reject the Shanghai Party Group. On the contrary, he shared common views with You Gou and others on reforming the Party organization. Although not intentional, his echoing of You Gou was quite tacit.

"If a Party Central Committee is formed, then what should be the relationship between the Central Committee and the Party members? Intra-Party democracy cannot be lost. How to guarantee democracy while ensuring that doing things won't be dragged out? This must be explained clearly." The People's Party could still maintain a certain cohesion in a hodgepodge situation until now; this intra-Party democracy contributed greatly. Precisely because everyone had the right to speak, although everyone might not accept many things, at least there was room for discussion. But once a Central Committee was elected, there would be a distinction between high and low. Many people would definitely worry whether their opinions would be valued as much as now in the future.

"Then I'll ask a question: who does the power of the People's Party belong to?" As an old Party member, You Gou was very clear about the theory within the Party and the theory of institutional construction. This was all thanks to Chen Ke insisting on organizational principles; the People's Party hadn't gone down any crooked path from the beginning.

All Party members had heard this content in Party classes. When You Gou asked this, they immediately began to frown and contemplate. Qin Shou said clearly: "The power of the People's Party belongs to Party organizations at all levels. Party organizations at all levels are elected based on fair voting. Within the same level of Party organization, the principle of minority obeying majority is adopted. Between Party organizations of different levels, the rule of lower levels obeying higher levels is implemented. Superior Party organizations have the obligation to provide explanations for the questions of subordinate Party organizations."

After listening to Qin Shou's explanation, the comrades remembered this organizational regulation proposed by the People's Party. At this stage, the People's Party did not have any Central Committee. Even before everyone arrived in Anhui, there wasn't even a Party Branch. So this kind of organizational rule was only heard of. While everyone was worrying about the possible attack by landlord armed forces, they completely didn't expect that these seemingly tit-for-tat disputes between You Gou and Qin Shou would actually lead to the formation of the Party organization. Many people actually didn't understand what was going on.

"With the great enemy in front, orders cannot come from multiple doors. We must elect the Party Central Committee and fight in coordination under the command of the Central Committee." Shang Yuan stood up and expressed his stance.

"Correct. Before, discussing a problem took several days to reach a result. It is really inappropriate now." Hua Xiongmao was very smart; he knew You Gou's meaning as soon as he heard it. Seeing Shang Yuan had expressed his stance, he also immediately stood up to express support.

"I also support electing a Party Central Committee. It won't be too late to discuss in detail after getting rid of the landlords." He Zudao immediately followed up.

Several important figures in the People's Party and the Insurance Corps expressed their support, and others had no reason to oppose. Inexplicably, the theme of the meeting changed from going to the countryside for work to how to conduct an election.

However, now was also considered a good timing. Except for less than ten Party members in several guard departments who didn't have time to attend the meeting, the comrades of the Anhui Branch of the People's Party were basically all present. So an election regulation was formulated. Since Anhui gathered the majority of People's Party members, in the election system, if more than two-thirds of the formal Party members voted in agreement, a final resolution could be formed. If more than three-quarters voted to pass, they could even propose amending the Party Constitution.

This meeting temporarily passed two major intentions. First was to establish the People's Party Central Committee. Party branches in other places must obey the command of the Party Central Committee. Second was to prepare to elect a Temporary Party Central Secretariat Committee with a term of half a year. All this would be voted on in the general meeting of all Party members formally convened tomorrow.

The meeting had to end here. Although the matter of landlord armed forces was urgent, all military forces of the People's Party's "Insurance Corps" were now in the county town. And they had already taken responsibility for guarding the safety of the county town, especially the safety of the warehouses. Various warning systems were also in place. Thanks to the benefits of collective meetings, everyone was very clear about these things, so they were not too worried.

Since there would be a meeting a few hours later, Chen Ke announced the adjournment, and comrades went back to rest respectively. Among the likely personnel for the Temporary Central Secretariat Committee, Chen Ke was definitely going to be elected First Secretary. There was not much suspense about this matter. It was not convenient for Chen Ke to keep some comrades for private discussion either. At such a subtle juncture, every move of an individual would be regarded as selfish even if there was no selfishness. Iron-core supporters of Chen Ke like You Gou and Hua Xiongmao went directly back to their residences. He Zudao thought over and over again and finally swallowed the matter of the small friction between Xiong Mingyang and the sentry back into his stomach. This matter could completely wait until after the committee was elected.

On July 27, 1906, the general meeting of the Anhui Party Branch of the People's Party was formally convened. The meeting elected the People's Party Central Committee. The Temporary Central Secretariat Committee was composed of seven people. Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Qin Shou, Yuwen Badu, and Lu Huitian were elected as members of the Temporary Secretariat Committee.

The Party Central Committee had jurisdiction over three branches: the Hebei Party Branch, the Shanghai Party Branch, and the Anhui Party Branch. Chen Tianhua was appointed *in absentia* as the Party Committee Secretary of the Hebei Party Branch, Qi Huishen was appointed *in absentia* as the Secretary of the Shanghai Party Branch, while the Secretary of the Anhui Party Branch was surprisingly assumed by Qin Wuan. Because of long-term contact and cooperation with the Anhui engineering team led by Yuwen Badu, and since this group of people was already the backbone of the Insurance Corps, Qin Wuan's appointment as the Anhui Party Branch Secretary did not encounter any opposition.

After the Party Central Committee was established, the core teams among the three sets of teams of the Party, government, and army had a basic framework. The Party organization did not allow Central Secretariat members to concurrently serve as leaders of Party organizations at various levels, but Party organization members could concurrently serve in government department positions. Shang Yuan concurrently served as the highest administrative officer of the Anhui People's Government.

The army was divided into military command and military administration departments. Chen Ke, following the Party's convention, concurrently served as the Chairman of the Military Commission with the status of First Secretary. There were seven members of the Military Commission: Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, Xu Dian, Chai Qingguo, He Zudao, Yuwen Badu, and Kuroshima Jinichiro served in positions on the Military Commission.

This "makeshift troupe" specially established a Logistics Committee. Su Wuming, Mao Ping, and others served as members of the Logistics Committee.

Besides this, a very important department was also established. The full name of this department was the "People's Party Discipline Inspection Commission," also commonly known as the "Ji Jian Wei" by later generations. This department was equivalent to the "Censorate." Chen Ke didn't want this kind of important work to be controlled by those "High-minded Critics" (*Qingliu*) at all, so he simply assigned it personally. The government and the Military Commission provided manpower. Shang Yuan served as the Secretary of the Discipline Inspection Commission, and the Deputy Secretary was Xu Dian, a law school graduate.

Elections looked simple, but when the show of hands voting was really implemented time and again, it was truly dry and boring. These comrades had been together for a long time and were familiar with each other. Moreover, the People's Party had not been established for long after all, and internal factions had not yet fully formed. Except for Chen Ke, the two very influential figures in the Party, Qi Huishen and Chen Tianhua, were in Shanghai and Hebei. If they were present, there might have been some struggle. Now that these two were absent, everyone didn't even have the plan to fight for authority. Since the flood began, all Party members had been ordered to work on the front line. Anyway, everyone had to work personally; the distinction in status was not the key issue for the time being.

Once the Party Central Committee was determined, Chen Ke asked various departments to hold meetings first to familiarize themselves with the comrades in their own departments and discuss the department's arrangements and programs. The Central Secretariat Committee members held their own internal meeting.

"This rural work must be launched immediately." Chen Ke said straightforwardly. The efficiency of a seven-person meeting was indeed very different from a general meeting. If it were a general meeting, Chen Ke would at least show a somewhat gentle expression. Facing other Central Committee members, Chen Ke didn't have a trace of a smile.

"Mr. Chen... oh, Comrade Chen Ke, I'm still worried about those landlords plotting against us." Yuwen Badu said quickly. Since he had already told this news, he believed Chen Ke would absolutely not turn a blind eye to it.

"Comrade Yuwen," You Gou omitted Badu's given name and only addressed him by his surname, "The landlords rely on inciting the common people to launch attacks on us. We must now use revolutionary propaganda to counter counter-revolutionary propaganda."

"Revolutionary propaganda?" Yuwen Badu was somewhat puzzled.

"The landlords just say to the common people that we have grain, we are preparing to hoard grain to get rich, and won't care about the life or death of the common people. So, we precisely need to use revolutionary propaganda to counter them now. We have grain, correct. But our grain is simply not enough for everyone to eat until next year. So, in order to let everyone survive, these landlords' land has to be taken out for everyone to cultivate together, rush-plant and rush-harvest together. The harvested grain will be distributed to everyone, so we can survive the disaster year!"
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Chapter 62 Yuezhangji (I)

The impact of words spoken by a man versus a woman is completely different. When You Gou proposed that the landlords' land must be taken out and cultivated by everyone together, and the harvested grain distributed equally among the common people, Yuwen Badu suddenly felt a mixture of surprise and joy in his heart. If these words were spoken by Chen Ke, Yuwen Badu's feelings would have been more of fear. But when You Gou said such words in pleasant-sounding Shanghai dialect, for some reason, Yuwen Badu felt more joy in his heart. His voice was trembling a bit, "Comrade You Gou, do you mean this?"

"Why would I lie?" You Gou could understand Yuwen Badu's excitement. She had personally gone to the countryside during the rural social investigation last year and had a good understanding of the hardships of farmers in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. This was a terrible era; not only did landlords occupy more than 70% of the land in rural areas, but they also tried every means to shift various tax burdens onto ordinary farmers. Land rents as high as 60% and usury with annual interest rates of over 100% ruthlessly exploited the farmers.

And the cities were not much better. Under Chen Ke's leadership, the People's Party's enterprises had substantial income, enough to support such a large association. But You Gou herself came from a comprador family, and with more than a year of study, she could already see through the exploitation of urban workers: about 80% of the profits were taken by the bosses. Even so, China's handicraft industry was still crumbling under the ruthless impact of foreign goods.

"No idle fields across the four seas, yet farmers starve to death!" Precisely because she could see these social realities clearly, You Gou felt the necessity of revolution even more. In such a pitch-black era, such an era of internal and external difficulties, if China did not rise up in revolution, the future would definitely be complete destruction.

"Yuwen, are you afraid of death?" You Gou asked.

"This... of course I am." Yuwen Badu had never been a person who loved to tell lies.

"Do you think we have no way to force the landlords to take out the land? Or are you afraid that this new system cannot be maintained in the future? Even if we force the landlords to take out the land this year, the landlords will retaliate with double the force next year?" You Gou continued to ask.

This time Yuwen Badu didn't speak immediately. Looking at the only woman in the Central Secretariat Committee saying the things he was truly worried about, he was actually speechless.

"Yuwen, you know what we want to do, right?" You Gou asked another sentence.

Yuwen Badu didn't dare to utter a sound. He knew about the People's Party's struggle goals and the means to be adopted. This group of urban youths were not some benevolent souls; Yuwen Badu knew this after dealing with Chen Ke for the first time. And Chen Ke was absolutely not a person who deceived others.

Yuwen Badu worked for Chen Ke with his fellow villagers. At first, everyone was not used to it, but after more than a month, everyone got completely used to it. Although there were various things in between, those fellow villagers all had a common feeling: working under the People's Party, they were living with more and more clarity. It turned out that many things could completely be handled by different methods. If not for this, these people would not have agreed to follow the People's Party back to their hometown.

"Those landlord clans have deceived everyone for dozens of generations. With such a big disaster, following the old way is definitely death. To survive, can the farmers die if they stand by and watch once?" You Gou said sternly, "We will do the fighting and killing; it's enough if the farmers believe us just once. Just this once is enough."

Yuwen Badu swallowed a mouthful of saliva with difficulty. He had only formally joined the People's Party recently. Before, Yuwen Badu positioned himself as a "collaborator." Chen Ke was ruthless in dividing and absorbing Yuwen Badu's "former engineering team." By now, Yuwen Badu had completely lost his appeal to the "former engineering team members." That was why Yuwen Badu joined the People's Party without hesitation. Humans have inertia; Yuwen Badu didn't have the decisiveness to leave a familiar group resolutely.

"Be a man and be straightforward. Say it, will you do it or not?" You Gou had no intention of using a long speech to persuade Yuwen Badu at all.

At this point, it was not the time for Yuwen Badu to look ahead and behind anymore. Yuwen Badu looked up at Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan sitting on Chen Ke's left. Even the county magistrate had joined the People's Party; what did he have to be afraid of? If the sky fell, there was someone taller to hold it up. What the hell was he afraid of?

"I'll do it!" Yuwen Badu gritted his teeth and said.

"Very good, then let's all listen to Wenqing's instructions. Obey discipline, listen to command." Seeing she had persuaded Yuwen Badu, You Gou left the final order.

"Comrade Yuwen Badu, since you said there are landlords who want to move against us, can you talk about it?" Chen Ke finally asked.

Since he had made up his mind, Yuwen Badu no longer hid anything. He confessed everything he knew like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube. There was a big fortified village in Yuezhangji Town west of Fengtai County. The leading landlord, Zhang Youliang, had let out words that he had designs on the existing grain of the Insurance Corps.

"Haven't we been to Yuezhangji?" Chen Ke was a bit strange.

Fengtai County was north of the Huai River. This flood caused the Huai River to surge, and Yuezhangji was also flooded. The People's Party struck out in all directions and saved many people. Yuezhangji was also within the scope of disaster relief.

"I led the team," Hua Xiongmao answered immediately. "That landlord was very arrogant. The fortified village was closed tight, and he resolutely refused to accept refugees. We had to bring the refugees back to the headquarters here. Now there are quite a few new comrades from Yuezhangji in the Insurance Corps. Most of these comrades brought their families from there to our headquarters."

"Then what opinion does this Landlord Zhang have against us?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"I don't know what medicine he took wrong. I also heard this from a few people who just ran over. I had people from Yuezhangji under me originally, and so many people came recently. There should be quite a few people inside who owe Landlord Zhang money." Yuwen Badu made his own deduction.

"Let's investigate first whether this Landlord Zhang was just saying it casually or really has this plan. Clarify this matter. Comrade Hua Xiongmao will be responsible for this matter," Chen Ke issued the order. "And I'll say this upfront: no matter what plan he has, since there are many people from Yuezhangji in our Insurance Corps, it is necessary to make an example of him first. The recent main attack direction is Yuezhangji."

With the direction clarified, everyone's mood relaxed a lot. Yuwen Badu and Hua Xiongmao went to find those fellow villagers who brought the news to ask about the situation clearly. Shang Yuan continued to return to the county yamen to work. You Gou stopped Chen Ke. "Wenqing, I want to introduce a comrade to you."

"There is the Organization Department for introducing comrades; why are you looking for me?" Chen Ke was very strange.

"This comrade is a woman," You Gou answered very crisply.

"A woman?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled.

After the flood, the People's Party vigorously expanded its human resources, and many children from decent families joined the Insurance Corps. Moreover, they could all apply for their family members to work in the labor groups organized by the People's Party, which counted as "work-relief" in the county. There were quite a few women in here. As a woman holding important organizational duties, You Gou was in charge, and Chen Ke's wife He Ying was also helping in the Women's Federation. With such a large number of women, Chen Ke didn't quite understand what kind of woman could make You Gou care so much.

"She is a childhood friend of Xu Erba. Her name is Ren Qiying. This girl is very unusual."

Just listening to You Gou's one-sentence introduction, Chen Ke also felt she was very unusual. In these times, women who could have their own formal names were definitely not from small families. He recalled Xu Erba's background and then asked: "Isn't Xu Erba from Xujiazhuang, Fengtai County?"

"Correct. This Miss Ren studied with Xu Erba since childhood. In terms of knowledge, she is even above Xu Erba."

"Did this Miss Ren say that?" Chen Ke was somewhat doubtful. Generally speaking, people who blew their own trumpet wouldn't have any real stuff.

You Gou laughed: "I heard it from Xu Erba. As for Erba's learning, well, it's just like that. The reason he could pass the *Xiucai* exam was because Miss Ren kept forcing him to practice calligraphy."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was speechless. One of the important reasons for abolishing the imperial examination in these times was that the imperial examination had no vitality. Taking the imperial examination, especially for *Xiucai*, depended on whether the article was smooth, and the decisive content was whether your handwriting was good. Since Miss Ren had such insight, she wasn't too bad.

You Gou introduced the situation of this Ren Qiying again. This girl had a straightforward nature and was one of the members who joined the women's labor group under the Insurance Corps relatively early. She worked hard. But she didn't like working with women.

"She resolutely demands to join the army," You Gou dropped a bombshell at the end.

"Join the army? This..." Chen Ke was also bluffed. Women joining the army? This wasn't the Red Detachment of Women. Thinking again, Chen Ke replied: "How about this, aren't we going to attack Yuezhangji? I have a plan that might use a girl. You ask her; if she isn't afraid of death and dares to do things, I can help smooth things over. Otherwise, don't even think about it."

Seeing You Gou leaving happily, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, they were about to formally enter the stage of creating a rural base area. Don't look at it being just a small place like Fengtai County; class struggle had always been extremely cruel. Killing was bound to begin. Revolution was a violent action of one class overthrowing another class, and this was also a chain of events. It was even an earth-shattering event.

As the saying goes, "Cutting off a man's wealth is worse than killing his parents." Once the People's Party created a brand-new social system, even in such a small place, it would absolutely trigger the fiercest confrontation. Chen Ke didn't believe that the people could understand the logic of revolution right now. The people were the most pragmatic; they could "know the how," but generally had no interest in the "why." Back then, regarding the "Three Principles of the People" promoted by the Kuomintang, let alone the people not knowing, even many of the Kuomintang's own people were actually completely in the dark. But the Party's rural propaganda was much simpler: "Class Struggle," "Land Revolution," "The People Stand Up to be Masters." Simple terms explaining profound things, easy to understand.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but look at his own hands. These hands would soon be stained with blood. And there would only be more and more in the future. Although he accepted such cognition completely rationally, Chen Ke had neither emotional excitement nor even any related associations. His thoughts quickly turned to the plan for Yuezhangji.
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Floods can be divided into two types: short-term and long-term. The results caused by these two situations are completely different. After a short-term flood, sand and soil are left on the ground; after a long-term flood, clay is left on the ground. This results from the mixture in the floodwater settling in different patterns depending on the stagnation time of the water flow.

The Anhui flood of 1906 was the latter. After the torrential rain lasting for two months finally stopped, the originally solid ground had completely softened. The already soft ground was infiltrated by a large amount of moisture, plus a thick layer of mud covering it, turning it completely into a mud pond. The grass and crops on the ground had long been soaked to death, and even the remaining debris was covered under the thick mud. What remained on the ground were some aquatic plants. After the flood receded, a small part of these plants that once existed in the water did not flow away with the water but were left in the mire, dying in the scorching sun, or simply already dead. Meanwhile, other fungi and algae were reproducing vigorously. These tiny organisms were full of vitality, covering large patches of the mire with a thin layer of green. The air was full of moisture, mixed with the strong fishy smell emitted by these microorganisms. Under this greenness, fish corpses could be seen from time to time. They were also left on the swamp, and then as the water slowly disappeared, they died of hypoxia in the mud. Because even the scavengers were swept away after the flood, the fish corpses were relatively intact.

However, no one was interested in these things. Those fish corpses had long been soaked like mud, only maintaining their shapes because no external force changed them. A small team was trekking through the mire left by the flood in a light boat. When oars or poling poles occasionally touched these dead fish, a large chunk of their flesh was immediately taken down, revealing the white skeletons.

He Zudao and six comrades were traveling through this mire in a boat equipped with wooden runners. After the flood, the original road could not be found at all. Some places were still navigable by boat, but more places could only rely on people to drag the small boat modified into a mud sled. Every step was deep or shallow; one never knew what would be encountered in the next step. Sometimes one would simply sink into the swamp suddenly. A strong hemp rope was tied around every comrade's waist, and the other end of the rope was tied to the boat. If danger really occurred, relying on the rope could at least save their skins.

There were two ways to get to Yuezhangji. One was to follow the Huai River westward, then go north through the lakes to reach the destination. The other was to go all the way west from the county town, passing through the disaster area that had turned into a swamp to reach the destination. The Insurance Corps dispatched two teams. One team was led by Yuwen Badu and Hua Xiongmao, taking a boat by water. He Zudao's team took the land route. The reason for taking this arduous road was definitely not because Chen Ke had nothing better to do. The Secretariat Committee determined through several meetings that Yuezhangji should be the first target. Attacking the earthen fortified village of Yuezhangji would be the first formal military operation of the People's Party, so the marching route had to be determined in the early stage.

Quite a few bamboo poles were placed on the small boat, with red cloth strips tied to the tops of the poles. He Zudao and the others inserted such markers in relatively solid places, aiming to provide guidance for future land marches. It wasn't just those small plants submerged under the water surface that were soaked to death; even trees couldn't be spared after two months of soaking. After the water receded and the buoyancy support was lost, trees with shallow roots had already fallen in this mud pond. Those that barely managed to remain standing were also crooked. He Zudao pushed the big tree in front of him hard. This elm tree stood relatively straight, but He Zudao, a relatively thin young man, pushed it askew. The tree roots were exposed from the mud, and He Zudao quickly jumped away. He and the comrades watched helplessly as the tree crashed into the muddy water. The habitual idiom to describe big trees is "deep roots and lush leaves," but the exposed tree roots were not very big. The roots that should have been strong presented a white color like radishes. With a pinch of fingers, they snapped crisply. Even tree roots were soaked like this; how could such land be cultivated?

After arriving in Anhui, He Zudao was either in the county town or on a boat; he hadn't been to the countryside yet. So upon learning the news that the landlord of Yuezhangji threatened to lay hands on the Insurance Corps' grain, he was very angry and felt that the landlord named Zhang Youliang was really too arrogant. But seeing such land with his own eyes, he could at least understand Chen Ke's worry about landlords inciting the people.

Looking around, there was no sign of human habitation as far as the eye could see. All that could be seen was swamp. The group were all military backbones of the Second Company. Yuezhangji was only a few dozen *li* away from the county town. With everyone's marching ability, they should have arrived by now. As a result, after walking all morning, the county town could no longer be seen. And Yuezhangji, dozens of *li* away from the county town, was nowhere in sight. All that remained between heaven and earth was this seemingly endless swamp. It was as if this swamp had existed here eternally since the creation of the world.

With the sun scorching overhead and water vapor steaming underfoot, He Zudao felt parched instead. He took a bamboo tube from the boat modified into a mud sled, pulled out the wooden stopper, and gulped down a big mouthful. Don't look at the water everywhere; let alone drinking it, just smelling the taste, that fishy smell was very unbearable. So the "tap water" in the bamboo tube appeared so sweet and refreshing at this moment. Seeing He Zudao, who had rolled into a mud-caked figure, start drinking water, other comrades who were also like mud-caked figures gathered around to get water to drink.

Chen Ke had spoken about the "water pollution problem." If production was to be restored here, let alone how to deal with this mud pond, just the drinking water for personnel was a big problem. Digging wells was out of the question; water could only be transported from outside. If not for the water plant Chen Ke set up over in the county town, He Zudao couldn't imagine how to survive in this stretching mud pond. The People's Party had nearly a thousand Insurance Corps members under its command, plus thousands of Insurance Corps family members organized, this force could be described as "strength in numbers." But how many people could a county town have? The number of farmers in other places was greater. When tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of people came to look for grain, what use would these few thousand people be?

Just after a morning of trekking, He Zudao determined one thing: in this extraordinary period, forces like Yuezhangji that tried to take the lead in trouble must be eliminated.

"Political Commissar, with this way of walking, what if we can't arrive by tonight? Can this boat sleep a few of us?" A soldier put down the bamboo tube and asked.

"If we can't arrive during the day, we'll walk through the night. No matter what, we must reach Yuezhangji before dawn tomorrow." He Zudao had no intention of resting at all.

Marching in such a swamp consumed enormous physical strength. Hearing He Zudao say this, several comrades felt it was a bit too harsh. "Political Commissar, it's not that we don't do our best. This place is too hard to walk."

He Zudao could understand the comrades' thoughts. He put the bamboo tube back into the boat before saying: "If it weren't hard to walk, why let us walk it? Isn't it because of the belief that we can definitely achieve the goal? We are not walking for ourselves; thousands of people behind us are waiting for us to report good news. If we can't even endure this bit of hardship, can we face those fellow villagers behind us?"

Hearing He Zudao say this, everyone stopped making a sound. There were people from Yuezhangji in the small squad. They were ordinary people kept outside the fortified village by Zhang Youliang during the flood. If not for being brought back to the county town by the People's Party together with their families, I'm afraid their bones couldn't be found by now. But after all, the comrades had never walked such a road. To be honest, if not for the People's Party's rescue, many of them hadn't even been to the county town dozens of *li* away. Let alone following the Insurance Corps to transport grain hundreds of *li* away. For these warriors who were ordinary farmers a few months ago, this was something beyond imagination, something they hadn't even heard of.

The soldiers were very simple. Since the People's Party could save them, and there was food to eat after joining, and even enough rations for their families, these people were willing to risk their lives for the People's Party to survive. Since He Zudao, who had extremely high prestige in everyone's mind, led the team personally, everyone accepted it.

Seeing everyone was persuaded, He Zudao continued: "Then let's have a meeting first to discuss. Based on what we saw this morning, which places are easier to walk, so we can be faster in the afternoon and spend less effort exploring the path."

Compared with He Zudao and the others, Hua Xiongmao and Yuwen Badu taking the water route were much more relaxed. At this time, their boat had reached the destination. Near a "dock" at Yuezhangji. From a distance, a tall earthen fortified village could be seen towering in the distance. The earthen fortified village was built on a high slope, with a brick and stone structure. Northern Anhui was the old nest of Li Hongzhang's Huai Army. Most of these earthen fortified villages were built by retired Huai Army officers. These Huai Army officers were either from local landlord backgrounds or had established considerable military merits when following Li Hongzhang to suppress the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and the Nian Army, becoming landlords after returning home in glory. There were many bandits in Northern Anhui. Building earthen fortified villages could guard against bandits on one hand, and on the other hand, through building such earthen fortified villages, it also allowed these retired officers to master the power in the countryside. After all, these officers had followed Li Hongzhang to fight east and west, and their organizational ability was much stronger than rural local landlords. After mastering the power in the countryside, they supported connections and sent their children into the Beiyang Army, which became an outlet for the children of these places. Historically, Duan Qirui was called the "Anhui Clique" (*Wanxi*) not only because he was from Anhui, but because there were quite a few people from Northern Anhui in his troops.

Guard at the "dock" was very strict. After all, many "commanders" inside the earthen fortified village were retired soldiers. They still had some minimum organizational skills. Moreover, according to the People's Party's investigation, this Landlord Zhang Youliang didn't farm the land himself at all; his land was rented to others to cultivate. Quite a bit of information pointed out that Landlord Zhang Youliang seemed to be the pillar behind a group of bandits.

The People's Party flag was planted on the bow of the boat, very eye-catching. People on the dock saw it from far away. Hua Xiongmao had excellent eyesight; he saw someone running back into the earthen fortified village to report. And the others on the dock were already waiting in full battle array. It really meant facing a formidable enemy.

"What do you do?" The Insurance Corps' boat couldn't dock. Two small boats had already driven out, blocking in front of the Insurance Corps. The person on the bow shouted loudly: "Who are you?"

"We are from the county Insurance Corps, here to visit Old Master Zhang Youliang." Hua Xiongmao's voice was clear and bright, carrying very far.

The other party didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to be so direct. He was stunned for a moment before asking: "What business do you have visiting Old Master Zhang?"

"Many people from our Yuezhangji went to the county town to flee the disaster when the flood happened. Now the water has receded, and we thought that everyone has to eat and can't starve to death. But there isn't enough grain, so we want to discuss with Old Master Zhang to let everyone come back. Let everyone farm the land of Yuezhangji together, and don't collect rent. At least grow something to eat, so everyone can survive this disaster year first." When Hua Xiongmao shouted these words, he used full breath, his voice bright and far-reaching. Not only did the people on the two small boats opposite hear it clearly, but even those on the shore heard it clearly.

Everyone was stunned after hearing this, and then a burst of laughter rang out immediately. It was mixed with various mockeries.

"Don't pay rent? Everyone farms Yuezhangji's land together? Haha, hahahaha!"

"Farming land without paying rent? Are the Insurance Corps people stupid!"

"Hehe, what do you take Old Master Zhang for?"

These mocking sounds were issued by people holding weapons or even firelocks and fowling pieces. Presumably, these people should be the guards of this earthen fortified village, or simply the bandits rumored to be closely related to Landlord Zhang Youliang. Those without weapons who were just on the side mostly didn't laugh; instead, they looked at Hua Xiongmao dumbfounded.

Hua Xiongmao didn't care about these laughters at all. He looked at the person on the opposite boat who was looking at him like a monster and continued to shout: "At any rate, we traveled dozens of *li* by boat to rush here. Brother, trouble you to announce us."
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What is "righteous spirit" (*zhengqi*)? There are many explanations, but the spirit displayed by a person when seeking welfare for the people should be called "righteous spirit." From this perspective, Hua Xiongmao should be awe-inspiringly righteous at this moment. But obviously, these people at the Yuezhangji dock did not think so. In their view, an outsider from who-knows-where, visiting the prominent figure of Yuezhangji, Old Master Zhang Youliang, for the first time, actually brazenly demanded that Old Master Zhang's land be taken out for the common people to farm together, and even demanded no rent. This was not "righteous spirit" at all; this was authentic "foolishness."

So when Hua Xiongmao asked to see Old Master Zhang, the people on the two boats blocking Hua Xiongmao had no intention of reporting it at all. Since the other party made this attitude clear, the meeting between this person and Old Master Zhang would definitely end unhappily. Old Master Zhang had long threatened to get grain from the "Insurance Corps" in the county town. Although it was said that the Insurance Corps had many people, Old Master Zhang might not do anything to this person this time. But if Old Master Zhang got angry, the person who reported it would probably suffer afterwards.

Hua Xiongmao knew what these people were thinking at a glance. He simply ignored them and shouted to the people on the dock: "Fellow villagers! The flood has caused such a mess. If we don't hurry up and rush-plant and rush-harvest now, what will everyone eat to live? Our Insurance Corps has grain in hand; this is true. But even if we give all our grain to everyone, it won't last through this winter. Are you afraid to plant crops now, or are you preparing to go thousands of *li* away to flee famine? Everyone knows how difficult the road to flee famine is, right? When you return from fleeing famine, will your land still be yours? I think everyone has seen this before, right?"

Hearing Hua Xiongmao say this, the faces of the people on the two boats in front changed immediately. These words were ruthless enough. Zhang Youliang's becoming the largest local landlord was very closely related to natural disasters. After every disaster year, his family's land would expand significantly. A big reason why many people currently had absolutely nothing to eat at home but still refused to leave Anhui was that these ordinary people were very worried that after they left, their land would be gone when they returned. So they tried every means to stay at home. Many of this group of people worked for the Zhang family on the dock. Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, it was inevitable that the people on the dock heard them and had other thoughts in their hearts. They first looked at Hua Xiongmao in astonishment, and then started making noise in unison.

"What are you saying?"

"You are farting!"

"How dare you speak ill of Old Master Zhang; do you want to die?"

Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly; his clear and bright voice instantly suppressed the voices of those few people. "Whether what I said is the truth or not, the fellow villagers know clearly in their hearts. Since you refuse to announce me today, forget it. I will come to visit again the day after tomorrow." After speaking, Hua Xiongmao turned back and made a gesture. The Insurance Corps members on the boat shouted a chant at the same time, rowed the oars, and the boat headed back the way it came. Those two boats of bewildered lackeys just watched Hua Xiongmao and the others leave leisurely.

The Insurance Corps comrades were often on the water these days and were well-trained. The boat rowed fast on the water. Before long, the dock was left far behind. Yuwen Badu praised: "Zhenglan was really majestic just now."

Hua Xiongmao did not respond to such praise. He actually wanted to enter this earthen fortified village today to have a look. Among the People's Party's data, Zhang Youliang was almost seventy years old this year. It was actually quite surprising to Hua Xiongmao that such an old man dared to threaten to deal with the Insurance Corps. Logically speaking, people of this age were conservative. Hua Xiongmao knew the strength of the Insurance Corps. Everyone traveled thousands of *li* from Shanghai to Fengtai County, Anhui, then from Fengtai County to Anqing, underwent a month and a half of military training, and then walked back to Fengtai County. In the disaster relief operation, the performance of the Insurance Corps was quite impressive. Chen Ke had explained the theory of military construction in detail. Hua Xiongmao was a military degree holder (*Wujuren*), plus during the Anqing training, he had seen the level of the Anhui New Army. In Hua Xiongmao's view, except for weapons, the Anhui New Army and the Insurance Corps were about the same—six of one, half a dozen of the other. A rural landlord was at most a bandit leader. Daring to plot against the Insurance Corps, did he take the wrong medicine?

Thinking of this, Hua Xiongmao turned his head again to look at that earthen fortified village. It was very far away. Looking from afar, the earthen fortified village didn't look like anything special. Used to seeing buildings in Shanghai, this earthen fortified village looked crude and dilapidated to Hua Xiongmao. In this flood, the original houses outside the fortified village had long been completely soaked and collapsed. Anyway, when Hua Xiongmao was saving people, that place was already a wave of water. Now some people had built new houses there. Set off by this crude and dilapidated earthen fortified village, those incomparably crude houses outside the fortified village looked completely insignificant.

"It would be great if we had binoculars," Hua Xiongmao suddenly sighed.

"What?" Yuwen Badu didn't understand. He hadn't participated in the Anqing military training and hadn't seen binoculars. He couldn't understand Hua Xiongmao's mood at this moment, having used binoculars before.

"Wenqing said we can make glass in the future, and we will also try to make binoculars then. You'll know then." Hua Xiongmao gave an answer that wasn't an answer.

This obviously aroused Yuwen Badu's curiosity. Just as he was about to ask in detail what those binoculars were, he heard Hua Xiongmao say: "Yuwen, what do you think that old thing Zhang Youliang is thinking right now?"

Zhang Youliang, called "old thing" by Hua Xiongmao, wasn't thinking about anything at this moment. He was listening with bursting anger to the person in front of him reporting the process of Hua Xiongmao's visit.

Actually, there was a misunderstanding between Hua Xiongmao and Zhang Youliang. Hua Xiongmao, who had started preparing for revolution with Chen Ke more than a year ago, never considered the Insurance Corps as some "semi-bandit" armed force. In his view, the Insurance Corps was a regular army. Plus Chen Ke's army building model and the large number of university student officers in the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao never felt this armed force had any relationship with bandits.

But in Zhang Youliang's eyes, this "Insurance Corps" that popped out from nowhere was an out-and-out bandit armed force. Different from other bandits, it seemed the prominent figures of these bandits had some connections with the government. The flood not only destroyed the countryside of Yuezhangji, Anhui, but also completely cut off Zhang Youliang's information channels. So his understanding of the Insurance Corps still stopped at the time before the flood, when the Insurance Corps had just arrived. Let alone Zhang Youliang, other people's views on the Insurance Corps were exactly the same. And Zhang Youliang also had an armed force similar to an insurance corps under him. Both sides were directly in a competitive or even hostile relationship in "business." If not for the sudden heavy rain and the subsequent flood, Zhang Youliang would have long let his people test the Insurance Corps' background.

And in the flood, the Insurance Corps' act of rescuing people made Zhang Youliang feel the Insurance Corps had unpredictable intentions even more. At that time, the Insurance Corps wanted to send the rescued people into the fortified village. Zhang Youliang's first reaction was that this bandit armed force wanted to take the opportunity to capture the fortified village. So he unhesitatingly shut the Insurance Corps and those people out. Of course, Zhang Youliang was also very clear that there was selfishness in this. His first reaction was that after more people died, the Zhang family's land could expand a lot again. If these people were let in, after all, they were fellow villagers; taking action would always require many complicated processes. Moreover, if these people refused to sell their land desperately, it wouldn't be easy to handle. Whether for public or private reasons, shutting the Insurance Corps and those fellow villagers out was a very good choice.

Now the Insurance Corps people actually came to the door and made such outrageous demands. After listening to the slightly trembling report from the subordinate, Zhang Youliang only felt the blood-surging emotion that hadn't appeared for a long time actually came back like this. "Take out one's own land for the people to farm, don't collect rent, so everyone can survive the disaster year." What did this gang of Insurance Corps think they were? A group of bandits actually made such a treasonous and heretical request! Let alone the Insurance Corps, even the county magistrate wouldn't dare to propose such a presumptuous thought.

Zhang Youliang was sixty-eight years old this year. Since he followed Li Hongzhang's Huai Army to campaign everywhere at the age of eighteen, only those "Long-Haired Rebels" of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom had similar demonic words. Paying rent for farming land was an unalterable principle. Taking the land out for those disaster victims to farm—should he go drink the northwest wind himself?

The more Zhang Youliang thought, the angrier he got. He slapped the table in front of him fiercely. With a *pa* sound, the reporting lackey family servant shivered. This Old Master Zhang had been in the army for almost twenty years, killed countless people, and had a violent temper. Especially when encountering such "unruly" things, he always cursed as soon as he opened his mouth and hit as soon as he raised his hand. Seeing Old Master Zhang angry like this, the family servant was deeply afraid Old Master Zhang would vent his anger on him.

"Call someone here; go to the county yamen to file a complaint. I heard this Insurance Corps has some connections with the county magistrate. I'll just see how the magistrate will handle these people!" Zhang Youliang said loudly.

"Old Master Zhang, I think we shouldn't do this yet regarding this matter. Since this Insurance Corps dares to say this, I'm afraid they already know we want their grain. This is to come and scare us first. If we go to file a complaint, I'm afraid we'll show weakness." A middle-aged man beside him said quickly.

"Master Wu, then what do you think?" Zhang Youliang looked at this Master Wu askance.

"My meaning is we first send people to regain face, then talk about reporting to the officials. Old Master, think about it; those people dare to be so unscrupulous, it must be related to the magistrate's support. Now in the flood period, that magistrate is probably still using them to guard against bandits, so he definitely won't be willing to offend these people. It's useless for us to report to the officials temporarily. Moreover, empty words are no proof; what do we say?" Master Wu stated his own idea.

"Humph, this is your scholar's thinking. Those bandits just think we don't dare to report to the officials; that's why they are so arrogant. We are going to report to the officials this time, not really to make the government do anything to them. Rather, we want to blow this matter up. That gang threatened us like this; we will spread their words about demanding land to be taken out for people to farm. Not to mention anything else, what will the gentry think? In this year of great disaster, many people are already desperate and harboring evil intentions. It would be fine in ordinary times, but in these days, can everyone tolerate this gang acting so recklessly? As long as the gentry can join hands, the magistrate won't dare to shield them anymore. Then when we take action again, it will be much easier."

Master Wu didn't quite understand Zhang Youliang's thinking. Since Zhang Youliang knew the people's hearts were floating in the disaster year, wouldn't doing this make Zhang Youliang appear unbenevolent? Thinking of this, Master Wu looked somewhat uneasy.

Seeing Master Wu didn't understand his meaning at all, Zhang Youliang just snorted but didn't speak anymore. After participating in the Huai Army, Zhang Youliang could be considered to have crawled out of piles of dead people. After experiencing life and death, Zhang Youliang looked explosive, but actually his mind was very meticulous. In such a disaster year, there would definitely be civil unrest. It wasn't something landlords could avoid by making slight concessions. And this Insurance Corps saved victims everywhere during the flood, and now proposed this kind of proposition similar to "equalizing the rich and poor"; there must be someone instigating behind the scenes. Moving against the Insurance Corps directly now would not only have no benefit morally but would instead let those starving poor people see an object they could rely on. So, now he must first unite the gentry in the county to force the magistrate to state his position, and then force the magistrate to get grain out of the Insurance Corps.

As long as this goal could be achieved, the poor people in the local area would feel the Insurance Corps could be bullied. At that time, they could incite the people to rob this Insurance Corps. In the eyes of the people, if the Insurance Corps could concede once, they could concede a second time. What could the Insurance Corps do then? If they took action against the people, he could unite other gentry and demand the magistrate punish the Insurance Corps severely.

Of course, such methods couldn't be explained in detail to Master Wu. So although very dissatisfied in his heart, Zhang Youliang just asked Master Wu to write the complaint, and then shouted at the family servant, "You guys watch the water well for me. No one can let them go ashore these days." The family servant felt as if he had been granted amnesty; after responding, he ran away in a puff of smoke.

And at this time, Zhang Youliang didn't know that besides Hua Xiongmao coming by water for a frontal confrontation, the pathfinding team led by He Zudao was working hard to find a land passage to Yuezhangji. And a small fleet composed of two other small boats circled a bigger bend, landed west of Yuezhangji, and several people got off the boat, circling to the north of Yuezhangji, preparing to approach Yuezhangji, which had almost become ruins, from there, and preparing to infiltrate the fortified village. This small squad was the work team sent by Chen Ke to understand the situation of mobilizing the masses in Yuezhangji.
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Chapter 65 Yuezhangji (IV)

The news brought back by Hua Xiongmao about being shut out did not surprise Chen Ke. After listening to Hua Xiongmao finish telling his experience, he patted Hua Xiongmao's shoulder: "Zhenglan, you've worked hard." The plan did not emphasize that Hua Xiongmao's group must conduct face-to-face negotiations with Zhang Youliang. More important than delivering the message was the investigation of the water route. Although Hua Xiongmao had been to Yuezhangji during the flood, the water level and hydrological conditions then were vastly different from now. Hua Xiongmao had to go investigate personally again.

Regarding the frantic clamor of the reactionary landlord Zhang Youliang, Chen Ke didn't want to have any big debate with this landlord at all. "Zhang Youliang is our enemy and must be overthrown." At the Expanded Meeting of the Central Secretariat, Chen Ke started his speech with these words.

The effect of social investigation was huge. The rural investigation in Jiangsu and Zhejiang opened the comrades' eyes wide. China's land problem was truly complicated but also manifested clearly. In a sense, it could be said that Chinese land did not have a property right completely and clearly belonging to a certain person. Different from those feudal lords in Europe, China did not have land belonging absolutely to a certain person in a legal sense. Even for the relatively simple land rental issue, there were multiple forms: perpetual tenancy (*Yongdian*), annual tenancy (*Suidian*); the models were vastly different. Even the people renting out land ranged from landlords to poor peasants. If you just looked at these models and titles, you would even have a kaleidoscopic impression. It was complicated and confusing inside; the owner of a piece of land might have two or three layers of relationships. Linked loop by loop, forming a big tangled ball of hemp.

But in a simple sense, the backwardness of productivity development determined the need for an adjudicator to maintain order. And the county magistrate had no way to understand these entanglements in the countryside, and thus effectively solve the conflicting lawsuits caused by these complex problems. Clans and local powerful figures rose to become arbiters of these problems, thereby mastering real power in the local area.

Chen Ke had no intention of engaging in any reformism, going to get rid of local powerful figures first, and then seizing the local voice by solving and coordinating these complex land problems. For a modern person, adopting such a practice would be simply absurd.

In Chen Ke's view, entering this era, the contrast in power between countries lay in the degree of their industrialization. And why socialism could be superior to capitalism in the system was because both were first built on the operation of capital, but the purpose of socialist operation of capital was to promote productivity, while capitalism, no matter how it whitewashed itself, had the purpose of allowing capitalists to grab more profits. More simply, socialism is for the public, capitalism is for the private; this is the innate gap.

Facing the crisis encountered by China, this agricultural country, now, there was only one solution: to let China industrialize as soon as possible. History had long proven it. In 1949, agricultural China was still poor and blank, but in just over 60 years, it had developed into the country with the world's largest total value of industrial and agricultural output. This fact was enough to prove the superiority of engaging in socialism in China. So from Chen Ke's heart, he didn't have much hatred for landlords personally; the production relations represented by landlords must be destroyed. Even if Zhang Youliang didn't declare he would move against the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke would try every means to destroy the order established by Zhang Youliang in Yuezhangji. Zhang Youliang's clamor merely gave Chen Ke a more favorable excuse.

But Chen Ke knew that his understanding of these things didn't mean the comrades also understood. The people at the expanded meeting in front of him were all relatively senior Party members who knew Chen Ke deeply and had a relatively deep understanding of revolutionary theory. But even so, if Chen Ke gave an order to attack landlords immediately, probably no more than four people could do it. A profound mobilization meeting was imperative.

There were twenty-five people participating in this mobilization meeting. The Politburo of "later generations" had twenty-five members, and the Standing Committee had nine. Chen Ke felt there was no need for him to reject this numerical arrangement; this was definitely experience summarized from long-term work. In the People's Party, besides the seven Standing Committee members, the Military Commission, Logistics, and Discipline Inspection Commission all attended the meeting. Most comrades had worked with Chen Ke for a relatively long time and knew Chen Ke's habits. Hearing Chen Ke's clean and decisive words, everyone was not confused by such a calm tone. This was a manifestation of Chen Ke making up his mind. The absolute majority of participants had never seen Zhang Youliang, and many heard Zhang Youliang's name for the first time. Although they didn't know why Chen Ke insisted on getting rid of this person, no one opposed it.

Hua Xiongmao and Yuwen Badu introduced the situation, and Chen Ke summarized again, "This fortified village must be broken. The person Zhang Youliang must be eliminated."

After listening to the ins and outs, different opinions appeared at the meeting.

"This Zhang Youliang only has a few people under him; does he dare to stroke the tiger's whiskers of our Insurance Corps just based on that? I think he is just talking. There is no need to be so anxious to take action." The first one to sing a contrary tune was Lu Huitian.

"That's not right. For this kind of person, we have to kill one to warn a hundred. This is a year of great disaster, and this Zhang Youliang dares to say this. If it weren't for this flood, I'm afraid he would have brought people to attack our door by now." The one refuting was Xiong Mingyang.

"This isn't a matter of killing one to warn a hundred. We haven't been in Fengtai County for long. If we do this, how will other local gentry view us?" Lu Huitian did not agree with the idea of his classmate Xiong Mingyang.

"With this kind of person, reasoning is useless; they are better at reasoning than you. There is no other way except fighting." Xiong Mingyang's attitude was very firm.

"Just scare him a bit; there is no need to fight over there." Someone stood in Lu Huitian's camp. It was Xu Dian, who came from a law background. "Moreover, he definitely can't beat us. I'm just worried about his activities everywhere. But since Brother Wangshan is serving as this Fengtai County Magistrate, we naturally aren't afraid of him playing any petty tricks."

"That's not necessarily true." Qin Wuan expressed opposition.

The argument started like this. Revolving around whether this person was worth the People's Party exterminating, there were obviously three opinions. One was to watch the changes quietly, one was resolutely to fight. As for the third type, they were comrades who remained completely silent. These people were old Party members who had followed Chen Ke for a long time. While watching the new comrades argue, they looked at Chen Ke from time to time, wanting to see when Chen Ke would stop this meaningless argument.

Chen Ke listened to these arguing comrades gradually start repeating their earliest words, until they had nothing new to say, before raising his left hand to request to speak. Seeing this action, the argument stopped instantly.

"Who does our People's Party revolution rely on?" Chen Ke asked.

"It is the people and the common masses," He Zudao answered clearly and brightly.

Hearing this question and answer, no one expressed denial.

Chen Ke scanned the comrades around before continuing: "What is our most important work now? Disaster relief! Saving the people from water and fire. The grain we have on hand now is only enough for fifty thousand people to eat for less than two months. Even if we transport grain in desperately, it will last at most three months. We can't hold on either. Besides rush-planting and rush-harvesting, do we have any other way?"

No one spoke. The People's Party was now desperately carrying out rice seedling cultivation. The transported sweet potatoes and potatoes, as well as alfalfa, had begun seedling preparation for large-scale sowing. Comrades from top to bottom knew that a large-scale production self-help campaign was imperative.

"We want to rush-plant and rush-harvest. What do we lack? We don't lack people. We lack land. Since we want to save the people, aren't the people of Yuezhangji people? Aren't the people in Fengtai County people? Should we save them? I think, within the scope of our ability, we must save everyone we can. Does anyone have an opinion?"

This attitude could be said to be completely different from the direction of other comrades' arguments. Among the young comrades who were arguing until they were red in the face just now, many showed shame. They didn't expect Chen Ke's starting point to be truly vastly different from theirs.

Xiong Mingyang asked excitedly: "Does Wenqing mean that in order to get land, our People's Party must get rid of Zhang Youliang?"

"Yuezhangji's land belongs to the people of Yuezhangji. What do we want the people's land for?" Chen Ke asked back.

"This? Isn't getting rid of Zhang Youliang for seizing land?" Xiong Mingyang didn't understand.

"Now it is Zhang Youliang controlling the land of Yuezhangji. If we do as you said, we get rid of Zhang Youliang and it becomes our People's Party controlling the land. Is there any difference between us and that Zhang Youliang? At any rate, Zhang Youliang still has some kinship relations with the people of Yuezhangji. We are all outsiders; the people won't trust us."

Hearing this, Xiong Mingyang was tongue-tied and didn't know how to answer. Chen Ke didn't intend to let Xiong Mingyang answer either. He continued to state, "Yuezhangji's land belongs to the people of Yuezhangji. We get rid of Zhang Youliang, and this land returns to the ownership of the people. However, now is a disaster year, and this land cannot be divided. Instead, it must be collectively owned and collectively cultivated. 'Land to the tiller' is a correct principle, but there is no need for these fields to be owned by the tiller."

Chen Ke's words were indeed dignified grand principles. Xiong Mingyang couldn't refute them for a moment, but these words sounded problematic no matter how one listened. Not only Xiong Mingyang, but many others also frowned.

"Everyone must feel this statement is too far off topic. Then I'll say something easier to operate. Now the one with grain in hand is our People's Party, and the one who has started preparing for rush-planting is also our People's Party. We don't want the people to do anything else. They first collect seeds and grain seedlings from us and start rush-planting. Regardless of dividing land or not, plant the grain first and harvest it, then the people won't starve to death this year. I think the people should be able to accept such conditions. What do you think?"

This statement was clear and straightforward, and the comrades naturally wouldn't oppose it.

"Then I return to the previous question. To cultivate, you must have land. We can produce grain, but we can't conjure up land. Where does this land come from? Since the landlords refuse to hand it over obediently, we have to force them to hand it over. Therefore, Zhang Youliang must be eliminated." After finishing speaking, Chen Ke asked Hua Xiongmao to take out a map and hang it on the blackboard.

"From the county town to the west, all the way between these two lakes, is now a swamp. There are basically no inhabitants, and naturally no resistance. But here." Chen Ke pointed to the location between the two lakes, where a place name was marked: "Yuezhangji."

"This is Yuezhangji. Zhang Youliang has a fortified village here. If we don't get rid of him, when we start restoring production in this big swamp, Zhang Youliang can harass us at any time. So, I want to get rid of him."

The map was drawn very crudely, but various key points were marked very clearly. The "big swamp" Chen Ke mentioned had the Huai River to the south, the county town to the east, and two big lakes to the west. The north was plains and hills. This should have been fertile land in a bumper year, but now it was a dead land.

"Then what about the north?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

"No one in the north has uttered a sound yet. After we get rid of Zhang Youliang, those landlords will be even less daring to utter a sound. Whoever dares to utter a sound, we'll continue to get rid of them. This swamp area is nearly a hundred *li* in radius. Picking and choosing, there are always twenty or so thousand *mu*. Not to say much, even if there are one hundred thousand people, as long as the rush-planting and rush-harvesting are successful, they can live until the summer harvest next year." Having said this, Chen Ke looked at the comrades and then added a question: "Who else has an opposing opinion?"

The crowd looked at each other in blank dismay. Finally, Lu Huitian hesitated and said in a not-loud voice: "This Zhang Youliang isn't guilty of a capital crime, right?"

Seeing Lu Huitian looking somewhat trembling, Chen Ke laughed: "Not guilty of a capital crime? Comrade Lu Huitian, how do you know Zhang Youliang hasn't done things deserving ten thousand deaths?"

Hearing this, Lu Huitian quickly said: "I indeed don't know this."

"We won't take Zhang Youliang's life. Zhang Youliang is from Yuezhangji; let's let the people of Yuezhangji decide Zhang Youliang's life or death." Chen Ke said, still smiling. That simple smile was full of confidence; that kind of pressure made Lu Huitian speechless.
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Chapter 66 Yuezhangji (V)

Persuading comrades to abandon their sympathy for Zhang Youliang was not an easy task. Zhang Youliang was a landlord, and many comrades also came from landlord backgrounds. To them, Zhang Youliang was more like "one of us." Even though they talked about "people's revolution," facing even this small trial of Zhang Youliang, many people no longer guarded the people so solemnly.

Although Lu Huitian no longer mentioned Zhang Youliang's problem, he never explicitly supported the issue of Zhang Youliang's life or death. Although other comrades also supported the consensus of dealing with Zhang Youliang, no one explicitly expressed whether to kill or release Zhang Youliang. Chen Ke didn't want to say that much either; for Chen Ke, once Zhang Youliang was handed over to the people to decide, Zhang Youliang must die. A mass movement, to put it plainly, was to mobilize the masses and trigger the anger of the masses. This was more effective than anything. The people were also "clear-cut on what to love and what to hate"; once emotions were excited, it was enough to put someone to death. Zhang Youliang had been in Yuezhangji for so long; he must have done many bad things. Finding the victims, then letting the victims accuse Zhang Youliang, and then executing Zhang Youliang by "complying with public opinion" was the best way.

The only problem was that time was tight, and these people were not easy to find. Now time was the crystal sand in the hourglass; every moment was precious. So Chen Ke simply stopped talking about this issue and started assigning other work.

Fengtai County town was now overcrowded. During the flood, surrounding landlords fled to the county town to avoid the flood one after another. And many common people also fled to the county town. Plus the people rescued by the Insurance Corps and their families, the small Fengtai County town actually gathered as many as thirty or forty thousand people. After the flood began to recede, the victims' emotions became even more impetuous. This was also understandable; the flood besieged the county town, and these people were afraid every moment that the water level would continue to rise and swallow even their last shelter. The external environment forced them tightly, so everyone could gather under one banner instead. But after the flood receded, everyone's thoughts were different.

Rich landlords felt going home was unreliable, so they simply prepared to leave for big cities. Landlords without money, or those whose family properties were ruthlessly swallowed by the flood, had nowhere to go. As for ordinary people, they were even more homeless. Anhui people had a habit of fleeing famine; many people tried to strike up conversations with the Insurance Corps fleet members, hoping the Insurance Corps fleet would take them along when sailing.

After this flood, the Manchu Qing was completely powerless to provide disaster relief. To be honest, at the level of an agricultural country, disaster relief was also a matter of doing one's best. If not for the efforts of the People's Party Insurance Corps, many more people would have died.

The expansion of the Insurance Corps was closely related to the deepening of the flood. When recruiting people at the beginning, everyone had no interest. After all, everyone was still not interested in being bandits.

As the grain carried by the farmers was gradually used up, more and more members asked to join the Insurance Corps. Originally, anyone from a decent family could join the Insurance Corps, but later, the Insurance Corps could even be picky enough to only choose the strong and robust to join. The immediate benefits of joining the Insurance Corps were very large; first, one could eat their fill. Secondly, the Insurance Corps was also hiring hands to do some work. After joining the Insurance Corps, family members could get priority for these job opportunities. So in a very short time, the Insurance Corps achieved a leap in numbers.

Magistrate Shang Yuan always thought Chen Ke had ability. After seeing Chen Ke's use of the Insurance Corps' power, he felt even more admiration mixed with puzzlement. As for "eating, drinking, shitting, and pissing," Chen Ke not only led the People's Party and the Insurance Corps to arrange for the people's eating and drinking but also paid more attention to the people's "shitting and pissing." In the several temporary camps in the county town, an important goal of the "Security Team" composed of Insurance Corps personnel was to order the people not to urinate or defecate anywhere. This was something no one had ever paid attention to, but Chen Ke strictly grasped this matter from the beginning. The reason was naturally simple: urinating and defecating anywhere during this flood period could very likely lead to an outbreak of plague. The population density of the county town had reached a dangerous level; if a plague broke out, it would be devastating. The hygiene situation in the county town was the responsibility of the Insurance Corps. Later, when the Insurance Corps began to go out to transport grain, these jobs were handed over to other hired people.

There is a saying: "Manage heaven, manage earth, but can't manage people shitting and farting." But the Insurance Corps managing so broadly made the people extremely dissatisfied. However, "eating someone's food softens the mouth" (one cannot speak against the benefactor); the Insurance Corps' rules were also simple. Once caught urinating or defecating anywhere, the meal for the day would immediately be halved. So although the people caught were extremely dissatisfied, their stomachs would get hungry very quickly. Everyone finally succumbed.

Besides requiring everyone to obey hygiene regulations, the People's Party also established more rules, from washing clothes to taking baths. Fortunately, the flood happened in summer. The temperature was not low, and there was no lack of water. To eat, everyone barely maintained obedience.

However, this obedience seemed to reach its limit as the flood receded. Someone had already started pestering the Insurance Corps asking to borrow grain. It looked like they were going to leave Fengtai County to flee famine. Anhui people had a tradition of fleeing famine; this behavior was understandable to Chen Ke. But Chen Ke didn't quite want to accept it. Today, when rush-planting and rush-harvesting were about to begin, what impact would it have after the people fled famine?

Yuwen Badu didn't quite agree with Chen Ke's doubts. "Comrade Chen Ke, you think too much. In previous disaster years, after such a big disaster, people without money staying locally would be a dead end. Our Insurance Corps has no reputation at all; those people definitely won't trust us so quickly. Even if you forcibly pull those fleeing people under our banner, they may not be of one mind with us. Instead, those who didn't leave, I think, will be more loyal. Without us, they simply have no way to farm."

This statement was very good. These people had absolutely no ability to restore production after returning home. First, the lack of farming tools would directly affect the efficiency of production self-help. People escaping from the flood instinctively carried valuable things; hoes and other farm tools might not be the most valued wealth in the family. And some large farm tools simply couldn't be taken away. Although the People's Party transported some farm tools back from outside, compared with the scale of tens of thousands of people, it was still far from enough.

Yuwen Badu believed that letting a batch of people go to flee famine would be beneficial to reducing material consumption. In the case of a lack of tools, having extra people wasn't a good thing either.

"Wenqing, are you really preparing to let everyone, men and women, old and young, go into battle together?" Shang Yuan wasn't too sure about this idea of Chen Ke.

Chen Ke nodded, "Correct. I have this plan. I think we always have to give everyone a choice. Letting people go to flee famine now, I feel is inappropriate. The matter of production self-help will start immediately. Can't those people wait a few more days?"

"In that case, I will organize comrades to explain this matter to the people," Shang Yuan replied.

"No need to organize comrades; we just need to explain this matter to the Insurance Corps comrades first. If these comrades don't understand our policy, but go to speak to the people first, isn't that putting the cart before the horse?"

"..., then let the comrades of the Military Commission be responsible for this matter. But what should we say to the people? This can't be left for the Insurance Corps comrades to publicize, right?" Shang Yuan only paused slightly at the beginning; his subsequent answer didn't show any sign of being emotionally affected.

"My meaning is to expand the scale of the army. I think it is necessary to form some new troops. Borrowing the model of ancient military agricultural colonies (*Jun tun*), we will form a reclamation troop. Even if we let people go, I still hope to keep the strong and robust as much as possible. And if the strong and robust can stay, the old and weak naturally won't leave easily."

"Military agricultural colonies? How about using the Third and Fourth Companies for military agricultural colonies first among the existing troops?" Hua Xiongmao asked. He was quite worried about the burden of the officers' and soldiers' families.

"My view is that our army quantity is not too much, but too little. Looking at it now, we need to form a regular brigade with two regiments. The scale will be around eight thousand people. And it is not only the new troops who need to conduct garrison farming; by then, the entire brigade must farm on one hand and fight on the other. We must protect the base area and feed ourselves."

Now the Insurance Corps had about a thousand people, which was already a scale everyone had never imagined. And an army of eight thousand people was far beyond the comrades' imagination. Although many participants had thought about a million-strong army, in this imagination, a million-strong army was just a vague shadow, just a pure aggregate of personnel. In fact, managing this thousand people had already made the Military Commission comrades busy enough to be run off their feet. After the scale expanded eight times, could the existing management ability keep up? Comrades with troop-leading experience all looked solemn. Instead, those comrades without troop-leading experience all showed joy on their faces.

People are strange like this; as long as they feel they have enough people, many things become completely different.

As Chen Ke recounted his views on the future, the comrades in the Party gradually unified their attitude towards Zhang Youliang. Since getting rid of Zhang Youliang was not for personal grievances but within the scope of a political struggle, and moreover, there might be an eight-thousand-strong team in the future, many people thought Zhang Youliang's life or death was no longer a problem. Everyone's discussion focus shifted to the problem of how to arrange production self-help after seizing Yuezhangji.

"No need to wait until later to start; start immediately now. Let Comrade Shang Yuan introduce this problem." Chen Ke pushed the problem to Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan, who was responsible for production self-help. Shang Yuan had been responsible for contacting the landlords who fled into the county town these days. Landlord Zhang Youliang's attitude might be tough, but the attitude of the landlords in the county town was completely different. Chinese landlords did not have enough class consciousness; they regarded being a landlord as a profession rather than a class. Such an attitude determined that they must first guarantee their own lives rather than the ideal of occupying land forever. The manifestation of this attitude in the face of natural disasters was that those small landlords did not strongly oppose the transfer of temporary land cultivation rights. These small landlords also needed to escape the state of having nothing as soon as possible. The flood was fair. Small landlords didn't have surplus grain either.
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Chapter 67 Yuezhangji (VI)

After a day of discussion, the People's Party Expanded Meeting reached a resolution on disaster relief. The meeting arranged the work, and each department was assigned its own tasks. Chen Ke was in charge of the Military Commission's work. Just as the Military Commission sat down in the room, You Gou pushed the door and came in. Although she was a woman, You Gou had seniority, and the People's Party had long proposed the "equality of men and women." So the comrades did not discriminate against her. They just didn't know what business You Gou, who was assigned to civil work, had.

"I hope the Military Commission will consider the suggestion of establishing a female troop," You Gou threw a bombshell.

The men looked at each other in blank dismay. In these times, it wasn't that there were no women in the army, but those were camp prostitutes and the like. You Gou would absolutely not form such a "troop." The only remaining possibility was a regular army composed of women. Once this thought popped up, all the men were dumbfounded. Let alone others, even Chen Ke was a bit dazed. It wasn't that there were no female soldiers in the PLA, but there were none in the field troops. As for the Red Detachment of Women, Chen Ke's only impression came from movies and TV. What was You Gou's purpose in insisting on forming such a troop? Was You Gou preparing to join the army herself?

Hua Xiongmao knew that You Gou actually had a fierce temper. He asked tentatively: "Comrade You Gou, may I ask what the purpose of your proposal is? Where would such a female army be used?" Although he asked this with his mouth, Hua Xiongmao made up his mind that if You Gou proposed to use this army for military purposes, he would be the first to come out and oppose You Gou.

"Since it's a military agricultural colony army (*Tuntian* army), it's appropriate to have women in it, right?" You Gou asked.

"The *Tuntian* army also has to fight. You won't let those women go to fight too, right?" Hua Xiongmao immediately rose to oppose.

"Didn't Wenqing say that these troops would only fight in the future? At this stage, they are only undergoing military training." You Gou still felt there was a possibility of establishing a female army.

"Let's wait until the next Party Committee meeting to discuss this issue," Chen Ke also followed. Heaven knew how You Gou was hoodwinked by that Ren Qiying. There were female soldiers in the Red Army back then, but that was also out of necessity. Now there were enough soldiers, and it was a flood period; getting women into the army would really be something impossible to explain even with a hundred mouths.

"Then can't our Women's Federation form its own armed force as a training team?" You Gou was still making a final struggle. Now it was disaster time, implementing a model of separate living for men and women. The periphery of the women's living area was patrolled and guarded by the Insurance Corps' armed forces. And the patrol team was very far from the female camp. You Gou put forward her opinion from this angle.

"First, I do not agree to issue guns to women. Second, since women do not have guns, your patrol team has no way to undertake guard duties." As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, the men of the Military Commission all expressed agreement.

"But the camp is not as easy to manage as you imagine. Without military force, I don't think it's appropriate. Several conflicts have already occurred, and the Insurance Corps guards can't go in to enforce the law, right? I think it is necessary to form a female guard team or something similar," You Gou said. This wasn't an excuse she found; after all, the victims had stayed in the camp for so long, and small frictions had accumulated. After the water receded, the mood relaxed, and conflicts naturally became intense. Not only in the female camp but even more so in the male camp.

"In response to this situation, we will form a police force specifically, but we will not form a female troop." Chen Ke still didn't give You Gou any loophole to exploit.

"Then please form the police force as soon as possible. I bid my farewell," You Gou said. Chen Ke looked gentle, but once he made up his mind about something, he would absolutely not waver in the slightest.

When You Gou left the venue, Chen Ke said with a serious expression as if these things had never happened: "Now let's start discussing the issue of army expansion."

On the army issue, the scale of the Insurance Corps would be expanded to eight thousand people. The existing armed forces would remain unchanged, and the new troops would all be the Agricultural Reclamation Army. Chen Ke's meaning was to build the army according to the model of the 359th Brigade in history.

"The common people feel that the law does not punish the majority. With more people, even if something happens, they won't all be held accountable. Someone will always escape the problem, and the probability of escaping punishment personally will be very high as the number of people increases. This is a general understanding. Although I don't want to comment on whether this understanding is correct, since we want to rise up in the future, the quantity of the army is of great significance." Chen Ke commented thus. Everyone had been a commoner once, so they could accept this statement. After discussion, a charter was produced. While everyone was discussing, Chen Ke observed around; it seemed no one truly understood where the significance of this army expansion lay. Those brave enough to take this responsibility were Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao. Others lacked sufficient interest in the formation of the new army.

This wasn't strange; the existing military forces encountered many troubles during construction. Farmers needed too much training to become qualified soldiers. Before pulling them onto the battlefield, too much training was needed.

After producing an army expansion plan, conscription work was the big head. Chen Ke took the plan to find Shang Yuan, the head of civil affairs work. After Shang Yuan took this plan and finished reading it, his brows actually frowned. "Wenqing, what exactly are you thinking?"

It seemed Shang Yuan had already seen the clue. Chen Ke asked tentatively: "Wangshan, what do you mean?"

"You are preparing for future purges; don't you think it's a bit early?" Shang Yuan asked straight to the point.

Shang Yuan indeed saw it. Chen Ke felt Shang Yuan was truly an amazing guy. *Could it be that this fellow is also a time traveler?* Chen Ke even had such a suspicion. In the formation of the new army, Chen Ke had already made preparations; the military team of the new army was almost starting from scratch. The choice of officers was all rule-abiding comrades.

Purge of counter-revolutionaries (*Sufan*) and rectification (*Zhengfeng*) were a necessity; this did not shift according to Chen Ke's personal will. He just hoped to control the scale of such things as much as possible. So the new troops were a reserve force on one hand. Even if the frontline troops suffered a relatively large-scale purge, as long as the backbone could be kept and supplemented into the second-line troops, strong combat effectiveness could be restored after a few months of training. Therefore, the second-line troops must be greatly isolated from the frontline troops at this stage. The farther away from the place of right and wrong, the fewer problems there would be in purging these second-line troops in the future.

Of course, Chen Ke absolutely didn't have the intention to start a purge now. But "he who gives no thought to far-flung problems soon finds suffering nearby"; it was better to prepare for some things earlier. The political sense of the Military Commission comrades was really too low; their enthusiasm for forming second-line troops was not high. The highly enthusiastic Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao were completely expressing their stance based on loyalty to Chen Ke personally. Today, when the frontline troops still needed strengthening, Chen Ke didn't dare to transfer them to the second-line troops. Then the ones Chen Ke could choose were all rule-abiding comrades. It was difficult for them to establish personal prestige in the new army, and since they were rule-abiding, it wasn't that easy to bring out bad habits.

But since Shang Yuan saw it now, and Shang Yuan didn't pretend to be stupid and stay silent but spoke so bluntly, Chen Ke had to lay his cards on the table with Shang Yuan directly. In this kind of matter, one was either a comrade or an enemy; standing in the middle camp was impossible. Shang Yuan probably thought this through, which was why he was so straightforward.

"How does Brother Wangshan view this matter?" Chen Ke looked serious. Pretending to be gentle at this time had no meaning; laughing again at this time would really be heartless.

"Wenqing, when you were in Beijing, you used to feign compliance with the comrades of the Party group. I said back then, don't do this in the future. I think comrades can always be educated," Shang Yuan replied straightforwardly.

"Brother Wangshan, class stance is not something you can change just by saying so. I'm just making a preparation." Chen Ke was persuading Wangshan earnestly.

"Wenqing, I'm not saying what you did is wrong. Sometimes one has to suffer some grievances. It is precisely after suffering grievances that one knows who is loyal. I know this." Shang Yuan just had a look of some unbearableness.

*Is my layout a bit early now?* Chen Ke was suddenly a bit doubtful. He wasn't worried about anything else; Shang Yuan shouldn't be stupid enough to talk nonsense. Shang Yuan wouldn't dare to tell others about this kind of thing. If he dared to tell others, Chen Ke would eliminate Shang Yuan at any cost. And Shang Yuan spoke so frankly; there must be something else he wanted to continue saying.

"Brother Wangshan, regarding things like purges, I think it's better not to happen. But you also know, some things are not up to me," Chen Ke said tentatively.

"Wenqing, you also know that some comrades don't wish to treat landlords like this, right?" Shang Yuan spoke somewhat slowly as if choosing words. Chen Ke knew very well that there must be quite a few comrades thinking this way; it would be strange if they didn't think so. So Chen Ke had to do some preparatory work. The army must obey the Party organization's decisions and absolutely cannot be chaotic. The Party's history had long proven the importance of this point.

"It's not wrong for you to make some preparations, but I think, can we choose some other methods? You can't bring yourself to kill this group of comrades; I can be sure of this. But if they know our thoughts, it won't be a good thing after they leave."

"These preparations of mine are only preparations for the army. For other civilian comrades, I have no intention of killing. 'A forced melon is not sweet'; if they want to go, I can only let them go. Where you sit determines how you think; if the butt is not sitting on the people's side, then they will absolutely not do things for the people. Keeping these people may not be a good thing." Chen Ke finally explained his thoughts. Wangshan thought he wanted to cleanse everyone in one go; this was absolutely not Chen Ke's idea. The purge was mainly directed at armed forces like the army; the army must be pure. As for the civil affairs department, there had never been a way to make it clear and transparent. Even a person as capable as Taizu (Mao Zedong) had no way in the end when facing the Central Propaganda Department, this "King of Hell's Palace."

Hearing Chen Ke explain that he didn't want an indiscriminate purge, Shang Yuan stopped talking. A major characteristic of smart people is knowing when not to speak. Shang Yuan was undoubtedly a smart person.
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Chapter 68 Yuezhangji (VII)

If someone could observe the world from an omniscient perspective, they would definitely see many very interesting things. For example, the Zhang family scions carrying Zhang Youliang's complaint boarded a boat, while Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian boarded the Insurance Corps' boat almost at the same time. The two parties set off from Yuezhangji and the county town respectively, aiming for the county town and Yuezhangji.

The two youths of the Insurance Corps First Company sat casually on the bow of the large black-awning boat. It was a tailwind now; the sails behind caught the wind, so the red sickle and hammer flag of the People's Party at the bow just swayed gently in the wind.

"Brother Zhenglan, why did you think of revolution?" Although Xu Dian was the Political Commissar of the First Company, he hadn't talked much with Hua Xiongmao. Xu Dian studied law and thought his train of thought was quite meticulous, but he never knew that real revolutionary work was so complicated. And every time he got used to the work intensity, more work would press over. Being able to go to Yuezhangji with Hua Xiongmao today, the weather was good, and there weren't too many things on the way. Xu Dian wanted to chat with Hua Xiongmao.

"This world will have a revolution sooner or later. After meeting Wenqing, I followed him to start doing it." Hua Xiongmao always answered this question this way.

"Brother Zhenglan, do you think we can make the revolution happen?" For some reason, Xu Dian spoke his true thoughts.

"Afraid that Zhang Youliang will use force on us when we arrive at Yuezhangji?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

Xu Dian just had a kind of uneasiness in his heart; he hadn't considered in detail where this uneasiness came from. Suddenly asked by Hua Xiongmao, Xu Dian was tongue-tied and couldn't answer.

"Political Commissar Xu, how do you view Wenqing?" Hua Xiongmao didn't mean to mock Xu Dian at all; he actually wanted to enlighten Xu Dian a bit.

"Wenqing is indeed very capable. No one I've met can match him," Xu Dian replied. Everyone knew Hua Xiongmao was Chen Ke's die-hard supporter, so Xu Dian spoke somewhat conservatively.

"You don't need to use these words to fool me. Wenqing is extremely disciplined in doing things, even meaning somewhat harsh and impersonal. I decided to follow him because Wenqing never does things for his own selfish interests." Hua Xiongmao answered Xu Dian's previous question.

"Harsh and impersonal is not the word. Wenqing always does the most. If talking about harshness, he is harshest to himself." This was Xu Dian's sincere words; he admired Chen Ke's self-discipline very much.

"Wenqing only has revolution and saving the Chinese people in his heart. Although I haven't fully understood his reasoning yet, I am certain about this aspect. By the way, Political Commissar Xu, why do you want revolution?"

"Me? I hope China can rise and not be bullied by foreigners. That's why I want revolution. After we met Wenqing in Beijing, we felt what he said about industrialization construction made a lot of sense, so we followed him to Anhui."

"The common people are so bitter, bullied all day long," Hua Xiongmao replied.

"Yes, besides being bullied by the government and landlords, the common people are also bullied by foreigners. It is because China is weak. When China becomes strong, we must drive the foreign devils out of China so they can never bully Chinese people again." Xu Dian got angry when talking about foreigners.

Hua Xiongmao continued to ask tentatively: "Political Commissar Xu, who do you think is more hateful, the Manchu Qing or the foreign devils?"

"Equally hateful. The foreign devils are unreasonable, but the Manchu Qing humiliates the nation and forfeits its sovereignty; I'm afraid they are even more hateful." Xu Dian was filled with indignation.

"If the common people can all become strong, then we can definitely drive the foreign devils out of China." Hua Xiongmao persuaded earnestly. The people's revolution must first liberate the people; only when the people are liberated can China be liberated. This was the concept old Party members were instilled with most by Chen Ke. But Hua Xiongmao discovered that Chen Ke educated new Party members much less in this regard. Of course, Hua Xiongmao thought this might be his illusion. So he was unwilling to say too much about this.

"The common people, how to say it... We need a capable government to save the common people." Xu Dian's view was actually the attitude of a considerable number of people in the People's Party now. Especially among Party members with high academic qualifications, this attitude was actually the mainstream. Of course, Shang Yuan never said this. A big reason Xu Dian came to Anhui was his admiration for Shang Yuan. Now Shang Yuan seemed somewhat of a misfit with everyone; Xu Dian was quite surprised by this situation.

Xu Dian was not clear that Chen Ke and Shang Yuan had long reached a consensus on purging internal Party issues. Both of them believed that the People's Party must take liberating the people as the core idea. But now there was simply no way to show the power of the people. If this issue was emphasized blindly, it would cause a lot of unnecessary trouble instead. So only old Party members like Hua Xiongmao could feel some subtle changes in Chen Ke.

Hua Xiongmao didn't like talking about revolution much in ordinary times, but this didn't mean his understanding of revolution was worse than people like Xu Dian. Even if Chen Ke planned to purge, this calculation absolutely couldn't be said now. The contradiction of lines within the Party was far from reaching the point where the dagger must be revealed. So Hua Xiongmao didn't know Chen Ke's plan. What Hua Xiongmao could feel was the subtle difference between these new Party members and old Party members. Old Party members had followed Chen Ke for a long time; at any rate, they learned some attitude of "serving the people" from Chen Ke. In the People's Party and the Insurance Corps, officer cadres must serve subordinates and soldiers. It was said so, but practically only old Party members could do it. Among new Party member cadres, treating subordinates and soldiers equally was the maximum.

Now that the army had been established for several months, Hua Xiongmao fully understood why Chen Ke wanted to establish the Soldiers' Committee. If not for the checks and balances and confrontation of the Soldiers' Committee, if not because these new Party members were outsiders, plus the strong suppression of Chen Ke and old Party members, I'm afraid the army building policy of "officers and soldiers as one, equal treatment" proposed by Chen Ke would have gone out of shape long ago. Since he was partnered with Xu Dian, Hua Xiongmao hoped Xu Dian could lead by example more.

The Political Commissar is a political representative. Xu Dian wasn't undisciplined, but the flavor of superiority revealed in his bones was completely different from Chen Ke's strict requirements for soldiers. This could be seen from the attitude of soldiers towards the two. When Chen Ke passed by soldiers, the soldiers showed respect and love; to satisfy the respected Battalion Commander Chen Ke, soldiers showed a more disciplined appearance. But when Xu Dian passed by soldiers, the soldiers showed a disciplined appearance to avoid Xu Dian's blame. Hua Xiongmao didn't think Xu Dian had more appeal in the army. But Hua Xiongmao himself wasn't good at words, so although he knew this in his heart, he didn't know how to say it to Xu Dian clearly.

After thinking for a while, Hua Xiongmao said, "Political Commissar Xu, do you think I am very loyal to Wenqing?"

"Hehe." Xu Dian just smiled without answering this question. Now the recognized four iron-core supporters of Chen Ke in the People's Party were Hua Xiongmao, Shang Yuan, You Gou, and He Zudao. Hua Xiongmao ranked first. Xu Dian had heard of the three important cadres outside: Qi Huishen, Chen Tianhua, and Wu Xingchen, who were equally loyal to Chen Ke. As Chen Ke's die-hard supporter, Hua Xiongmao saying this was naturally to win people's hearts for Chen Ke. Xu Dian didn't want to be loyal to anyone. Although he didn't dislike Chen Ke at all and quite agreed with Chen Ke's ability, he couldn't do it at all if asked to bow his knees to Chen Ke.

"I am loyal to Wenqing because I am loyal to Wenqing's way of doing things. In my view, what Wenqing asks everyone to do is not wrong at all." Hua Xiongmao felt he had reached the limit of what he could say; saying more would be inappropriate.

After hearing this, Xu Dian not only didn't get angry but nodded, "Wenqing is indeed very unusual. To be honest, if I encountered this big flood, I would definitely be helpless. How could I be like Wenqing, always able to find a way?"

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao really couldn't say anything more. Xu Dian's words were so high-sounding and completely conformed to the People's Party's way of pursuing righteousness. If Hua Xiongmao opposed again, it would appear he himself was not authentic. Actually, Hua Xiongmao had never thought about how his loyalty to Chen Ke was different from others. No one had discussed this aspect with him either. Talking with Xu Dian for a while, he somewhat understood. For Xu Dian and others, they would only obey orders and listen to commands after fully or basically agreeing with Chen Ke's ideas. But Hua Xiongmao obeyed orders and listened to commands first, and then considered whether Chen Ke's orders could be executed better. As for whether what Chen Ke said was right, Hua Xiongmao hadn't cared too much.

After figuring this out, Hua Xiongmao suddenly became puzzled: when did he start to be so obedient to Chen Ke? He couldn't figure it out after thinking about it, so he simply gave up pursuing this matter. "Political Commissar Xu, let's sort out how to negotiate with Zhang Youliang this time again," Hua Xiongmao said.

Zhang Youliang learned that Hua Xiongmao came again this time, and with two large black-awning boats, he immediately became alert. Last time the Insurance Corps' boat wasn't big, and there was only one. What did the Insurance Corps mean by coming with such great fanfare this time? Could it be they knew he had sent someone to file a complaint in the county, so they specially came to demonstrate?

But after thinking about it, the fortified village had been guarded very strictly recently, not letting people in and out at will. Presumably, there should be no problem. And last time the Insurance Corps let out words that they would come to Yuezhangji at this time. It seemed this group of petty thieves and bandits didn't give up.

The more critical the moment, the less one can show weakness; this was the experience Zhang Youliang gained from the battlefield. He let people bring the Insurance Corps visitors in. Not daring to even see the Insurance Corps people would be too shameful. At this time, it was precisely necessary to intimidate these blind little thieves.

The lackey didn't go out for long before bringing two people in. The person in front was tall, with handsome features, wearing a queue. The person behind was of medium build, looking quite sturdy. Moreover, this person actually had the center-parted short hair of a "Fake Foreign Devil." The two behaved calmly and composedly, with no roguishness of bandits in their expressions.

Seeing Zhang Youliang, the person in front said clearly: "I am the Commander of the First Company of the Insurance Corps, Shaoxing Prefecture Military Provincial Graduate (*Wu Juren*) Hua Xiongmao. Greetings, Mr. Zhang."

Hearing this, Zhang Youliang wondered if he heard wrong. Just as he was about to ask, he heard the youth behind follow up: "I am the Political Commissar of the First Company of the Insurance Corps, Tokyo University Law Department graduate Xu Dian. Greetings, Mr. Zhang."

Although the two were polite in words, they just nodded simply. Not even a cupped-hand salute. According to the current official system of the Manchu Qing, Hua Xiongmao was a Provincial Graduate (*Juren*), and Xu Dian was a university undergraduate recognized by the Manchu Qing, equivalent to a Metropolitan Graduate (*Jinshi*) background. Both of them were people with degrees and titles; they didn't need to bow to Zhang Youliang, this local tycoon, at all.

Although Zhang Youliang was a landlord, he was not a country bumpkin. He could understand the terms used by these two to introduce themselves. Learning the identities of these two, one a Military Provincial Graduate, one a student returned from abroad, really gave him a jump. In an instant, Zhang Youliang finally understood why the magistrate was polite to the Insurance Corps. If what these two said was correct, with their backgrounds, the magistrate couldn't touch a hair of these two people at all. Zhang Youliang, who was originally arrogant, although still calm on his face, was already somewhat shaken in his heart.
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Chapter 69 Yuezhangji (VIII)

The first moment Zhang Youliang saw Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian, he understood that the visitors had ill intentions. His courtyard wasn't anything special originally, nor was it big. To give the few little thieves of the Insurance Corps a show of strength (*xiamawei*), twenty-some people were lined up from the main gate to the main hall, making the courtyard immediately appear overcrowded. Everyone in the line carried knives and guns. Looking at his subordinates lined up in two rows, Landlord Zhang felt he had somewhat regained the feeling of being an officer in the Huai Army back then. However, Zhang Youliang hadn't reached the rank of Battalion Commander and hadn't been able to command a troop independently. He had always stood during Huai Army military meetings. He never had a chance to sit in the center with subordinates lined up like this. So Landlord Zhang's mood was still quite good.

When Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian came in, they didn't care much about the people lined up on both sides. Since they would definitely be searched before entering the door, the two of them didn't carry weapons at all. Twenty-some people caused no pressure at all for a Company Commander and a Political Commissar who managed a fully staffed company. The Insurance Corps now used a "four-four system," meaning one company had four platoons, one platoon had four squads, and one squad had twelve people. A fully staffed company had more than two hundred people in total. During the flood, there was absolutely no lack of labor. The members of the Insurance Corps were between sixteen and thirty-six years old, and in this era, they could be called strong and robust. So those twenty-some people didn't make the two feel any fear at all. Not only that, besides disaster relief and transportation, the Insurance Corps had three drills a day—morning, noon, and evening. In terms of team discipline, they were far superior to this rabble.

Seeing the two young men walk into the hall fearlessly, Zhang Youliang knew something was wrong. When collecting rent every year, Landlord Zhang only needed to bring a dozen people to scare the tenant farmers so much they didn't dare to breathe loudly. But in such a dense space with twenty-some people, the comers actually had no fear. Could this Insurance Corps really be a group of fierce bandits?

When the two announced their identities—one a Military Provincial Graduate, one a student returned from abroad—Zhang Youliang was not so frightened instead. In his view, these two people were relying on their status. Although their words might not be credible, their speech and deportment were obviously not bandits but scholars. Zhang Youliang still had this bit of judgment.

However, since it was on his own turf, Zhang Youliang wouldn't lower his own status. Among his children, there were those serving in the Beiyang Army now. Even if the other party had some power, Zhang Youliang wasn't too worried. Landlord Zhang didn't stand up; he just looked the two up and down. "What business do you two have in Yuezhangji?"

Hua Xiongmao said clearly: "We are ordered by Insurance Corps Battalion Commander Chen Ke to discuss a matter with Mr. Zhang. Although the water has receded now, don't count on this year's harvest. If we can't start rush-planting immediately, the common people definitely won't survive this year. Our Insurance Corps is organizing production self-salvation. Seeds and seedlings are almost all ready. Only this land has no settlement. We came to visit Mr. Zhang this time because we heard Mr. Zhang is a prominent figure in Yuezhangji. We want to ask Mr. Zhang to take the lead and gather the people of Yuezhangji to discuss a countermeasure."

Zhang Youliang sat in the center, and his eldest son and third son sat on both sides. After hearing this, Zhang Youliang didn't utter a sound, but these two Little Landlords Zhang immediately flew into a rage. When Hua Xiongmao spoke, he was in a standing-at-attention posture, his feet neither too wide nor too narrow, his military posture quite standard. Speaking out so frankly gave people a good impression. But the content was extremely excessive. As outsiders, the Insurance Corps had no dealings with Yuezhangji at all. Everyone knew that trouble would definitely happen after the flood. The Insurance Corps' request for meeting was actually to demand Yuezhangji obey the Insurance Corps' order to hold a meeting. It was truly "if this can be tolerated, what cannot be?"

"Fart!" Zhang Youliang's eldest son couldn't help cursing out loud.

According to the general situation, the status of the person sitting is higher than the person standing. Zhang Youliang and his sons sat on chairs in the main hall, while Hua Xiongmao stood. But the person standing had a height advantage. His sharp gaze looked down at Eldest Young Master Zhang from above. After all, he had been leading troops for more than half a year; when Hua Xiongmao's gaze swept over, Eldest Young Master Zhang felt like two sharp swords were shooting over. He couldn't help but lean his upper body back. As his momentum weakened, he actually couldn't say the words that followed.

Zhang Youliang refused to pick up this conversation; if he picked it up, he would definitely show weakness. Before he could speak, Hua Xiongmao continued, "It is already summer; even if we rush-plant, we won't harvest much grain. Our Battalion Commander Chen Ke means that he hopes all the land in Yuezhangji can be taken out for everyone to farm together, and the harvested grain will be distributed according to population. At any rate, let everyone survive the disaster year first. For the few months of replanting, our Insurance Corps can provide everyone's rations. But this land, we have to borrow it from everyone. I hope Mr. Zhang can have a compassionate heart to save the people. If you lend this land and save the people of Yuezhangji, this secret virtue will definitely benefit your descendants."

Zhang Youliang was a man who had fought wars and crawled out of piles of dead people. Plus he was sixty-eight years old this year; his blood was not so impulsive anymore. Even so, the first time he heard others relay Hua Xiongmao's words—his lackeys had already softened the words in the middle a lot when relaying—he was already angry enough for his hair to stand on end. Hearing Hua Xiongmao say it so frankly this time, that anger simply couldn't be described in words.

The attachment of Chinese farmers to land is incomparably deep because land is the lifeblood they rely on for survival. Farming, harvesting; without land, it meant no possibility of living. Cherishing land extremely was a necessity for them to survive. Perhaps this world had a wide sky and sea, but farmers had no ability to travel the world at all. For them, a radius of a few dozen *li* was the entire world of their lives. Their own land was the only foothold in this life.

For landlords, greed for land far exceeded that of farmers. Land was not only the most basic source of their livelihood but also the proof of their ability in this life. Everything they did was to grab land and increase land. Even in dreams, their thoughts had expanding their own land as the sole goal.

Of course, Landlord Zhang Youliang didn't analyze himself so seriously. The only thing he felt was a palpitation rising along his spine; that was anger from the marrow. He no longer considered that the two people in front might have "degrees/titles" or might have someone behind them. What Zhang Youliang saw at this moment were merely two enemies trying to take his life. The two youths in front with standard military posture and composed expressions were two evil spirits, evil spirits trying to seize everything of Zhang Youliang. The blood flowing in Zhang Youliang's aging blood vessels began to heat up, even boil. From these words, Zhang Youliang already knew one thing: the Insurance Corps would absolutely not let the matter drop with him. Hua Xiongmao's words were clear in logic and explicit in thought. If they were just demonstrating to him, they would absolutely not say this.

Zhang Youliang stared at Hua Xiongmao's eyes; this was to make the final judgment. What made his hair stand on end was that Hua Xiongmao's expression had none of the hypocrisy peculiar to those who exaggerate; Hua Xiongmao's demeanor was the seriousness peculiar to those who tell the truth. That was the focus only present when words and actions matched.

Since this flood, Zhang Youliang had always been worried that the victims would rise up and make trouble. So when the People's Party saved the people, he shut them out. He gathered all his subordinates in Yuezhangji just to suppress any unrest that might happen against him. Towards the newly emerged Insurance Corps, Zhang Youliang even adopted a tit-for-tat posture, threatening and reporting to officials. As a soldier, Zhang Youliang knew very well that in such a critical time, sitting there was waiting for death. Everything he did was to eliminate any object that might constitute a threat.

But it was truly "sitting at home, disaster comes from the sky." The Insurance Corps had no intention of letting him go at all; they had already pressed to his door. Under anger, Zhang Youliang became extremely sober instead. There was absolutely no possibility of compromise between him and the Insurance Corps. What needed to be done now was to keep these two people in his hands. Since these two both had "degrees/titles," they should be people of high status in the Insurance Corps. As long as he kept them in hand, even if the Insurance Corps attacked, forking these two out and putting a knife on their necks, the Insurance Corps people would at least have some hesitation for fear of hurting the hostages (*tou shu ji qi*). Zhang Youliang made a decision in an instant. As for the consequences of arresting these two people with "degrees/titles," Zhang Youliang didn't consider it at all. If there was no peace now, there would be no future at all. Thinking of this, he looked at Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian again.

The subtle change in Zhang Youliang's expression didn't escape Hua Xiongmao's observation at all. The moment Zhang Youliang looked at Hua Xiongmao, their gazes collided in the air. The pupils of the old and the young both shrank slightly. Hua Xiongmao had seen through Zhang Youliang's thoughts in an instant.

Chai Qingguo never thought he would march in such a hot and humid swamp. Shandong had canals and was close to the sea, so Chai Qingguo had no resistance to water. But in this swamp in Anhui, when feet sank into the muddy water, the temperature difference felt was not as big as in Shandong. The mud was warm, absolutely without the icy feeling of the water bottom in Shandong. This made Chai Qingguo very reassured.

After the Military Commission decided to eliminate Zhang Youliang, the regular military forces of the Insurance Corps began to operate. The First and Second Companies had undergone relatively systematic military training, so this heavy responsibility naturally fell on them. But the art of war says "engage with the orthodox, win with the unorthodox." If two companies moved out with great fanfare, everyone was afraid of leaking the news. So finally, the decision was made for the Second and Third Companies to attack Yuezhangji. Among these two companies, the Second Company was naturally the main attack force.

The plan this time was actually very simple: courtesy first, soldiers later. Hua Xiongmao went ahead to make the final "diplomatic effort." Regardless of the result, the two companies would launch an attack that night to capture Landlord Zhang Youliang's fortified village. The marching route of the troops was not by water, but by land. Although water transport was convenient, according to the investigation in recent days, Zhang Youliang controlled the dock. Going by water had absolutely no way to avoid their scouts. The Insurance Corps didn't have heavy firepower like artillery. Storming the Zhang family fortified village defended by walls would certainly result in considerable casualties.

Although going by land was slow and marching would consume a lot of physical strength, the advantage lay in the fact that this large swamp area was basically a no-man's-land now. As long as scout teams were sent out first to control scattered personnel that might appear, the march of the main force would be very concealed. He Zudao scouted the path personally. Although he didn't like his Political Commissar much, Chai Qingguo had enough confidence in He Zudao's meticulousness and seriousness in doing things. Since He Zudao said the main force could pass through this swamp, then they could definitely pass. As Chai Qingguo thought, the markers set by He Zudao along the way guided everyone to pass through the swamp safely. Although the road was muddy, it wasn't un-marchable. There were no impassable problems either.

For the Second and Third Companies' operation this time, the Third Company's main work was to undertake the task of the logistics (*zizhong*) troops. Chai Qingguo had never fought a battle so "troublesome" before setting out. The importance the Military Commission attached to the Insurance Corps' first battle naturally went without saying. But Chen Ke didn't repeatedly emphasize the importance of this battle. He just asked everyone lightly, "Do you know the significance of this operation?"

The comrades naturally knew that if this operation failed, it would directly lead to the failure of the rush-planting work. Seeing the comrades understood this completely, Chen Ke began to formulate plans with the Military Commission comrades. This plan really meant being detailed down to the last triviality. Starting from when to begin marching, how much dry food and drinking water to carry, the plan was mostly filled with logistical functions. Chai Qingguo felt that the plan for the army's deployment was much more troublesome than taking care of a grandfather. Discussions on eating, drinking, shitting, pissing, and sleeping occupied the vast majority of the plan. Instead, for the combat plan, Chen Ke didn't interrupt much. He let the few comrades leading troops put forward their own views.

Chai Qingguo had fought battles. Although he didn't have much experience of winning battles, he could be considered experienced at any rate. He knew that facing the enemy's fortified defensive positions would definitely have a considerable impact on the morale of the troops. Chai Qingguo knew the influence of morale on combat deeply. If both sides fought on flat ground, if you charged hard, the soldiers would at least have that burst of spirit. Anyway, charging forward with everyone, if one died, one died. But facing a fortified village, with the enemy above shooting desperately, just hitting a few people would have a very big impact on the morale of the troops. Enemies who seemed integrated with solid city walls were more terrible.

Other comrades had no combat experience. Although they had undergone military training, training was one thing, and fighting was another. Among them, only Chai Qingguo could raise some relatively reliable questions.

At the end of the meeting, Chen Ke formulated three combat plans. The most ideal plan was to get as close to Yuezhangji as possible, and suddenly rush out in two columns at dusk. One column would suppress the enemy at the dock, and the other would seize the main gate and kill into Zhang Youliang's fortified village. The least ideal plan was to storm the fortified village. Anyway, the key point was the seizure of the main gate. Chen Ke provided a kind of explosive, which was truly powerful. The people who made this explosive were led by You Gou. After processing lard, they finally produced the final product. In the test, a bomb the size of an ordinary earthen jar blew the test site into a mess. And the bomb You Gou finally provided actually weighed more than twenty *jin*, as big as a small half of an earthen vat. Blowing open the gate of a fortified village should be no problem.

Taking out his pocket watch to have a look, it was already twelve o'clock noon. Chai Qingguo had excellent eyesight and saw a black dot on the horizon from afar. And the scout team led by He Zudao also sent back news that they were about to walk out of this swamp and arrive at Zhang Youliang's fortified village.

"Everyone stop and rest," Chai Qingguo shouted. The soldiers passed this news back one by one. Chai Qingguo not only didn't rush forward but went backward instead. This was the military regulation formulated by Chen Ke: when the troops rested, the military commander must check whether there were stragglers in the troops and supervise grassroots officers to arrange for soldiers to rest. Before this operation, Chen Ke emphasized this matter specially. Chai Qingguo must ensure the discipline of the troop march. Before attacking Yuezhangji, all members must arrive, and they must have more than an hour of rest time.

"Damn it, soldiers can rest, but I can't rest." Although he didn't say it with his mouth, Chai Qingguo was still very dissatisfied in his heart.
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Chapter 70 Yuezhangji (IX)

There were no dry places in the swamp; sitting on the ground was asking for trouble. As the logistics troop, the Third Company carried a dozen or so mud sleds modified from boats. After receiving the order to rest, the soldiers sat on the mud sleds one after another. Squad leaders counted their own teams, then reported to platoon commanders, and platoon commanders reported the numbers to the company commander. During the whole process, squad leaders counted the numbers while repeatedly telling the soldiers not to talk and to rest peacefully.

Maintaining silence during marching and resting is the minimum rule for an army. A noisy army is merely exposing itself. This operation was obviously a sneak attack, and there was absolutely no need for great fanfare. The intelligence Chai Qingguo received was that the Second Company had 240 people, all present, and the Third Company had 240 people, also all present. During the march, two soldiers of the Third Company sprained their ankles and could not participate in the charge, but other soldiers could participate in combat normally.

A dozen modified boats were lined up in a row. Soldiers sat neatly on the boats, crowded closely together. The soldiers either drank water silently or gnawed on dry rations silently. Some very tired comrades leaned on the comrades beside them, lowered their heads, and dozed off. The squad leaders quickly shook them awake, asking them to eat before dozing off. Chai Qingguo was very satisfied with this. 480 soldiers who had undergone at least more than two months of training were already a very impressive armed force. Chai Qingguo had also participated in grand marches and big battles of tens of thousands of people. After such experiences, he completely lost interest in the so-called crowd of tens of thousands. Nothing compares to trained elite troops. If those tens of thousands of people had experienced today's march, they would have long scattered like ducks. These 480 people just hadn't seen blood yet; as long as they fought a few battles, this group could become excellent soldiers. Chai Qingguo believed that these soldiers would at least not be worse than the Beiyang Army.

The Scout Team had long scattered far away; these people didn't have any markers to guide the march. The Scout Battalion specially established by Chen Ke now only had two platoons, but they were all selected personnel. Their ages were between 18 and 22, considered true elites. Scouts acting in small teams of eight conducted search work at a distance of two or three kilometers around the main force. Now they returned to the main force one by one, rolling like mud monkeys. Seeing these comrades who had suffered a lot, good-natured laughter erupted among the soldiers marching with the main force. Although the main force march was already very hard, human nature is always like this: seeing someone having a harder time than oneself, the mood will always be somewhat happy. And at this time, the supplies carried by the main force were sufficient; everyone handed water and dry rations. The friendship between comrades appeared very thick at this time.

Six of the ten scout teams returned first. The other four scout teams all sent back communicators. The news they reported was truly unexpected. "You discovered people, and they are not Zhang Youliang's spies, but common people who came back to live?" Third Company Commander Gao Yujie was very surprised by this news.

Gao Yujie came from Beijing with Shang Yuan and the others. his ancestors were from Anhui and also followed Li Hongzhang's Huai Army to campaign everywhere, later settling in Tianjin. The family hoped Gao Yujie could pass the exams for a degree. As a result, Gao Yujie preferred machinery. Finally, he worked from a mechanic to a foreman in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau. The Gao family could still be considered a "family of loyal martyrs." In the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, both of Gao Yujie's uncles died in battle. In the Gengzi Incident (Boxer Rebellion), Gao Yujie's father and uncle also died in battle. Gao Yujie himself defended the factory with Qin Tongren and also had a narrow escape. He hated foreigners to the bone from then on, and was extremely dissatisfied with the new Beiyang Minister Yuan Shikai's reconciliation with foreigners. After the Gengzi Incident, Gao Yujie joined the police force. Because he beat a foreigner during law enforcement, he had to run away. Life in these few years was also very unfortunate. Later, he accidentally met Qin Tongren. Hearing that Qin Tongren was preparing to come to Anhui, he simply followed Shang Yuan south. At any rate, he came from a military family and knew some military affairs. Although he had no enthusiasm for overthrowing the Manchu Qing, he had absolutely no intention of defending the Manchu Qing either. He accumulated merits in the Insurance Corps and became the Third Company Commander during the army expansion.

Hearing the scout troops report that people actually started living in the swamp really surprised Gao Yujie. He didn't believe such a thing at all. But the returning scouts unanimously assured him that these people were locals. Two scout troops even informed him that someone in their troops knew these farming people. These people who came to farm were some common people who didn't hide in the county town during the flood. The water receded, and they rushed back to their homes from other places. They just settled down in this swamp. The communicators of the two teams also informed that some of these people had already fallen ill.

"In that case, send a scout team in each direction to bring everyone over first. For the sick, carry them back with our stretchers first." He Zudao not only served as the Political Commissar of the Second Company in this battle but also temporarily commanded the Scout Team. After receiving the order, the scout teams set off one after another.

"Political Commissar, why go to such great lengths?" Chai Qingguo was a bit strange. Since they were locals, going to such lengths to get them over was making a mountain out of a molehill, right? Moreover, these people being suddenly pulled over would definitely cry and wail. If soldiers saw this, the blow to morale would be too intense.

"Correct. Since they are all locals, we don't need to care so much, right?" Gao Yujie commanded the Third Company to transport logistics and was already tired to death. Getting a bunch of common people over would be even more troublesome. He also supported Chai Qingguo's opinion.

"Company Commander Chai, Company Commander Gao, I know what you are worried about. But tell me, why do so many soldiers fight?" He Zudao asked.

"Conquer Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm." Gao Yujie repeated the pre-war mobilization words. "Hasn't this been said many times?"

"Tell me, if there isn't tap water provided by us, with thousands or tens of thousands of people farming here, how many would fall ill? How many would die of illness?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"This..." Chai Qingguo and Gao Yujie couldn't answer. Like everyone else, they had never seen such a big flood. Such a natural disaster had completely overturned their world. But under the leadership of the People's Party, with the Insurance Corps fighting hard, not many people actually died. So when comrades discussed the flood issue privately, many people were somewhat surprised. Although natural disasters were irresistible, it seemed natural disasters weren't that terrible either. Hearing He Zudao's question, everyone had no concept of how many people would die. If the People's Party continued to rule Fengtai County, presumably few people would die. But without the People's Party, it would be hard to say.

"This is a very good comparison. With or without the leadership of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps, the lives of the common people are completely different. Soldiers are very sensible; they will never have their morale shaken because of this. I believe that after everyone sees this comparison with their own eyes, they will understand whom to follow. Who to fight for." He Zudao spoke with extreme confidence.

Since He Zudao insisted so much, and the two had no opposing opinions, they stopped talking. Not long after, scout teams returned from several directions with a group of people. The number of these people was not large. During the time they went back and forth, the soldiers had finished eating and drinking, and some even took a nap. Sharp-eyed soldiers saw from afar some people in ragged clothes mixed among comrades coming here, so they looked up to watch. Others discovered this unusual movement and also looked around.

Swamp land is somewhat like mountainous land; the straight-line distance looks very close, but you have to detour a lot. When the faces of those ragged people could be seen clearly, some soldiers couldn't help shouting. Among those people were people they knew. Hearing the soldiers' shouts, the people called saw acquaintances and also responded.

All the common people had one thing in common: ragged clothes. And the scout troops also carried a few people on stretchers. When all the people were brought in front of the troops, the troops had all disembarked and barely lined up in the swamp. Seeing these hundreds of strong young men packed densely, the people didn't know what was going on and turned pale with fright. Those few who had acquaintances in the troops quickly wanted to lean over to get close but were stopped by the scouts.

He Zudao asked an old man pleasantly: "Grandpa, why did you come here?"

The old man didn't know He Zudao. Being pulled over by suddenly appearing scouts was already scary enough. These people carried knives and guns; if he said something wrong in such an uninhabited place and got killed, no one would know. But staying silent didn't seem to work either. He Zudao asked the same question pleasantly again. The old man suddenly pointed to a soldier in the ranks and shouted, "Liu Wazi (Sixth Child), come here!"

The soldier called was named Lv Xiuren, ranked sixth at home, and was a clansman of this old farmer. He knew the Insurance Corps had no malice towards the people, but the training these days gave Lv Xiuren enough discipline. Without the platoon commander's word, he didn't dare to step out of the ranks himself. He Zudao waved to Lv Xiuren, letting him come over. Then He Zudao shouted loudly: "Fellow villagers, if you know the soldiers of our troops, let them step out."

As soon as these words were said, all the fellow villagers stretched their necks to look at the Insurance Corps soldiers. As long as they could find someone they knew, the possibility of being harmed would be much less. As soon as Lv Xiuren arrived beside his clansman grandpa, the old man grabbed him and said: "Liu Wazi, you have to speak for me; I'm not a bad person. Not a bad person." Lv Xiuren comforted him while looking at He Zudao in embarrassment.

About a dozen soldiers were recognized and called out. The fellow villagers pulled the soldiers one by one, wanting them to guarantee their safety. After the persuasion of these soldiers, the fellow villagers finally understood that these people were not targeting them, and only then did they calm down a bit.

With such a scene, the soldiers initially found it somewhat funny. But as they watched, the smiles gradually disappeared from the soldiers' faces. Everyone has compassion. These people had one thing in common: they were in ragged clothes and terribly thin due to lack of food. And no one knew how long it had been since they bathed or washed their clothes. That kind of accumulated dirt was not just compared to ordinary people; although the Insurance Corps soldiers worked hard these days, they ate acceptably, even slightly better than before the disaster. Plus hygiene and training, although tanned black, their mental outlook was obviously several grades higher than these people. Looking at these people, each one so thin and weak, looking almost like they would fall if the wind blew. Soldiers couldn't help remembering their own days before. If they hadn't joined the Insurance Corps, facing such a big flood, they wouldn't be much different from these people. This feeling of "the fox mourning the death of the rabbit" (like mourning like) gave everyone a faint rejoicing and profound sympathy in their hearts.

"Fellow villagers, the water hasn't receded completely yet; why did you come back?" He Zudao asked again. Chai Qingguo and Gao Yujie were both impatient people and had no patience for civil work. Seeing He Zudao being so meticulous, they didn't want to interrupt. The Third Company's Political Commissar was named Wu Liao, a recognized "nice guy." Asking him to obey orders was no problem, but asking him to do political work wouldn't do. Chen Ke had no choice but to let Wu Liao serve as Political Commissar temporarily. He now looked to He Zudao as the leader. So all eyes fell on young He Zudao.

Under He Zudao's repeated questioning, the fellow villagers finally agreed to answer. Some said they wanted to hurry up and farm. Some said they were blocked by water while fleeing famine and begging, so they had to come back. However, their answers were evasive and completely missed the point.

He Zudao suddenly asked: "This is already close to Yuezhangji. Is the land you want to farm now your own?"

As soon as these words came out, all the people's faces changed. A spasm appeared on the old man's thin, withered yellow face, and he suddenly knelt down to He Zudao. This startled He Zudao, who quickly went to support the old man. But the old man hugged He Zudao's calf and refused to move while kneeling on the ground. How could He Zudao dare to let an old man dozens of years older than him kneel to him? He hurriedly tried to pull the old man up, but he didn't know how long the clothes on the old man hadn't been changed. In these flood days, they had been rotted by sweat and sewage. With a little force, the clothes were immediately torn a big hole.

Not only the old man, but other people also knelt down one after another. "Quickly help everyone up," He Zudao shouted. The soldiers hurried to support them. As a result, no one was willing to get up. Seeing He Zudao didn't accept his gesture, the old man immediately burst into loud crying, saying while crying: "Young man, we really have no way out. We couldn't flee famine; all our family belongings were flooded. We only have a little bit of seeds left. Everyone discussed that since it's death anyway, take advantage of the land being desolate and unattended now. At least plant something first, see if we can harvest some grain, so we won't starve to death this year. Young man, we are all fellow villagers. If you drive us away or take our seeds, we only have a dead end. You have knives and guns; if you want us to die, just kill us now. It won't let us suffer living. Heaven doesn't let people live; you young men must let us survive! If you don't want us to live, you give us a quick death."

This time the old man cried and spoke. Although the voice wasn't very clear, the content of the answer was clear and understandable. Listening to the old man wailing, other people also started crying. He Zudao's face was gloomy, and the soldiers also had gloomy faces. Although Chai Qingguo didn't understand the Anhui dialect very well, he understood the general meaning. Gao Yujie lowered his head and sighed heavily.

He Zudao gave up the effort to try to pull up the old man. Although the movement was a bit slow, He Zudao bent his knees and knelt down too.

"Grandpa, we are not here to collect your land. We are not here to rob your grain either. We... we are here to save you; we are here to save everyone. You have to believe us on this point." After saying this, He Zudao looked up and shouted: "Quickly bring water and food for the fellow villagers."

Hearing this, the soldiers moved almost in a swarm. The fellow villagers were truly shocked hearing He Zudao's words. But that young man who was obviously the leader knelt in the muddy water just like them, and the countless young people surrounding them were holding bamboo tubes and steamed buns (*mantou*) in their hands. The aroma of food surrounded these hungry people. Someone grabbed a steamed bun and stuffed it into his mouth. Others, regardless of gender or age, all grabbed steamed buns and started eating. After a few bites, a big steamed bun was gone. Because they swallowed too fiercely, almost everyone choked. The soldiers quickly opened the stoppers of the bamboo tubes to let everyone drink water. The cool tap water was mixed with the fragrance of bamboo. Everyone swallowed the bun in their throats and immediately picked up another bun to stuff into their mouths. But almost every soldier had a bun in hand. Looking at this food they hadn't eaten for a long time, these people's eyes lit up. He Zudao helped the old man up, took a bun and a bamboo tube from a soldier next to him, and handed them to the old man. "Grandpa, finish eating first."

Third Company Commander Wu Liao quickly shouted: "Don't let them eat so fiercely; it will damage their bodies." As he spoke, he asked the soldiers to leave. Hearing this, the people got anxious. Watching the buns leaving them, they bit the buns in their mouths and pounced to snatch the buns from the soldiers' hands, stuffing them into their dirty clothes whose original color couldn't be seen. A bun fell into the water. A thin woman whose age couldn't be told quickly went to pick it up. Her foot slipped, and her whole body plunged into the muddy water. Soldiers quickly pulled her up. The woman didn't care at all that her face and body were covered with muddy water. She plopped down on her knees in the muddy water and groped around, trying to find the bun that fell into the muddy water. Her hands splashed up high muddy water; the whole person was like crazy.

The old man saw others eating buns and took a few bites himself. Suddenly, the old man burst into loud crying again, "Young man, you are a good person. You are our savior." After speaking, the old man knelt to He Zudao again.
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Just as He Zudao was pulling up the old man kneeling to him, a woman's scream came over. This sound immediately made everyone look over. It turned out that Third Company Commander Wu Liao was forcibly taking back a steamed bun from a female commoner. Wu Liao had never snatched anything from a woman's hand in his life. The reason he hardened his heart to take back the bun was simple. Starving people could absolutely not resist the temptation of eating food, and their stomachs simply couldn't stand such stimulation. When the First and Second Companies went out to transport grain and materials, the Third and Fourth Companies did the work of maintaining order. He had encountered victims who "died from overeating." Reasoning was useless facing people who had been hungry for a long time. So Wu Liao had to adopt some tough measures.

The soldiers of the Third Company could understand, but the Second Company didn't have such experience. He Zudao knew Wu Liao did nothing wrong, so he ordered the soldiers of the Second Company around him to help. At these critical moments, as a leader, one always has to express a stance. He Zudao knew that someone would definitely come out to gossip about this matter. If he didn't issue such an order, Wu Liao might have to face many people talking behind his back alone. From the grateful look in Wu Liao's eyes, He Zudao understood that his action received support.

After taking back all the buns, He Zudao ordered these people to be arranged to rest on the boats, and then began the pre-war mobilization.

He Zudao's personality was very shy and quiet. Since becoming a Political Commissar and often having to hold meetings, his voice had been practiced to be louder and louder. To make his high-pitched and clear young voice heard clearly by everyone, He Zudao had put in a lot of effort. "The land these fellow villagers want to farm is not their own. Everyone knows this, right?"

"Yes," many comrades answered.

"Do you think these people should starve to death? Hmm. Comrades, answer me!"

"No," many people shouted.

"What's the matter with those who don't speak? Do you think these people should starve to death? I'll ask again, do you think these people should starve to death?"

"No!" All comrades shouted this time.

"I know everyone is afraid because we are going to fight! Fighting costs human lives; not only the enemy will die, but we will also die. Whoever says they are not afraid of death is lying. As the Political Commissar, I'll say this upfront: I will stand at the very front of the team. The enemy can hit me first, so I am also afraid." He Zudao's face was gloomy; these words were not a joke. Before appointing He Zudao as Political Commissar, Chen Ke had talked with He Zudao. Regarding the position of the Political Commissar on the battlefield during combat, he told He Zudao unmistakably. The Insurance Corps was newly built; to establish a style, Political Commissars were absolutely not allowed to shrink back in safety. They must be at the forefront to boost morale. He Zudao agreed.

Seeing the miserable state of the victims, He Zudao, who originally decided to join the revolution to repay Chen Ke for saving his life, now suddenly felt an anger from the bottom of his heart. If they hadn't met the Insurance Corps, it would probably be impossible for these people to last until the grain harvest in this big swamp. There were tens of thousands of victims gathered in the county town now. If they couldn't get land, once the grain in the Insurance Corps' hands was eaten up, it would immediately be a great tragedy. Although Chen Ke was calm on his face, whenever talking about these things, that anxiety still couldn't be hidden. He Zudao knew that Chen Ke could still rely on luck to rescue comrades in Shanghai. But to get rid of landlords in Anhui, such luck couldn't always be there. Zhang Youliang of Yuezhangji had about a hundred people under him; Chen Ke alone couldn't get rid of them.

Even adding up Party members and other activists, the People's Party now only had about a hundred people. There were not many who really dared to fight. Moreover, the backbones Qi Huishen, Chen Tianhua, and Wu Xingchen were not in Anhui, so he must stand up to lead everyone in combat. How to enable the Insurance Corps soldiers to have sufficient combat effectiveness had always been a very difficult matter for He Zudao. These people encountered in the swamp were exactly the best example. The Insurance Corps could bring these 480 soldiers to the battlefield relying on the prestige accumulated in the past and the relief for the victims in the past. And now, he must fully seize any opportunity to boost morale and must tell everyone a bright future to guarantee the will to fight.

"We are not fighting to throw away our lives; we are fighting to save our own relatives. Our Insurance Corps never lies to everyone. Don't look at us having food and drink now, but this grain simply can't last for a few months. If we can't start rush-planting immediately, in a few months, our Insurance Corps, and our parents and sisters, will all go hungry. Everyone knows what we will be like then by looking at these people, right?"

Listening to He Zudao's roar, the soldiers who had just seen the miserable state of these victims with their own eyes all remained silent. People are like this; if they haven't fallen to that stage themselves, no one will think they will be that miserable. The soldiers in the Insurance Corps were very young and hadn't seen such a terrible disaster. They hadn't been hungry for a few days before joining the Insurance Corps. So they themselves were not clear about how miserable it could be. Some of them even felt the flood wasn't that terrible. Until today, everyone saw the tragic reality.

"Now, we are going to attack Zhang Youliang. Why? Because this person refuses to take out the land for everyone to farm. He just wants to starve everyone to death. His family has grain and doesn't worry about the flood. And when everyone starves to death, he can take the opportunity to snatch everyone's land. We can't control natural disasters, but letting these people starve to death alive is a man-made disaster. The Insurance Corps can always manage man-made disasters, right?" He Zudao's eyes were sharp. Accompanied by these explanations, he only felt a righteous spirit suddenly born in his chest. A cognition that he represented justice. And after listening to He Zudao's words, a whisper spread in the Insurance Corps team.

"If you have something to say, stand up and say it," He Zudao said loudly.

"Political Commissar, this year is a disaster year; we attack Zhang Youliang, so be it. But what about next year?" A soldier asked. Hearing this, there was another whisper in the team. Yes, they were about to fight immediately, and they might die; such questions were what everyone cared about.

"As the Political Commissar, I can explain to everyone clearly now what Battalion Commander Chen Ke said. This land belongs to our common people ourselves. This year we snatch the land back and will distribute the land to everyone to farm. If anyone wants to snatch the land distributed to everyone, let alone next year, no matter how long in the future, as long as we still have guns in our hands, as long as the Insurance Corps still has one person who can fight with a gun, then no one should think about snatching the land from our hands again."

In the end, He Zudao shouted loudly: "Moreover, these lands will be managed by our Insurance Corps in the future. Our Insurance Corps only collects thirty percent rent. Except for this thirty percent rent, the Insurance Corps will never increase taxes!"

With a buzz, the team erupted. Everyone looked at He Zudao excitedly and looked at each other. Owning one's own land is the instinct of farmers. Everyone saw joy in others' eyes. When the Insurance Corps recruited soldiers, there were very few middle peasants. Not a single child of landlords or rich peasants was wanted. Everyone naturally had no resistance to dividing the landlords' land. And He Zudao shouting "only collect thirty percent rent, never increase taxes"—this greatly stimulated the nerves of the Insurance Corps soldiers. Land rent in these times generally exceeded sixty percent; thirty percent rent was a life like heaven. That meant the common people could truly get the bulk of the harvest. These soldiers of peasant origin immediately got spirited.

"In our team, even if a comrade dies in battle, his family will definitely be distributed land, and will be distributed more and better." He Zudao continued the pre-war mobilization.

He Zudao's words were heard clearly not only by the soldiers but also by those common people. That old man jumped down from the boat, squeezed into the crowd with quick steps, and squeezed in front of He Zudao. "Benefactor, is what you said true? Joining your Insurance Corps, after attacking Zhang Youliang, land can be distributed? Only thirty percent rent will be collected in the future?"

"Grandpa, I told everyone here. I will absolutely not lie to everyone. If I lie to everyone, may heaven and earth destroy me," He Zudao responded loudly.

"Then can I join our team now?" The old man grabbed He Zudao and said anxiously.

"Grandpa, fighting kills people. You..."

"Young man, I know you dislike that I'm old. If I die in battle, can my family be distributed land?"

"Grandpa. You..."

"Young man, I, a bag of old bones, should have died long ago. As long as I die in battle and my family can be distributed land, I will follow you to fight. You just said you want to stand at the very front. Young man, I'm not good at anything else; I'll stand in front of you as a shield. Let them kill me first. Let them kill me first." The old man said anxiously.

Of course, He Zudao couldn't agree. People of unknown origin couldn't be employed. This was the rule Chen Ke set for this operation. Once this precedent was opened, the trouble would be endless. He flatly refused.

The old man didn't give up; he continued: "I have been to the Zhang family fortified village many times. I know the ways inside. Let me guide the way; I know how to go in that fortified village."

Hearing this, He Zudao smiled bitterly in his heart. The topographical map of the Zhang family fortified village had long been drawn. The old man's information was meaningless. He asked people to half-persuade and half-pull the old man aside. Only then did he continue to shout: "If we don't fight now, in three months, our grain will be eaten up. It will be winter then; we can't farm even if we want to. At that time, everyone will really starve to death. Anyway, it's death. If we die now, our relatives won't have to die. If we die this year, our relatives won't starve to death for hundreds of years to come. Is everyone willing to go fight?"

"Political Commissar He! Do you dare to swear an oath that what you said didn't deceive us?" A soldier shouted.

"Of course I can swear, and I dare to use Battalion Commander Chen Ke to swear with me. If I deceive everyone, Battalion Commander Chen Ke and I will both be destroyed by heaven and earth and die without a burial place." He Zudao shouted with awe-inspiring righteousness.

In these times, the common people still believed in such heavy oaths very much. Hearing He Zudao shout this, everyone believed that what He Zudao said was not false. Everyone was extremely excited. At this time, they heard He Zudao shout: "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm."

The slogan was the combat goal; the slogan was the outlook for the future. As soon as such a concise and clear slogan was shouted, all the soldiers understood everything. Everyone shouted: "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm." "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm." "Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm."

In this disaster year, in the days when the flood destroyed the old social order, everyone gathered together just for survival. Now this group finally told the soldiers what to do in the future besides living now. Comrades who saw the future direction were completely attracted by such a clear path and reached a combat consensus.

Looking at the excited soldiers, Chai Qingguo was very encouraged. He had a look of high spirit. Gao Yujie didn't have much reaction; he just looked at He Zudao thoughtfully. And Wu Liao was encouraged on one hand, but on the other hand, he wanted to restore order quickly. Because in the marching regulations, noise was not allowed. If this roar of hundreds of people was heard by the people of Yuezhangji, it would be terrible.

Hua Xiongmao was currently inside the wall of the Yuezhangji fortified village. His left arm strangled Zhang Youliang's neck, and his right hand held a knife. Hearing the faint voice seemingly coming from the horizon, he felt joy in his heart. In the military training these days, he had long been accustomed to the sound of slogans during drills. Just hearing it, he could confirm it was the voice of the Insurance Corps' main force.

Zhang Youliang's jaw had been dislocated by Hua Xiongmao. The muscles on his painful face twisted, but he also heard this sound. After all, he was a person who had participated in many wars. This sound was the sound of hundreds or thousands of soldiers roaring together. This was the prelude to launching an attack.

Xu Dian held a long spear in his hand. He stood panting beside the two, assuming a thrusting posture. In front of them, dozens of family servants and lackeys held knives and raised guns. Because the two had their backs to the wall, these people surrounded the three in the center in a semi-encirclement posture. But Zhang Youliang was in Hua Xiongmao's hands; these people hesitated to act for fear of hurting the hostage and didn't dare to get too close. Plus Xu Dian would stab fiercely at anyone trying to get close from time to time, forcing that person to retreat. So it wasn't easy to approach.

When Zhang Youliang had made up his mind to detain the two, Hua Xiongmao had already seen through Zhang Youliang's thoughts. The reason the Insurance Corps sent two people here was originally to use the "degrees/titles" of the two to scare Zhang Youliang. This was also the reason why Yuwen Badu was not allowed to come with Hua Xiongmao this time. If Yuwen Badu came, Zhang Youliang might not dare to touch Hua Xiongmao, but he wouldn't be polite to Yuwen Badu.

It was just that instant; Hua Xiongmao had made up his mind. During the preparation to rescue the comrades imprisoned in Shanghai, Chen Ke taught everyone some authentic "killing techniques" without reservation. Before Zhang Youliang could make the next move, Hua Xiongmao pounced. His target was not Zhang Youliang, but the person on Zhang Youliang's right. Hua Xiongmao didn't know this was Zhang Youliang's third son. The reason the target was this person was simple. There were two people beside Zhang Youliang; one of them had angrily rebuked Hua Xiongmao with "Fart." But he only roared this once. There was anger and a kind of fear in that voice and attitude. Hua Xiongmao understood the mentality of this kind of person. He was indeed awed by Hua Xiongmao's identity as a Military Provincial Graduate.

And the person Hua Xiongmao wanted to get rid of first had not lost emotional control at all from beginning to end. He was also angry, and fearless. The actual situation was indeed so; seeing Hua Xiongmao pounce, that person's first reaction was actually not panic, but curling up his body preparing to kick Hua Xiongmao's lower abdomen with his foot. If Hua Xiongmao just wanted to catch him, this move would be quite good. But this person judged wrong. Hua Xiongmao's target was merely that person's throat. After the throat cartilage is crushed, a person won't die immediately but will die of painful suffocation after the trachea closes. Hua Xiongmao had a reason for striking such a ruthless blow. The feeling Zhang Youliang gave Hua Xiongmao was too familiar; he was too much like Hua Xiongmao's father.

Chen Ke had discussed the issue of class struggle at Party meetings. Landlords were not born bad guys. If a person wanted to succeed, they must serve a certain force loyally. The object of revolutionaries' loyalty was their own country, while the object of landlords' loyalty was their own family. Everyone wasn't stupid; if a person was only for his own benefit, everyone knew it clearly. If one wanted to convince the public, then one must serve everyone's interests. Hua Xiongmao knew very well that if his father made such a decision, he wouldn't be afraid even if he detained people with degrees, wouldn't be afraid even if dealing with organized armed forces. Then even if he captured such a person as a hostage, the only sentence they would shout would be, "Kill us all." Such people were capable of making decisions with backbone. And that angry and fearful person wouldn't order his old father's life to be taken because he dared not take responsibility. But the disciple who could hold his breath and was loyal to the family destiny might not dare not to strike.

Hua Xiongmao had confidence in his skills. After crushing that dangerous person's throat, he still had enough time to subdue Zhang Youliang. So his attack was fast and ruthless. Completely disregarding taking a kick, he must take the other party's life. He did it. After hundreds and thousands of trainings, Hua Xiongmao's fingers gripped the enemy's throat. With just an exertion of force, a *ka-la* sound crushed the cartilage of that person's throat.

And Zhang Youliang also reacted at this time. Not only was he not panicked, but on the contrary, seeing his third son's throat crushed, Zhang Youliang's aging body moved; he pounced towards Hua Xiongmao instead.



★


Yuezhangji 11

Volume 2 - Chapter 72

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 72 Yuezhangji (XI)

"In a dangerous situation, the first thing is to solve the most dangerous person." Chen Ke had said this when teaching killing techniques.

"What counts as a dangerous person?" Hua Xiongmao asked.

"The most dangerous person is the one who can understand you best," Chen Ke replied.

Chen Ke's answer was very general, and Hua Xiongmao didn't understand. He chased with a question: "How to find this person?"

"Look at who is most like you; that person is the one," Chen Ke continued to answer.

"Doesn't that mean for everyone, the most dangerous person is different?" Hua Xiongmao felt Chen Ke's words were like saying nothing.

"People who dare to take responsibility and dare to sacrifice are the most dangerous. For ordinary people, the first consideration is their own interests. So when facing danger, they will be blinded by various gains and losses. If one's own interest is supreme, doing things will go against the logic of the matter itself. Our revolution is not for ourselves, so our actions are impossible for these people to understand. They are nothing to be afraid of." Chen Ke said slowly, "Zhenglan, for the current you, ordinary people are not your opponents. If one day you encounter danger, you must remember the saying: 'One man willing to throw away his life is harder to fight than a hundred.' It's not that a hundred people can't withstand you alone, but that they are unwilling to lose their lives for the collective interest. But if among your opponents there is someone who dares to sacrifice himself for the overall interest, then this person is the one you must solve first. If you don't solve this person first, you will definitely die."

Hua Xiongmao thought he understood. He underestimated Landlord Zhang Youliang. This old man nearing 70 obviously had a failing body. And Zhang Youliang himself was not a strong man; the current him was thin and dried up. Although his spirit was good, he didn't look like someone who could fight. So Hua Xiongmao set the first attack target as the person who felt most like himself. The room was full of young and strong men; only Zhang Youliang was an old man. After Hua Xiongmao swiftly crushed the enemy's throat, everyone else was frightened by this thunderous blow and didn't react at all. But Zhang Youliang, the weakest and oldest among them, moved. He didn't flee, didn't dodge, but pounced fiercely towards Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao couldn't dodge in time and was knocked down flat on his back by the old man's headbutt. Zhang Youliang's body also pressed on Hua Xiongmao.

"Zhenglan, remember one thing. If you want to take action, the foundation is long-term training. You don't need to think at all; you start taking action instinctively. We martial artists form habits after tempering ourselves a thousand times. Thinking so much before battle is seeking one's own death." This was the advice Chen Ke gave Hua Xiongmao. Hua Xiongmao didn't think about these things at all at this moment. These days Hua Xiongmao practiced the combat skills taught by Chen Ke hard. After being knocked down by Zhang Youliang, Hua Xiongmao punched Zhang Youliang's temple completely subconsciously. Hua Xiongmao was young after all, and his reaction was quick. After Zhang Youliang was hit in the temple, his head immediately became dizzy. The fingers stabbing towards Hua Xiongmao's eyes lost their aim and just landed on Hua Xiongmao's face. Hua Xiongmao quickly rolled out from under Zhang Youliang. Then he got up with a roll. The room full of strong young men was still staring dumbfounded at this live drama until now. Unexpectedly, no one could react.

Since they didn't react, Hua Xiongmao naturally wouldn't stand there stupidly either. He snatched a long spear from a lackey beside him with a chopping hand motion, and kicked the lackey aside with a flying leg. Then Hua Xiongmao turned back and thrust the spear. Zhang Youliang's eldest son stood up subconsciously, but stood there stupidly with his mouth wide open. It seemed he completely hadn't figured out whether to call for help or to save his father. The fairly sharp iron spearhead thrust straight into Zhang Youliang's eldest son's left eye, pierced deep into the eye socket, penetrated the skull, and stabbed straight into the brain. A scream came from his mouth. This scream was the only sound at the curtain call of his life.

Hua Xiongmao waved the spear shaft with force, and the corpse of Zhang Youliang's eldest son was actually flicked away. As a Military Provincial Graduate, Hua Xiongmao had great skill with the spear. As soon as that spear came into his hand, he knew the shaft wasn't bad. Sure enough, bearing the weight of a person, the spear shaft only bent but didn't break. When the corpse flew towards them, the lackeys behind realized something was wrong. They scattered one after another to dodge the flying corpse. Hua Xiongmao pulled the spearhead out of the corpse in mid-air with a smooth motion. A stream of fresh blood scattered from the spearhead, splashing a row of red plum blossoms on the white wall opposite. Hua Xiongmao took a step forward and dragged the equally dumbfounded (*dumb as a wooden chicken*) Xu Dian to his side.

"Mur... Murder!" Only now did a lackey scream for the first time. Some lackeys threw the knives and guns in their hands towards Hua Xiongmao, then turned their heads and ran outside. Some tried to run inside. A group of people squeezed at the door, unable to move.

Hua Xiongmao caught a big broadsword flying towards him and knocked down other weapons. Then he stuffed the long spear into Xu Dian's hands. According to the technique taught by Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao bent down and dragged up Zhang Youliang, deftly dislocated his jaw, and also dislocated his shoulders. An old man's muscles and bones were weak after all. The muscle resistance wasn't too great. Zhang Youliang let out an angry roar; it seemed pain wasn't important. Losing the ability to resist was the reason for Zhang Youliang's shouting.

"Kill them." Zhang Youliang tried hard to shout. But with his jaw dislocated, the voice was very slurred and couldn't be understood at all.

Instead, Hua Xiongmao shouted loudly: "Everyone, this is a private matter between us and Zhang Youliang, unrelated to everyone else. Zhang Youliang is in our hands. If everyone lets us go, we will stay out of each other's way (well water does not violate river water)."

Hearing this, the lackeys recovered a bit from their panic. Not knowing what they were arguing about in local dialect, Hua Xiongmao knew that if he didn't leave now, it would be difficult to leave once the leaders among those lackeys made a decision.

"Can you hold those people at bay with the spear?" Hua Xiongmao roared at Xu Dian.

Although Xu Dian was frightened by Hua Xiongmao's decisive action, he had also recovered by now. "Yes!" Xu Dian shouted. After all, he had been in the army for so long, and there were results from basic training.

"Go." Hua Xiongmao dragged Zhang Youliang and walked out. Xu Dian panted heavily while holding the long spear to protect Hua Xiongmao. Seeing the three people come out, with Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian coercing Zhang Youliang, the family servants and lackeys dared not make a move. Hua Xiongmao's big broadsword was placed on Zhang Youliang's neck. Although some lackeys had firelocks, they still dared not shoot indiscriminately.

Hua Xiongmao and the others retreated slowly, and the lackeys followed closely. The two groups of people moved slowly towards the gate of the fortified village like this. Lackeys had already gone to the gate to report. By the time Hua Xiongmao retreated to the gate, the big gate was already closed tight. From Zhang Youliang's house to the gate was a distance of less than a hundred meters. Xu Dian was only responsible for forcing back the lackeys who tried to approach and didn't have too many other movements. Even so, Xu Dian was already sweating all over, and sweat on his forehead rolled down his face. Hua Xiongmao wasn't so wretched; his eyes shone, though his breathing was a bit rapid.

The lackeys naturally refused to let Hua Xiongmao out. They also looked ferocious, forcing Hua Xiongmao and the others into a corner.

"Company Commander Hua, how long can we hold on?" Xu Dian asked, panting.

"I don't know. Hold on as long as we can," Hua Xiongmao said. "If we can't hold on, we'll fight our way out. Kill one to break even; kill two to make a profit."

Hearing this, Xu Dian laughed subconsciously, "This sounds just like a storyteller."

"Storytellers can't just make things up blindly, right?" Hua Xiongmao also laughed. Although laughing, Hua Xiongmao saw the expressions of the lackeys opposite becoming more and more solemn; it seemed they were also preparing to play for real. Hua Xiongmao swallowed a mouthful of saliva, tightened his arm around Zhang Youliang's neck, and pressed the big broadsword tightly against Zhang Youliang's artery. Even if he died himself, he had to kill Landlord Zhang first.

Just then, Hua Xiongmao heard shouting coming from afar. Hua Xiongmao felt joy, then his face sank again. This sound was very far away. Even if those comrades started to set off to attack Yuezhangji now, it would take quite a while for them to get here. This gang of lackeys was originally prepared to make a move; with people attacking outside, they would be even less likely to let them go.

Just then, a firework suddenly flew up from some courtyard inside the fortified village. Accompanied by a loud bang, the firework exploded in the air. Everyone was startled by this movement. Then they saw several more fireworks rising and exploding. Such a change was really unexpected.

Hua Xiongmao knew this was the signal agreed upon by Chen Ke for storming the fortified village. But he really didn't expect that someone actually set it off inside the fortified village, instead of from outside.

Just as he was thinking, he suddenly heard a huge noise, and the ground began to shake violently. everyone's feet went soft, and they couldn't help tottering. They saw a plume of thick smoke rising from the back of the main gate of Yuezhangji, and brick and stone fragments flew everywhere in the air. Hua Xiongmao didn't care what happened anymore. He carried Zhang Youliang on his shoulder, and taking advantage of the lackeys' shock, shouted, "The courtyard on the left!" He had already rushed into the crowd of lackeys. The lackeys hadn't figured out what was going on at all when Hua Xiongmao smashed a hole through a weak point. Xu Dian followed closely behind, and together with Hua Xiongmao, rushed into a courtyard on the left with its gate ajar. Xu Dian was just about to turn back to close the door when Hua Xiongmao, with quick hands and sharp eyes, grabbed Xu Dian. At this moment, several gunshots were heard. Lackeys holding firelocks and bird guns had already fired at the gate. If Hua Xiongmao hadn't pulled Xu Dian, these few shots would probably have hit Xu Dian. Hua Xiongmao threw the big broadsword in his hand fiercely towards the outside of the door. The broadsword spun and flew out the door. A scream came from outside the door. Only then did Hua Xiongmao rush back to close the door and bolt it.

This was a tactical movement Chen Ke had trained many times before the jailbreak in Shanghai. Unexpectedly, it came in handy today. Hua Xiongmao threw Zhang Youliang on the ground, looked around, and pointed to the courtyard wall behind, saying: "Climb the wall." Although Xu Dian hadn't received such jailbreak training, he couldn't care about that much at this moment. Hearing Hua Xiongmao's order, he went straight to the courtyard wall. Hua Xiongmao was wondering whether to simply finish off the old landlord Zhang Youliang. Looking down, he saw Zhang Youliang, whose jaw and shoulders were dislocated, twisting his body trying to struggle up.

A burst of unbearable feeling suddenly rose in Hua Xiongmao's heart. From the beginning, Hua Xiongmao used guessing his own father's mentality to guess Zhang Youliang. Hua Xiongmao's father was also a rural landlord, and the Hua family had also encountered some things. At that time, Hua Xiongmao's father also showed such tenacity and unyieldingness. With the efforts of Hua Xiongmao's father, the Hua family finally survived that crisis. Although for the revolution, Hua Xiongmao struck ruthless blows against Zhang Youliang's family, after all, everyone had no grievances or enmity originally. To kill them all like this, Hua Xiongmao just couldn't do it.

In a moment of hesitation, he heard someone kicking the door. Hua Xiongmao roared, "If you kick the door again, I'll kill Zhang Youliang." Hearing this roar, the people outside dared not kick anymore. Hua Xiongmao finally made up his mind. He left Zhang Youliang alone and also went straight to the back wall. After helping Xu Dian climb up the wall and flip over, he also jumped up, grabbed the top of the wall, and flipped over.

At this moment, the sound of battle cries had already rung out outside Zhang Youliang's fortified village.
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Chapter 73 Yuezhangji (XII)

Since they were going to fight, given the current military situation, they must go all out. This was the guiding opinion of the military plan formulated by Chen Ke in the Military Commission. In the final plan, the People's Party dispatched almost its entire army. The military plan was very simple and traditional: first, Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian would enter the fortified village for negotiations. Once they came out, as long as Zhang Youliang did not immediately agree to hand over the land and personally go to the Insurance Corps station in the county town, the People's Party would launch an attack. The main force composed of the Second and Third Companies would besiege the enemy from the front. After attracting the enemy's attention to the front, the troops that would truly decide the victory or defeat at the back of the fortified village would move out. This was the troop led by Chen Ke. Chen Ke did not command the large troop but commanded a small troop. This "small" was only compared to the more than five hundred people of the Second and Third Companies plus the Scout Team. He led the First and Second Platoons of the First Company. The two platoons added up to about a hundred people. This force alone was equal to the force Zhang Youliang could mobilize.

The plan formulated for this battle was targeted at Zhang Youliang's fortified village. The structure of Zhang Youliang's fortified village was simple, with only one gate on the south side. Moreover, the fortified village only had walls. Although there was a watchtower on the north side, the scale of the watchtower was very small, accommodating two or three people standing at most. It was not a real fire support point. Although Zhang Youliang had some fowling pieces and firelocks, he definitely didn't have machine guns. Against bandits, these watchtowers could still play some role. Against a well-organized large troop, they wouldn't play any role at all.

Chen Ke's troops set off the earliest. Just after dark yesterday, the First and Second Platoons of the First Company set off with Chen Ke. At midnight, the troops quietly ambushed north of the fortified village. Chen Ke personally led the demolition team to set explosives under the wall. Fortunately, after the flood, the soil was relatively moist. And the volume of the explosives made by You Gou was much smaller than black powder. Even so, Chen Ke and the others dug silently for half the night before digging out enough space.

After burying the explosives, everyone hid behind a mound that had been scouted long ago, which was only more than three hundred meters away from Zhang Youliang's fortified village. There were originally some miscellaneous trees and shrubs on the mound, all drowned in the flood. After the sky cleared and they were baked by the sun, the leaves all turned withered and yellow. If it weren't for the scorching sun during the day, just looking at the scene, it would simply be the season of late autumn when all things wither. After the flood, there were no inhabitants nearby. If it were any other time, Chen Ke would absolutely not dare to arrange it like this. Even so, such a distance was too dangerous. Not only in case of encountering people, but burying soldiers here for a whole day also placed very high demands on the troops. This was a great test of discipline.

The first thing for the troops was to maintain silence; no one was allowed to speak without orders. Don't look at how simple it sounds; executing it in practice was extremely difficult. Chen Ke ordered the troops to sleep first, with cadres on standby. But sleeping on the mud ground was really unbearable. After a night of marching, although the troops were exhausted, they all woke up before noon. The first problem was urination and defecation. Troops couldn't go without eating or drinking to fight. Plus sleeping on the mud ground, the stomach easily caught a cold. So urination and defecation were very frequent.

This was still manageable, but keeping everyone quiet was simply killing them. The soldiers obeyed orders, holding back one by one. Their eyes rolled around, looking left and right. Everyone sat when tired of lying down, and lay down when tired of sitting. Some people lay down and sat up frequently, simply like doing sit-ups. Chen Ke really issued a death order this time; officers who went over to stop these restless actions were also not allowed to make a sound. They just stared and held the soldiers down to prevent them from moving around. So it was another silent standoff of staring at each other. It wasn't that the soldiers wanted to deliberately disobey orders; the Insurance Corps hadn't undergone harsh formation drills, and everyone wasn't used to such silence at all. Staring at the commanders was also a way to vent emotions. Chen Ke knew that soldiers would naturally be very nervous facing the upcoming battle because the decision time for this battle was short, and it was really too late to conduct a profound comprehensive mobilization. Moreover, the team was now a mixed bag; a comprehensive mobilization would probably leak the news. Chen Ke's idea was to conduct a comprehensive mobilization before launching the attack in the afternoon. Letting everyone hold back now would make it easier to stimulate the comrades' fighting spirit when the time came.

Since it was the silence order issued by Chen Ke, he implemented the model of "officers and soldiers as one" himself, lying on the ground without saying a word. In these days, he had meetings and commanded work all day long. Speaking every day made his throat burn. Being able to lie quietly, even if the back was mud, gave Chen Ke a rare sense of leisure. Looking at the dry yellow leaves overhead, Chen Ke felt that if there were no combat mission, now would look like a comfortable autumn outing. The pressure of the first battle wasn't great. Chen Ke also thought it through; bullets don't have eyes, and he wasn't Superman or Wolverine, so whether he would be killed instantly by a stray bullet was completely not within Chen Ke's consideration. The Insurance Corps dispatched six hundred troops, with nearly 200 various firearms. Among them were 40 rifles, more than 20 pistols, and the rest were miscellaneous guns bought from various places. Other soldiers held long spears. The Insurance Corps practiced spear assassination techniques hard from top to bottom. Now that guns couldn't be manufactured by themselves, the price of purchasing guns was also very high. Spear training was helpful for future bayonet techniques; as long as they were officers and soldiers of the Insurance Corps, they had to undergo strict training.

Chen Ke didn't know that soon after, Xu Dian, this former scholar, would show the results of spear assassination training. Before the military operation, Chen Ke's mind was actually full of Party and government structures, completely without considering war issues.

After organizing such a big stall using the flood, Chen Ke himself was actually very unaccustomed to it. He used to be a teacher, with less than a hundred students under him at most. Suddenly he had to manage the lives of these tens of thousands of people. Chen Ke was completely in a feeling of being unaccustomed. Of course, Chen Ke was just unaccustomed; at any rate, he had more than a hundred years of historical experience to draw from. Other comrades were not only unaccustomed but also completely helpless. It could be said that the reason no one dared to challenge Chen Ke's current status was entirely built on the foundation that Chen Ke could lead everyone to solve problems.

For example, when Chen Ke mobilized people to build a water plant, everyone felt it sounded too profound. Actually, doing it really wasn't that troublesome: water wheels lifting water, preliminary sedimentation, coarse sand and stone filtration, fine sand and stone filtration, sedimentation again, and finally filtration with fine sand. After such layers of filtration, the "tap water" was purified. Fengtai County didn't lack space; what needed to be controlled was the length of these filtration "workshops," determining through experiments how to maximize the guarantee of sedimentation completion, and cleaning and sterilizing the filtering sand and stones in time. Chen Ke had absolutely no plan to popularize tap water to the whole county in the short term. Taking the Insurance Corps station as the center, prioritizing service to the Insurance Corps, and guaranteeing the livelihood of the people attached to the Insurance Corps—this was Chen Ke's action guide.

Obviously, being able to provide food and clean drinking water during a disaster year itself controlled the dependency of the victims. It was because of the hierarchical system, widening the treatment gap—the treatment of Insurance Corps members was significantly higher than that of their families, and the treatment of Insurance Corps families was higher than that of ordinary victims. Only in this way could the Insurance Corps grow rapidly. However, such operations brought only a pile of mercenaries. The people followed the People's Party and the Insurance Corps because they wanted to survive. If a more powerful force intervened at this time, a considerable part of these people would definitely scatter like birds and beasts.

But talking about industrialization or revolution to the victims had no positive effect at all, except for scaring these people and then making them fall apart. Now Chen Ke must use the natural disaster to greatly destroy the social organization system of the old era. Moreover, social contradictions were now established on life and death, so the contradictions became simpler and sharper. The landlord class and the victims were now in unprecedented opposition. As long as Zhang Youliang, who dared to stand up and confront, was solved, and then other forces daring to confront were solved, while winning over those landlord forces that could accept cooperation, Fengtai County would be completely under the control of the People's Party within the next six months. This stage was the most dangerous but also the most opportunistic time.

Chen Ke was thinking about these things when he suddenly felt something was very wrong. There seemed to be an abnormal change from inside Zhang Youliang's fortified village. Listening carefully, it seemed like many people were in commotion. *Is Zhang Youliang already preparing for armed confrontation?* Chen Ke sat up abruptly, breaking the silence.

"Everyone get up, get ready." As soon as these words were spoken, those comrades who had long been unable to hold back stood up with excitement on their faces. Comrades who had already fallen asleep or were dozing off in a daze were also shaken awake. They looked at the excited others with sleepy eyes.

To capture Zhang Youliang's fortified village, the Military Commission made extremely many preparations. Long before the troops set off, reliable soldiers who were originally locals of Yuezhangji were sent to infiltrate. In the plan, the task of these soldiers was to pay attention to news of any disturbance. As a result, Zhang Youliang was much more cautious than imagined. He blocked the entry and exit of the fortified village. After the soldiers managed to sneak in with difficulty, they simply had no way to transmit news out.

And plans can't keep up with changes. The People's Party had decided to eliminate Zhang Youliang's forces in the short term, so the original plan was completely changed. Chen Ke didn't expect the comrades who sneaked in originally to be able to coordinate from within, but these comrades could still do many things. After all, there was no aerial reconnaissance now. Chen Ke sent new comrades to sneak in, and these comrades carried fireworks. They only had to do one thing: when they confirmed that Zhang Youliang's subordinates were attracted to the front gate during the attack of the Second and Third Companies, they would set off fireworks. Chen Ke and the others would immediately detonate the bomb, blow open the north wall, and rush in.

Everyone started moving. Chen Ke could no longer hear the movement inside the fortified village clearly. Just then, suddenly, the firework agreed upon as a signal rose into the sky. Only a very small number of officers knew this contact method. Other soldiers saw this sudden firework and felt very strange. And the officers who knew the situation were very puzzled about the signal appearing now, which was originally planned to be sent out in the evening. Chen Ke didn't hesitate at all; he shouted: "Detonate!"
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Chapter 74 Yuezhangji (XIII)

In the history of the world's armies, especially accompanied by the development of firearms, the scale of frontline troops has become smaller and smaller. In Napoleon's time, "line infantry tactics" (*paidui qiangbi* - lining up to shoot) were popular, and regimental-level line tactics had high technical content. With the development of machine guns and infantry accompanying artillery, the scale of frontline troops became smaller and smaller. The tragic trench warfare of World War I spawned new small assault group tactics, which were also the predecessors of later infantry squad and platoon tactics. By the end of World War II, infantry squad and platoon tactics finally matured. The armies capable of standing at the peak of this army tactic could be counted on three fingers, and among the masters of infantry squad and platoon tactics, the army of Red China was particularly outstanding.

This Red Army lacked heavy weapons, not to mention tanks and airplanes. Not only that, this army's equipment was extremely backward, and the population of its base areas was much smaller than other forces. To survive, this army had to conduct profound research on tactics because this troop had no manpower to squander. The direct result of such study and research was that the army of Red China mastered exquisite infantry squad and platoon tactics.

The Yankees didn't care about the strength of this army, so they disapproved after receiving the warning from Red China and audaciously crossed the 38th Parallel. Thus, the world's number one industrial power and Red China, possessing the number one infantry tactics, went to war. The result of the war was that the Yankees were driven back from the Yalu River to the 38th Parallel.

In the Korean War, 110,000 people of Red China died in battle on the battlefield, and other deaths were more than 70,000. 180,000 outstanding sons and daughters of the Republic shed their blood in Korea. However, because Red China faced not only the Yankees but the coalition forces of sixteen nations. The numbers carved on the Korean War Memorial in the United States represented the statistics of the United Nations forces. The United Nations forces had 628,833 deaths. More than 470,000 were missing, and more than 1,060,000 were injured.

Of course, both China and the United States are big countries, and big countries naturally have the bearing of big countries. Both countries only discussed the losses of China and the United States. As for the losses of the United Nations forces, anyway, they were consumables like livestock or toilet paper. The discussants of the two countries didn't treat the United Nations soldiers other than China and the United States as humans. No one would feel distressed if some livestock died or some toilet paper was consumed; if they died, they died. Thus, the dead of the United Nations forces rotted silently in the garbage heap of history without a sound.

Red China's top-notch infantry tactics were based on light infantry weapons back then. This army displayed brilliant light in North Korea. In Chen Ke's plan, he wanted the Red Army with the Insurance Corps as the main body to master these tactics in ten to fifteen years. In 1950, the United States was arrogant for a while, having the confidence of being "unparalleled in the Warring States," but was still beaten into fleeing in all directions. Now it was 1906, and fifteen years later would only be 1921. The armies at that time were not armed to the teeth like the United States in 1950 in history. As long as they could master infantry squad and platoon tactics, the Insurance Corps and the future Red Workers' and Peasants' armed forces would definitely be invincible on land.

Infantry squad and platoon tactics were naturally very advanced, and Chen Ke's vision of promoting infantry squad and platoon tactics was naturally very beautiful. And Chen Ke firmly believed he could do this. However, in the battle attacking Zhang Youliang's fortified village, after the explosives blew open Zhang Youliang's fortified village, Chen Ke adopted the very primitive line infantry tactic.

Before the explosion, Chen Ke ordered the comrades to simply stand up because if they lay on the ground, the shock wave transmitted along the ground would have too great an impact on the human body. The explosives made by You Gou were very powerful and directly blew a big hole in the north wall. There were originally several lackeys on the watchtower of the north wall. After the violent explosion, these unlucky devils were either blown away or knocked unconscious. The soldiers of the First and Second Platoons of the First Company of the Insurance Corps lined up in neat formation and stood in front of the north wall. The troops were divided into three rows. As the commander, Chen Ke stood in the first row. Behind the three rows of troops holding various firearms were the close-combat troops holding long spears.

Chen Ke held a ghost-head broadsword. Under his command, the three rows of musketeers first aimed at the two people on the watchtower who were no longer moving. From this position, it could be seen clearly that those two people had firelocks in their hands. If they woke up during the battle and shot at the Insurance Corps from a high position, the threat would be too great. Although they hadn't woken up now, Chen Ke still didn't mean to let them go. Raising the ghost-head broadsword in his hand high, Chen Ke shouted: "First rank, fire!" While shouting, the ghost-head broadsword swung down like lightning.

The first row of soldiers fired. The accuracy of the bullets wasn't too good; only one person's back was hit. That person twitched and let out a scream.

"Second rank, fire!" Chen Ke continued to roar. A volley passed; this time it was relatively accurate. Accompanied by screams, Chen Ke saw that both people were hit in the head. They definitely couldn't survive.

"Reload!" Chen Ke roared.

Although they had trained many times, when the soldiers really engaged in combat, they were still in a flurry. Many people reloaded while looking at the two lackeys killed on the watchtower. This was everyone's first time killing people in battle, shooting from such a distance at enemies with no ability to resist. For these ordinary soldiers who had never been on the battlefield, this stimulation was the greatest.

Reloading took almost a minute to complete. Chen Ke shouted loudly: "Comrades, the enemy is in front. If we defeat them, we will have land to farm, and our parents and relatives won't starve to death. What should we do?"

"Kill!" The First and Second Platoon Commanders had been instructed by Chen Ke; they took the lead in shouting.

"For our parents, what should we do?"

"Kill!" Many comrades shouted along.

"For our parents, what should we do?"

"Kill!" The soldiers all shouted.

"For our parents, what should we do?"

"Kill!"

"Kill!"

"Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm!"

"Kill!"

"Capture Yuezhangji, everyone has land to farm!"

"Kill!"

The soldiers roused themselves in such slogans. The intense emotions triggered by the killing just now were guided towards combat emotions in repeated slogan shouting. No one loved killing, but for parents, for land, for being able to survive, some things had to be done. Moreover, implementing the silence order all morning had also suffocated these youths. Under the combined action of various external environments and internal emotions, these simple youths shouted "Kill" one by one. They gradually entered a combat state.

The Insurance Corps recruited sons from decent families. Even entering a combat state, these youths were more excited than wild. It was certainly not the enthusiasm for killing peculiar to those scoundrels. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this. The true combat will of an army comes from love, not from the killing nature of humans themselves. Although these simple farmers couldn't compare with those "scoundrels" for the time being, after these people lived a "new socialist life," it would absolutely be possible to stimulate the combat will of these soldiers.

Seeing the comrades had entered the basic state, at least having eliminated panic and got rid of the fear of killing, Chen Ke shouted loudly: "Troops follow me forward." After shouting, he strode into the gap blown open on the wall. Slightly slower, the comrades flooded into the gap behind Chen Ke.

The location of the explosives was set after calculation, not just a random place. When Zhang Youliang's fortified village was built, there must have been a plan to build two gates. But for some reason, this plan was not fully adopted. The result was that a road running straight from south to north extended from the south gate to the north wall. The road was interrupted under the north wall, and all buildings were built on both sides of the road. The explosives were set at the end of this road. After Chen Ke led the team into the fortified village, the inside of the fortified village was already in chaos. The sharp sound of alarm bells ringing, and the shouts of lackeys yelling "The wall is broken" and "Someone broke in." Laden with the screams of men and women and the crying of children.

After lining up, Chen Ke ordered the troops to send people to seize the watchtower on the north wall first, and he commanded the comrades to step forward. There was chaos everywhere inside the fortified village. People without combat power hid in houses one after another, while lackeys looked around on the street. Chen Ke shouted loudly: "Surrender and you won't be killed! Lenient treatment for prisoners!"

Commanders at all levels of the troops shouted along. The soldiers looked at those people scurrying like frightened beasts (*wutu langben*) and felt there was no need for senseless killing. Although the comrades showed enough courage in disaster relief, they were far from forming a habit in killing enemies. Shooting at targets or stabbing with long spears was no problem, but doing this to ordinary people without mercy, everyone couldn't do it. Since the troops started to persuade surrender, the comrades' reaction was quick this time; about a hundred people shouted together. This voice instantly overwhelmed other sounds. The lackeys' reaction to this wasn't very enthusiastic; instead, someone raised a firelock from a distance and aimed at the troops.

Chen Ke's broadsword pointed straight at the lackey who dared to aim a firelock at the Insurance Corps, and the soldiers also aimed one after another.

"First rank, fire!" Chen Ke waved down the ghost-head broadsword again.

Time seemed to return to Europe a hundred years ago. The troops presented a dense formation like this, with no cover or anything at all, standing straight like this, starting to shoot at the enemy. Several screams came from the opposite side; presumably, someone was hit. But the enemy didn't just take the beating there blindly. A few scattered firelock shots rang out.

Chen Ke wasn't hit. He didn't even look; the ghost-head broadsword pointed to the position where the gun was fired just now. After the firelock fired, the smoke was heavy. Chen Ke shouted: "Second rank, aim at the smoke on the left! Fire!"

Another volley passed, and several screams came from the opposite side.

Chen Ke continued to shout: "Third rank, aim at the smoke on the right! Fire!"

This was the most primitive line infantry tactic. Generally speaking, if at a relatively long distance, the troops would conduct several more exchanges of fire. But the fortified village wasn't big originally, and there was no time. After the third volley was finished, Chen Ke raised the ghost-head broadsword again: "Rifle team reload! Spear team advance!"

After shouting, Chen Ke strode forward a few steps. The spear team behind the rifle team crossed the rifle team that was reloading bullets and stood behind Chen Ke. Generally speaking, after shooting, it was a bayonet charge. But Chen Ke's musketeer team didn't have bayonets, so the spear team undertook this task. Back then during the First Opium War, the Manchu Qing army fought the British. The Manchu Qing could endure the British artillery bombardment in the forts, but faced with a bayonet charge, they collapsed completely. Chen Ke believed that Zhang Youliang's family servants and lackeys would absolutely not be stronger than the Manchu Qing army of 1840.

"Spear team, follow me! Charge!" After shouting, Chen Ke didn't look back; raising the ghost-head broadsword, he rushed forward. The platoon leader and squad leaders of the Second Platoon led the comrades, holding long spears, and rushed forward following Chen Ke.
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Chapter 75 Yuezhangji (XIV)

No military course tutorial is better than an actual battle. Chen Ke's military knowledge certainly came from books he had read, but his performance on the battlefield was entirely the result of him unconsciously imitating various movies and TV works he had seen. Except for replacing the command saber with a ghost-head broadsword, Chen Ke drew rich nutrition from movies about 19th-century "line infantry tactics."

But Chen Ke forgot one thing: the important role of the battle flag in this kind of "line infantry" war. By the time Chen Ke realized he had neglected this important issue, the spear team had already run wild (*fang le yazi*) inside Zhang Youliang's fortified village. When they started rushing forward, it was actually quite good. The hasty resistance of the family servants and lackeys was instantly suppressed under the shooting of three rows of muskets. After the infantry charge began, the shouting stream of people instantly drowned the enemy. The young soldiers each had a kind of dazed excitement. No one had killed anyone personally, but accompanied by the somewhat "gamified" battle unfolding, everyone completely followed the daily training and rushed forward following Chen Ke, who was at the very front.

With a wave of his broadsword, Chen Ke chopped off the head of a lackey holding a firelock. The comrades behind also followed suit and waved their long spears at the enemy's corpse. The spear shafts whipped the headless corpse like whips, instantly whipping the headless corpse that was already falling backward to the ground. Only then did these few soldiers realize that long spears should be used for stabbing, not whipping. Chen Ke shook off the blood on the broadsword, then took a long spear from a ashamed-faced soldier, stuffed the broadsword into his hands, and shouted: "Follow me."

With the long spear in hand, Chen Ke's killing speed increased a lot. The way a broadsword caused direct death was to chop off the head, or slice open the stomach, or sever the main artery. And to achieve this effect, one needed to get very close to the enemy. The long spear offered more choices. First, the attack distance was farther than the broadsword. Second, the attack selection range was wider: head, neck, chest, lower abdomen, thigh. Once stabbed, as long as the force was great, it could be fatal. Chen Ke stabbed over several lackeys who tried to resist desperately in succession, rushing all the way towards the south gate. As long as the south gate was seized, the enemies near the dock could be blocked outside, and the main force could annihilate them. When the old nest was attacked, anyone's first reaction was to hurry back to the old nest. Although Chen Ke didn't think those enemies guarding the dock could counterattack successfully, once the Insurance Corps couldn't hold the main gate, the casualties would definitely expand.

But after all, it was the first time the soldiers participated in combat. Without the guidance of the battle flag, the troops had no symbol to follow. Chen Ke rushed fast again. When he suddenly saw a group of family servants and lackeys popping out from a courtyard, he suddenly discovered that only five or six people were following closely beside him. The other nearly hundred people actually scattered on a street less than two hundred meters long. It wasn't that everyone wasn't on this street, but they were divided into several sections. The Musketeer Team fell behind the most. Their comrades were in front of them, so naturally, they couldn't shoot freely towards the front according to training. The commander of the Musketeer Team was Second Platoon Commander Lan Yinglong. The Musketeer Team was originally at the very front, so the troop's flag was also with the Musketeer Team. Chen Ke was careless for a moment and didn't let the battle flag follow him, so the Musketeer Team now became the flag bearer. Although Lan Yinglong also commanded the Musketeer Team to move forward, the Musketeer Team had to reload ammunition again after all. With this delay, they fell far behind.

The spearman in the middle originally followed Chen Ke forward, but the corpses of those lackeys killed by Chen Ke on the way seemed to attract their attention more. Moreover, there were two who weren't completely dead after being stabbed down, especially the lackey stabbed in the lower abdomen, who was clutching his stomach and howling. Five or six soldiers stood beside him at a loss, pointing their spears at that lackey, not knowing whether to stab him again to finish him off or to save this enemy who had lost combat effectiveness.

And some other family servants of Zhang Youliang hid in the houses nearby. These soldiers from decent families either shouted at the door to let the enemy come out and surrender, or simply blocked the door honestly and helplessly without any further action. If they were "scoundrels," they would have long taken advantage of the enemy's total collapse to find ways to storm into the house and solve the battle finally. Soldiers from decent families had an instinctive resistance to kicking doors. The troops had always trained for field battles and had never trained for this kind of street fighting. It couldn't be helped that it turned out like this.

Chen Ke knew that if he didn't hold out but turned back to call people to join the battle, and if those lackeys swarmed over subsequently, the troops on this street would probably collapse instantly. There were twelve or thirteen enemies in front, and he had five or six soldiers on this side. Chen Ke rushed up without hesitation. These family servants should be of "scoundrel" origin. Although they also saw Chen Ke and the others suddenly, they knew that many people had rushed in from outside after all, so they were more prepared. There were three lackeys carrying firelocks inside; as soon as they saw Chen Ke and the others, they raised their guns preparing to shoot. Chen Ke rolled forward and approached the enemy. Almost at the same time, three firelocks fired. A scream came from behind Chen Ke; a comrade should have been hit. Chen Ke couldn't care about the life or death of these comrades at all. If he turned back to look, Chen Ke himself would be dead for sure.

The troop's spear assassination technique was taught by Hua Xiongmao. When encountering such a situation of fewer against many, Hua Xiongmao's suggestion was to force the opponent away first. For a tall and strong soldier like Chen Ke, using a sweeping method was optimal. Hua Xiongmao was a Military Provincial Graduate after all, and he had put a lot of effort into spear techniques. Chen Ke always accepted such expert advice readily. Standing up after the forward roll ended, Chen Ke swung the long spear in a full circle and swept towards the people in front. Although he swept away a few people, with a "crack" sound, the shaft of the long spear broke into two pieces due to excessive force.

The lackeys' reaction wasn't slow. Although attacked fiercely by Chen Ke, these people obviously didn't panic. They gave a shout and raised their knives and guns to rush towards Chen Ke, who was holding half a broken spear shaft. Although there was a kind of despair in these people's shouts, and the look on their faces wasn't full of high fighting spirit, such "desperate soldiers" (*aibing*) might be more terrible. These people were purely forced by the threat of death; people at this time would be even less rational.

Facing these guys forced to a dead end, perhaps persuasion to surrender was more appropriate. But firstly, Chen Ke held half a spear shaft, obviously lacking deterrence. Secondly, on his left and right, two long spears had already stabbed out respectively. Two soldiers used their full strength, and the spears pierced deeply under the ribs of two lackeys; the spearheads almost went all the way in. The faces of those two lackeys twisted. They were in so much pain that they couldn't even shout, just grabbing the spear shafts firmly with their hands. In just this instant, the weapons in the hands of other lackeys struck towards these two soldiers. Chen Ke was able to retreat a few steps calmly and finally avoided the enemy's attack. But those two soldiers weren't so calm. They tried hard to pull the spears back, but firstly, the spearheads were deep in the enemy's body and got stuck. Secondly, as they pulled, the lackeys who got stabbed grabbed the spear shafts firmly under severe pain and didn't let go. Before these two soldiers of the Insurance Corps had time to let go and jump away, they were knocked down by the lackeys.

With the back-and-forth fighting on both sides, nearby soldiers had already noticed this. Seeing their comrades knocked down, the blood-boiling soldiers roared and pounced over. In a blink of an eye, seven or eight long spears joined the battle group besieging the lackeys. Under a round of fierce stabbing with long spears, the lackeys were hit one after another. Or they were forced back, finally retreating inside the gate, and then closed the door firmly. The soldiers' eyes were all bloodshot (*blood filled the pupils*). They stabbed indiscriminately at the door with long spears. The spearheads stuck into the door planks, and the soldiers spent a lot of effort pulling the spears out of the door. At this time, they should have kicked the door open with a flying kick. But unexpectedly, no one thought of this method.

Instead, someone shouted: "Find stones to smash the door!" Hearing this, Chen Ke wished he could grab the person who shouted this and slap him twice. What kind of bullshit idea was this? Moreover, the soldiers were all dizzy at this time. Although Chen Ke was standing right beside them, everyone completely failed to notice him.

"Second Platoon Commander Lan Yinglong, come over immediately!" Chen Ke roared. It wasn't that he couldn't run back to call people, but for a commander to run back during battle was not only a disgrace but would also cause unnecessary trouble.

Hearing Chen Ke's roar, the soldiers were stunned first, and then discovered that Chen Ke was actually here. A soldier shouted excitedly: "Battalion Commander, let's fight our way in! Fight our way in!" It wasn't that the soldier was ordering Chen Ke, but that they were really incoherent. The actual meaning was hoping Chen Ke could come up with a way to break this door. Chen Ke didn't take this up. He grabbed the clothes on a soldier's chest casually and shouted: "Immediately ask the Second Platoon Commander to bring the Rifle Team and the military flag over. Go immediately!"

The soldier's entire mind was on how to break the door. Hearing Chen Ke's words, he actually didn't understand what they meant, his face full of puzzled expression. Just then, Chen Ke heard someone behind him say: "Wenqing, I'll go call the Second Platoon Commander." Turning his head to look, Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian had arrived behind him at some point.

Chen Ke felt joy in his heart and quickly released that soldier, shouting to First Company Commander Hua Xiongmao and Political Commissar Xu Dian: "You aren't injured, right?"

"No." Hua Xiongmao responded with a smile. He and Xu Dian were just about to hide after climbing over the wall. Unexpectedly, the troops charged into the fortified village immediately. Seeing it was the Insurance Corps' troops, the two of them were really overjoyed. As soon as they came out, they saw Chen Ke, and the two hurried over to report.

"Company Commander Hua, go command the Rifle Team led by the Second Platoon Commander to come over immediately. Go now." Chen Ke shouted loudly.

"Yes!" Hua Xiongmao agreed and ran towards the Second Platoon.

"Political Commissar Xu, take three people to guard this door. Don't let anyone out to escape!" Chen Ke continued to order.

"Yes!" After Xu Dian shouted, he pulled three people to his side.

"You, you, and you! Follow me to the front now." Chen Ke pulled out three soldiers who looked like they could still maintain rationality and started running towards the south gate.

With this toss about, the few family servants and lackeys guarding the south gate had already found time to open the small door on the main gate. Seeing Chen Ke rushing over aggressively with a few people, and with the street full of Insurance Corps soldiers, they completely lost the will to fight and fled out of the small door scrambling over one another. Chen Ke was very happy in his heart about this wise non-resistance action. He asked the three soldiers to close the small door first and bolt it. Then he let these three people guard the door, letting no one in. Only then did he run back again.

Hua Xiongmao had already rushed to the front of the door just now with the Second Platoon and the Rifle Team. After everyone gathered, Chen Ke ordered each unit to assemble and line up quickly. Although this practice was sufficiently inefficient, Chen Ke didn't believe that the Insurance Corps troops could have officers find soldiers and soldiers find officers in such chaos. In the situation where organized enemy resistance had ended, lining up was actually the most efficient mode in an inefficient general situation.

Sure enough, the troops with half a year of formation training took three minutes to complete the formation. Soldiers and officers all returned to the ranks. Chen Ke began to give orders. This time the First Platoon was all spearmen, and the Second Platoon was all musketeers.

Chen Ke ordered the First Platoon Commander to take a squad of spearmen and a squad of musketeers to guard the gap blown open on the north side, allowing no one to enter or exit.

Xu Dian took a squad of musketeers and a squad of spearmen to guard the south gate. The enemies on the watchtower at the south gate had already fled. Chen Ke specially instructed Xu Dian to send people to secure the watchtower first and observe the enemy situation from a commanding height.

The Deputy Commander of the First Platoon took a squad to patrol along the street. If they saw any new situation with the enemy, they would tell everyone immediately.

Medics began to perform simple bandaging treatment for the wounded. And Hua Xiongmao commanded the remaining three squads of troops. The Second Platoon Commander commanded two musket squads.

With a hundred or so people spreading out like this, they occupied key points in a blink of an eye, but the troops directly controlled by Chen Ke also decreased sharply. However, because command efficiency improved, it was easier to operate instead.

"Battalion Commander! This courtyard should be Zhang Youliang and some of his die-hards." After the troops basically controlled various key points, Hua Xiongmao pointed to the tightly closed main gate and said.

"Rifle teams aim at the main gate respectively. After I kick the door open, the Third Squad fires a volley inside first. The Fourth Squad don't fire; if you see anyone inside, then you fire. Understood?" Chen Ke was afraid the team would get excited and shoot all the bullets. If the enemies inside jumped over the wall in desperation (*gou ji tiao qiang*), that would be terrible.

"Understood." Second Platoon Commander Lan Yinglong replied. After the troops finished lining up, Chen Ke strode forward. For combat, he put on leather shoes again. Chen Ke flew a fierce kick at the main gate. This kick was powerful and heavy; the door bolt let out a helpless wail and immediately broke into two pieces. The room door defense line that had once made these honest soldiers of the Insurance Corps helpless was easily breached. Chen Ke retreated a few steps, making space. With an order, the Third Squad fired a volley into the courtyard.

There were no enemies in the soldiers' line of sight, but after this volley was finished, they heard someone shout: "Don't shoot, we surrender!"
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Chapter 76 Yuezhangji (XV)

As the richest man and a prominent local figure in Yuezhangji, Fengtai County, Anhui, Landlord Zhang Youliang had never been so calm. The gunshots and shouting outside couldn't scare Zhang Youliang, who had participated in battles involving tens of thousands of people. In his military career, a battle of two hundred people was not worth mentioning. Although the jaw and shoulder joints dislocated by Hua Xiongmao still hurt, they had been dislocated for a while, and he had gotten used to the pain.

The lackeys hadn't learned how to reset dislocated joints, so after they rushed into the courtyard and saved Zhang Youliang, Zhang Youliang still couldn't command the battle. Leaderless, Zhang Youliang's subordinates were beaten into retreat again and again.

Military books say "Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger." Although he couldn't speak, Zhang Youliang knew just by listening to the voices that the Insurance Corps soldiers outside were all greenhorns (*sheng gua dan*). If he were still young, he could definitely command this group of subordinates to beat them to smithereens (*luo hua liu shui*). The only ones worthy of fear in the Insurance Corps were those young officers. After being coerced by the two young men Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian, Zhang Youliang was also observing these two youths carefully. Leaving aside their combat skills, their fighting will was truly terrifying. Under the posture of being besieged, they didn't resign themselves to fate or wait for death with tied hands at all. Presumably, the level of other commanders should not be inferior to these two. War is like this; even if the subordinates are a rabble, as long as there are capable officers leading, the battle can go on. The Insurance Corps obviously didn't lack officers of this level.

The subordinates shouted surrender in panic. Listening to the people outside shouting immediately, asking the lackeys to go out and surrender one by one. Although they were also afraid of being settled accounts with after surrendering, after the people outside fired another volley into the courtyard, the lackeys' last bit of morale dissipated. They went out to surrender one by one. Although they walked past Zhang Youliang, the lackeys didn't even look at Zhang Youliang.

Zhang Youliang was not angry at their performance. These people had never seen "such fierce shooting"; this was normal. Usually, Zhang Youliang just bullied ordinary people; these people had never participated in real battles. Now there was no need to deduce carefully anymore; Zhang Youliang's own result was obvious. This Insurance Corps that suddenly popped out didn't intend to let the matter drop with Zhang Youliang from the beginning. After catching him, they would absolutely not spare him either.

Not long after the lackeys surrendered, a few people peeked in first. Seeing no one else in the courtyard, several people who were obviously officers entered the courtyard. One of the two leaders was Hua Xiongmao. The other person was tall and should be the head. Then he heard someone cheering outside, "Caught Zhang Youliang!" "Caught Zhang Youliang!"

Listening to these cheers, Zhang Youliang didn't feel any excitement. Zhang Youliang had long lost count of how many such cheers he had heard in his life. Every time a battle was won, the Huai Army didn't like to keep captives. Except for important figures, other captured enemies were all beheaded. His fate was just the difference between being beheaded earlier or later. So the sixty-eight-year-old former Huai Army officer and current landlord Zhang Youliang even closed his eyes.

*I have no regrets,* such a thought suddenly popped into Zhang Youliang's mind. In his life, he had fought wars, earned money, and had several sons; he had lived gloriously. Today's destruction was the will of heaven. Even if he could start over, with the Insurance Corps, this strange outsider force being so big, he definitely couldn't win if he attacked them. And if he didn't attack them, the Insurance Corps' victory would just mean a few more deaths, and his destruction was just a matter of sooner or later.

Old Master Zhang Youliang didn't blame god or man. He had long looked at life and death very openly. After killing so many men, women, old, and young, Zhang Youliang didn't have much fear of being killed. Now was a disaster year, no different from a time of war. There were starving people everywhere, and one could die at any time. The only thing Zhang Youliang felt regretful about was that he was old, and his ability to cope with this environment had dropped greatly. It would have been better if he had built a stockade for self-protection earlier instead of trying to make a fortune in the disaster year. But on second thought, if he did that, his whole family would be blocked in the fortified village and lose their lives. If he abandoned his family property and ran to the county town or even the prefecture city, he should have been able to escape this calamity.

*Pity there is no chance to start over.* Zhang Youliang thought regretfully. This was Zhang Youliang's last regret. He didn't think about anyone avenging him or anything at all. Although he still had some clansmen serving in the Beiyang Army, even if they knew his news and came back to avenge him, what use would it be? He was dead for sure anyway.

As if to confirm Zhang Youliang's thoughts, Hua Xiongmao said: "Battalion Commander, do you think we should kill him now or later?"

"Kill the ringleader in public first. After getting rid of those lackeys outside, we'll settle accounts with the Zhang family."

Zhang Youliang opened his eyes, wanting to see who this enemy deciding his and his family's fate was. To his disappointment, that young man was a complete stranger. Not an enemy with whom he had any irreconcilable hatred.

"How do we hold the public struggle session? I think we should hold a meeting to struggle against him." Hua Xiongmao had heard Chen Ke talk about this kind of struggle session before. Logically speaking, letting those with hatred come on stage to denounce Zhang Youliang and others should be very inciting.

"The common people were shut out of the fortified village by Zhang Youliang back then, leading to deaths. To be honest, the common people don't feel Zhang Youliang is devoid of conscience. Probably many people still feel he is excusable. Our battle this time was designed well, but when fighting, it wasn't like that at all. So I originally wanted to hold a struggle session, but looking at it now, if the struggle session is messed up, it won't be good."

Chen Ke analyzed the current situation very calmly, "What matters now is to hurry up and rush-plant and rush-harvest so everyone can live until next year. There will be plenty of opportunities for struggle sessions in the future. There is no need to let everyone make any mistakes now."

After saying these words to Hua Xiongmao, Chen Ke looked down at Zhang Youliang, "Old Master Zhang, I am Chen Ke, the Battalion Commander of the Insurance Corps. I have decided to execute you immediately. The reason for the execution is that you refused to hand over land for everyone to cultivate in this disaster year, which would lead to tens of thousands of people starving or dying of illness. You committed the great crime of harming the people, which is a heinous crime (*shi e bu she*). I decided to chop off your head."

Although he knew his life was at stake, hearing Chen Ke list his crimes as actually this, Zhang Youliang couldn't help but widen his eyes. These words were absolutely not something bandits could say. Even when bandits used the slogan "Acting on behalf of Heaven" (*ti tian xing dao*) to fool those poor people, they could absolutely not speak such logical words. And their reasons would absolutely not be so "absurd." No one could block natural disasters, and why should Zhang Youliang let others farm his own land? People starving to death in disaster years was the norm! Sacrificing oneself to save others was the biggest absurdity. But this Chen Ke, who called himself the Insurance Corps Battalion Commander, said these absurd words as if they were only right and proper. The two officers in the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian, also took these "absurd" words as matter-of-course. Were they playing dumb, or were they really crazy?

Landlord Zhang Youliang suddenly felt a chill all over his body. If those poor farmers really believed these people's words and followed them, then the landlords of the entire Anhui would suffer a catastrophe. Thinking of poor people everywhere dividing landlords' land, farming the land without paying grain to landlords, Zhang Youliang only felt as if he saw hell (*di yu*).

Landlord Zhang, who had already accepted his fate, suddenly wanted to speak again. He wanted to voice opposition to this lawless atrocity. He wanted to shout loudly at these lawless young bandits for destroying the rules of thousands of years. He wanted to curse the bandits killing his family for rebelling. In short, Landlord Zhang Youliang's consciousness as the landlord class made him want to oppose the ideas of these two young men in front of him. Pity, he couldn't speak.

And these two young men had no intention of letting Zhang Youliang speak either. They ordered two guards to watch Zhang Youliang, and then went out to continue commanding the battle. With this experience, the subsequent battles were much easier. Breaking doors, shooting, persuading surrender. If the people inside refused to surrender, shoot again, and infantry would storm in to solve the battle.

Chen Ke's excitement had completely disappeared. Comrades were immersed in the intense emotions of battle one by one. But in Chen Ke's view, this battle didn't even have the excitement of ordinary police and bandit movies.

At this time, shouts of killing arose outside. The main force composed of the Second and Third Companies had just set off signal fireworks. They should have arrived outside the fortified village by now. Chen Ke handed the command power to the enthusiastic Hua Xiongmao and climbed up the watchtower at the south gate himself. Sure enough, under the guidance of two red sickle and hammer flags, every comrade of the Second and Third Companies charged forward bravely. Seeing enemies attempting to resist, long spears immediately stabbed these guys into sieves. And lackeys who gave up resistance were kicked to the ground.

It was truly "to see a thousand *li* further, go up one more floor." Chen Ke looked out from a high position. Within a radius of one *li*, the Insurance Corps soldiers were launching fierce attacks and intimidation against Zhang Youliang's armed forces. Soldiers ran, roared, and threatened. Except for killing on a large scale, they looked quite decent.

From the perspective of encirclement, those enemies were rushing back to the fortified village when they suddenly discovered hundreds of people popping out of the swamp where they thought large troops could absolutely not pass. These people didn't know where to flee at all. Some tried to escape by water, but the Insurance Corps' boats blocked them. Those who wanted to return to the fortified village were blocked outside the gate. With this hesitation, the Insurance Corps' main force arrived. Except for a few who fled fast, the fate of destruction for others was irreversible.

Chen Ke looked cold; he even looked at this battle with some worry. Don't look at the Insurance Corps winning a complete victory now; at this current level, if they fought against regular troops, they would collapse at the first touch. There was no need to use armed forces like the Beiyang Army; just the Anhui New Army would be about enough. He and the comrades in the Party would have to lead such an army to fight; the future was worrying.

But anything destined to happen will happen, and everything will have an end. Just like the battle in front of him soon entered the end stage. Seeing no chance of winning, family servants and lackeys knelt and begged for mercy one after another. Scout troops went to pursue those fish that slipped through the net. Other soldiers guarded the captives under the leadership of their respective unit commanders. Then, not knowing who took the lead first, comrades began to cheer for victory.

"Won! Won!"

"Defeated Zhang Youliang!"

The battlefield in front of Chen Ke turned into a sea of joy. Comrades began to jump and shout like kindergarten children after playing a game of "riding horses and fighting battles" (*playing war*). Chen Ke had good eyesight; he could even distinguish the faces of comrades turning red from excitement.

Not knowing who saw Chen Ke on the watchtower first, someone was already shouting to Chen Ke: "Battalion Commander!" "Battalion Commander!"

He Zudao took the red sickle and hammer flag at the right time, waving it while shouting: "Battalion Commander! Battalion Commander!" In such an environment, the soldiers quickly shouted along with him.

Chen Ke quickly let a confident smile appear on his face. He waved his arm to the soldiers in front of the fortified village. Thus, a burst of cheers erupted suddenly in the somewhat orderly shouting.

"Everyone quiet down!" Chen Ke roared. He finally understood now why words like "voice like a great bell" (*sheng ru hong zhong*) appeared easily when describing soldiers. On a boiling battlefield, if you spoke slowly and deliberately (*man tiao si li*), no one could hear you at all. Sure enough, after Chen Ke finished this roar, the comrades below quieted down.

"Comrades, we won! What is the result of our victory? From the county town to this Yuezhangji, all the land will be farmed by everyone's relatives! No rent collected! The harvested grain will be distributed to everyone to survive this disaster year!" Chen Ke continued to roar.

The comrades below immediately burst into heartfelt cheers. Having land to farm, not starving to death in this disaster year—wasn't this the purpose of everyone fighting? Chen Ke stating his position in public stabilized everyone's emotions even more.

"We have to farm ourselves too. Since we don't collect taxes in recent years, we have to farm to feed ourselves. Are comrades willing or not!"

"Willing!" "We are willing!" The soldiers cheered.

"Bring Zhang Youliang up!" Chen Ke roared, "Let everyone see what this bad thing who prepared to starve the common people to death looks like!" Chen Ke turned and roared to the comrades at the door.
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Chapter 77 Yuezhangji (XVI)

Zhang Youliang knew his end was approaching and didn't offer any resistance. When two Insurance Corps soldiers dragged him outside the main gate, he didn't cry or shout. The soldiers didn't intend to make things difficult for this old man, so their movements weren't rough. Zhang Youliang didn't resist either, letting them take him to the gate.

"Reset his shoulder," Chen Ke had already come down from the watchtower and ordered. Hua Xiongmao deftly reset the dislocated arm. Zhang Youliang just moved his arm slightly, then stood straight in front of the crowd. Chen Ke didn't want Hua Xiongmao to reset Zhang Youliang's dislocated jaw. The Insurance Corps had far from enough in-depth ideological education now. If Zhang Youliang shouted "Are you rebelling?", Chen Ke wasn't confident he could explain clearly to the comrades why they were rebelling.

1906 was completely different from 1927. In 1927, the Party could mobilize the masses to armed resistance against the Kuomintang without hesitation because the people didn't believe the Kuomintang was the central government "ordained by heaven." But in 1906, the people still considered the Manchu Qing as the Imperial Court. The people dared to kill a landlord happily, but they didn't dare to oppose the Imperial Court happily. Of course, the people actually didn't quite understand what the Imperial Court was all about. To avoid trouble, Chen Ke only prepared to execute Zhang Youliang, declaring the complete end of the Zhang family's rule in Yuezhangji.

Chen Ke didn't care about killing a landlord in his heart, but many things weren't that simple originally. Since they wanted to prove that the Insurance Corps had controlled Yuezhangji, executing Zhang Youliang was necessary to become a ceremony.

The troops had completely resolved the resistance inside the fortified village, and everyone inside was brought out. There were five or six hundred people in total, comparable to the number of Insurance Corps soldiers. This dispatch of troops was very hasty; the Military Commission mainly formulated the combat plan and didn't consider much about how to deal with the aftermath. Everyone's general view was to root out the Zhang family's power from Yuezhangji completely. Seeing these five or six hundred people, everyone looked a bit uneasy. How to start this "rooting out completely"?

Chen Ke called the cadres together. He Zudao asked first: "Battalion Commander, what do we do next?"

"Pacify the people (*Anmin*)," Chen Ke laughed.

Pacify the people? This term confused the comrades. They were about to kill people immediately; no matter how they looked at it, it was "terrifying the people" (*haimin*). It couldn't be connected with pacifying the people in any way.

He Zudao had been with Chen Ke for more than a year. He knew Chen Ke sometimes had some unexpected sense of humor, so he didn't make a sound to save himself from saying something wrong and causing trouble for Chen Ke. First Company Commander Xu Dian asked doubtfully: "Write a notice to pacify the people?"

This sounded like something learned from storytelling. Let alone how high the literacy rate in Yuezhangji was, the Insurance Corps driving the people with knives and guns to read a notice—this was too ridiculous.

"Humph!" Chai Qingguo snorted coldly, "We are going to kill all the Zhang family members. Write what bullshit notice to pacify the people." Xu Dian had voted to kick Chai Qingguo out of the venue in Beijing back then. Chai Qingguo held a grudge about this and was never polite when refuting Xu Dian.

"Kill them all?" Xu Dian was startled by Chai Qingguo's statement, "How many people do we have to kill?"

"Since we want to occupy this fortified village, if we don't kill all the Zhang family members, are we waiting for them to come for revenge later?" Chai Qingguo said in a contemptuous tone.

"We have to kill some people, but it's better not to kill too many." Hua Xiongmao interjected, "Just killing the Zhang family members is enough. It's better to spare others a way out if we can avoid killing them."

"Of course we have to release them; get a boat to send them away?" Chai Qingguo said with a sneer.

"Could it be... could it be on the boat..." Xu Dian had read *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. Cao Cao conquered Jingzhou back then, appointed Liu Biao's son Liu Cong as the Inspector of Jingzhou, sent Liu Cong and his mother Lady Cai to Qingzhou, but secretly ordered Yu Jin to intercept and kill them halfway.

"Humph!" Chai Qingguo just snorted to express agreement.

Hearing this, the faces of the Insurance Corps cadres were all gloomy. However, Chen Ke felt that if he arranged for them to do so, this group of comrades would probably agree.

Of course, Chen Ke couldn't arrange it like this. Seeing everyone couldn't come up with a solution, Chen Ke stated his own thoughts.

"Pacifying the people, the first thing is to let the people know where our bottom line lies. Who exactly to kill, who to release, who to win over. Not letting go of a single one who should be killed, and not implicating a single one who should be released. What do you think?"

The comrades nodded one after another.

"Let's talk about who to release first. In Yuezhangji, all relatives of our Insurance Corps soldiers, those our comrades are willing to come out and vouch for, pull them all to our side. Everyone go and talk to the comrades now," Chen Ke ordered.

As the First Secretary of the People's Party these days, Chen Ke relied on being able to come up with plans acceptable to everyone when facing various problems to establish prestige. Of course, as the initiator and founder of the People's Party, he had enough status originally. So comrades generally didn't oppose Chen Ke's orders. Hearing Chen Ke's suggestion, the comrades felt it was acceptable and went one after another.

Among the six hundred people dispatched by the Insurance Corps this time, there were more than eighty comrades from Yuezhangji. They didn't know how the Insurance Corps would deal with these people originally. From the moment Chen Ke held the meeting, these comrades from Yuezhangji also began to look at each other. They didn't want their relatives and friends to be treated as enemies. But the discipline of the Insurance Corps was established after all. Although everyone looked at each other, the squad leaders managed the teams effectively, forbidding whispering or connecting to talk. While everyone was anxious, they suddenly received an order to pull over the people they considered reliable. These local comrades from Yuezhangji immediately became happy. They lined up and dragged their relatives and friends out of that pile of people one by one.

In this battle, those common people were already scared enough. They even thought bandits had come to break the fortified village. If the battle hadn't proceeded so swiftly that the people had no chance to join the battle group, I'm afraid they would have joined the fight under Zhang Youliang's organization in the end. When the Insurance Corps brought them all out, they saw many familiar fellow villagers and felt relieved. Learning that the Insurance Corps only wanted to beat Zhang Youliang this time, not to massacre the fortified village, everyone was even more relieved.

Now seeing dozens of their acquaintances starting to pull people over, the people were even more reassured. Anyone called obediently followed to the other side.

More than half of the original five or six hundred people were pulled away in an instant; more than three hundred people were taken away. There were two hundred forty or fifty people left. Chen Ke ordered the First Company to take these relatives and friends of the Insurance Corps to the south of the fortified village and settle them down far away. When these people bypassed the fortified village and disappeared behind the wall, Chen Ke ordered the Rifle Team to surround the remaining people from two sides.

"Wenqing, you aren't going to kill all these people, are you?" Xu Dian became anxious seeing this situation. After these relatives and friends of the Insurance Corps' own people were pulled to the Insurance Corps' side, facing the remaining people, the Insurance Corps internally already had a consistent attitude. They were no longer "one of us." If Chen Ke ordered a massacre of them, the soldiers from Yuezhangji would at least not have obvious opposition. And taking those people far away, this was obviously clearing the field of irrelevant people to prepare for the next fierce action.

"There is no Wenqing on the battlefield, only the Battalion Commander. Political Commissar Xu, please pay attention to this in the future. We are soldiers, and soldiers should have military discipline." Chen Ke immediately warned Xu Dian seriously.

"Battalion Commander Chen, we can't kill people indiscriminately. We have to speak of law!" Xu Dian was really anxious. Coming from the Law Department of Tokyo University, he couldn't help but bring out the law in his haste.

"I am doing this to unite the majority and divide the minority. Comrades, look, as long as we don't kill people indiscriminately ourselves, those three hundred or so common people have already stood on our side. At least they are no longer following Zhang Youliang, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

At this time, the cadres gathered together again. Hearing this, everyone couldn't figure out Chen Ke's thoughts, but they felt these words at least made some sense.

"The people we face are composed of many relationships. For them, closeness and distance have their own standards. We can't draw this standard too finely or too broadly. Everyone say, how should we divide next?"

"Divide the Zhang family members from those who aren't Zhang family members." Chai Qingguo still held the attitude of rooting out completely.

"That won't do. Let's separate Zhang Youliang's subordinates from ordinary people." Xu Dian immediately opposed, "The Zhang family members may not necessarily have fought with us. We just want to suppress the enemy. What kind of hero kills the innocent indiscriminately?"

"Then how do you know who is Zhang Youliang's subordinate and who isn't? Breaking the fortified village was so fast this time; many of Zhang Youliang's subordinates didn't have time to go out before being blocked. If we ask them now, will they admit it? Wouldn't admitting it mean being beheaded! Do you think they are that stupid? Hmm!" Chai Qingguo got angrier as he spoke and couldn't help adding a sentence, "Do you think they are like you?"

"What do you mean!" Xu Dian got angry hearing this. Chai Qingguo was saying Xu Dian was stupid in a disguised way.

"Are you discussing the problem? I'm asking everyone how to separate these people next. You are not allowed to quarrel anymore." Chen Ke immediately stopped the dispute of wills between the two. "Do other comrades have any opinions?"

Actually, the opinions of these two people basically represented everyone's meaning. Hearing Chen Ke say this, the comrades didn't have other views. "Battalion Commander, what do you think?" Hua Xiongmao said.

"I still want to see what everyone thinks." Chen Ke didn't want to display his ability anymore now. Revolution wasn't Chen Ke conquering the world alone; what was needed now was to dig out the comrades' abilities as soon as possible. So he hoped someone would be brave enough to take responsibility.

"Report to Battalion Commander, I have something to say." Kuroshima Jinichiro applied in increasingly fluent Chinese. Although one couldn't distinguish Kuroshima's nationality from his speech anymore, Kuroshima, as a Japanese, was still very disciplined.

"You may speak!" Chen Ke said.

"Let's divide according to the standard of locals and outsiders." Kuroshima said in a well-behaved manner.

"Why divide like this?" Chen Ke asked. Although still in a commanding tone, a satisfied smile had appeared on his face.

Kuroshima Jinichiro stood straight according to the requirements of military posture, having quite a military style. He looked straight ahead and said calmly: "Now we want to come up with a reason to separate these people, making the number of our enemies fewer and fewer, and more and more isolated. Locals will absolutely not care about the life or death of outsiders. If we adopt this method, the resistance we receive will be much smaller."

"What does everyone think?" Chen Ke asked.

Other comrades all had a look of sudden realization. This division method was really reasonable. Comrades expressed agreement one after another.

Chen Ke waved his hand to everyone, "Doing just this is not enough. Absolutely not enough. Think about it; now these people all think they are going to be dealt with by us. Especially those hired from outside. We have already taken away a batch of locals. Now if we separate them out, they will definitely think we are going to perform surgery on them. What if they rise up to resist immediately?"

These words weren't a joke; comrades also felt it was quite tricky.

"We want to divide them now. Dividing means that those left until the end are our enemies. So now we have to divide according to locals and outsiders, but we have to guide these people's thoughts. If you say locals don't care about the life or death of outsiders, this is natural. At the same time, outsiders have no reason to risk their lives for locals; this is also natural. So I ask a question: who is our enemy this time?"

"It is Zhang Youliang, this local landlord." Hua Xiongmao said.

"Correct. So we have to tell these people that we want to beat Zhang Youliang, which has nothing to do with outsiders. Let them come out for us. Zhang Youliang has been caught; they have no need to sell their lives for Zhang Youliang now. As long as these outsiders stay out of it, the remaining people will be even fewer. What does everyone think?"

Now the comrades all had a look of sudden realization. So Hua Xiongmao, this "outsider," went to shout personally, plus the soldiers from Yuezhangji helped to screen and maintain order.

Hearing Hua Xiongmao shout: "Good fellows from out of town, you were selling your lives for Zhang Youliang. Now Zhang Youliang has been caught. You can't get a penny. I know you just take people's money to eliminate disasters for people. Now that things have reached this stage, although you are good fellows who value loyalty, you have to think for yourselves, right?" Those thugs from out of town immediately lost their fighting spirit.

"We only came to beat Zhang Youliang this time, not to trouble you gentlemen who make a living. You all come out; we don't kill captives." Hua Xiongmao shouted while letting local soldiers point out the outsiders, and then dragging them out regardless of whether they were willing or not. One by one, their left arms were tied with long ropes, and they were escorted to the lakeside by a team of musketeers. There were seventy or eighty of these people. After this screening, only one hundred fifty or sixty Yuezhangji people remained in place.

Two screenings encountered no real resistance, and the number of people who could be called potential enemies had dropped to a quarter of the original number. The Insurance Corps went from facing a number of people similar to themselves to a one-to-one ratio. Excluding the two teams guarding the separated people, the people remaining in place now faced the Insurance Corps occupying an absolute advantage with a ratio of three to one.

Chen Ke watched the troops surround these people tightly in the middle. The soldiers looked cold and stern, and the hands holding weapons used more force. For some reason, the scene was filled with a tense atmosphere.

These local people surrounded in the middle also felt this strange atmosphere. They leaned closer to each other. Under such pressure, someone had already started to weep softly.
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The advantage of a public power organ lies in being able to distinguish the masses and mobilize different social strata according to its own purpose. Although Chen Ke talked a lot about "people's revolution," his self-perception was not that of a "leftist." Chen Ke knew he wasn't a person with a broad mind like the Chairman. For the Chairman, contradiction and struggle were a norm; through contradiction and struggle, society progressed in a spiral. Chen Ke admired such a broad mind and endless enterprising spirit with the utmost reverence. It was precisely because the Chairman dared to pioneer and innovate like this that he could push China to that height, sweeping away all social chronic illnesses and clearing the dark clouds that obscured the people's hearts and minds.

Chen Ke knew he couldn't reach this level, and he also thought he understood why he couldn't. This wasn't a difference in ability; it was a difference in mind.

Of course, this was also a historical reason. For the Chairman, history was the future, an era that needed to be pioneered. But for a time traveler, at least for Chen Ke, a history apprentice, unless he could make China reach the national strength and height of the second decade of the 21st century in his lifetime, everything he faced was merely the "past," not the "future."

Precisely because of such a mentality, Chen Ke knew he should mobilize the masses to hold a struggle session, but the result of his interest judgment was—if mobilizing the masses didn't achieve the effect, then not launching more intense actions like struggle sessions was acceptable. At least the upcoming disaster relief movement itself was the best means to mobilize the masses. This kind of science student mentality of the industrial age, this mentality of absolutely not being moved by the superficial grandeur of revolutionary movements—Chen Ke really didn't know if it was right or wrong.

After two diversions, the original five or six hundred people in the fortified village now only numbered one hundred fifty or sixty. They gathered together, trembling a bit, completely unaware of how those people outside holding knives and guns would treat them.

Even Chen Ke wasn't sure if his next actions were right or wrong, and other comrades knew even less. The cadres surrounded Chen Ke, while the soldiers surrounded the common people in battle array. But everyone, even while staring at those trembling common people, didn't miss a single movement of Chen Ke.

Chen Ke strode up to the masses. His figure of more than 1.8 meters looked so tall at this time. Although he had been through a battle, Chen Ke showed no fatigue or slackness. His movements were coordinated, powerful, and natural. "Who are the Zhang family members? Please come out yourselves. We are all fellow villagers; it would be very undignified if we have to drag people out," Chen Ke said calmly. There was irrefutable boldness in his tone.

The common people didn't know who Chen Ke was, but just seeing his demeanor, they knew Chen Ke was the one who could decide their life and death. No one dared to come out. Everyone shrank inward one by one; women clung to men, children hugged their mothers tightly, as if Chen Ke were a fierce beast.

"Company Commander Hua, Company Commander Chai, have the comrades grab them two against one and line them up in a row. Political Commissar He, let the comrades from Yuezhangji identify them one by one. Pick out Zhang Youliang's family members. Put the others in another pile." Chen Ke didn't expect to be able to persuade these people. Since the People's Party already possessed absolute superiority in numbers, Chen Ke had no hesitation in using violence.

The soldiers obeyed the order. Two people grabbing one was naturally relatively easy. Under Hua Xiongmao's command, soldiers began to forcibly drag the people out. The crowd began to tighten like a school of fish attacked by a shark. Whenever two soldiers rushed forward to drag a person out, the others shrank back as much as possible on one hand, and on the other hand, tried to hold onto the person being dragged, preventing this person from being forcibly pulled out of the circle by the soldiers. Women's crying and screaming, men's pleading and roaring immediately rang out like an explosion.

Those outsiders being taken to the lakeside heard these sounds and immediately became restless. But their left arms were tied; once the formation was disordered, the ropes pulled each other, and they were squeezed together unable to move instead. The troops guarding them were commanded by Kuroshima Jinichiro. Chen Ke had just instructed him that he could use violence to maintain the order of the team. Seeing the commotion of these people, Kuroshima first let the soldiers shout to stop it together. Obviously, the effect of shouting was not good. Kuroshima couldn't help looking at Chen Ke, only to see Chen Ke standing there steadily, neither looking this way nor showing any intention of organizing the Insurance Corps to forcibly separate the people in front of him.

Kuroshima gritted his teeth and suddenly shouted: "If you make trouble again, we'll beat you!" The soldiers were also upset by the commotion of these outsiders. Hearing Kuroshima shout, the soldiers shouted along. "Don't move! If you move again, we'll beat you." These guys from outside were really scared hearing this. Everyone was involved in the chaos; to avoid being beaten, those originally going left started going right, and those going right started going left. The chaos showed no sign of ending.

Facing such a situation, Kuroshima was even more anxious. But he couldn't restore order in a short time no matter what. He finally gritted his teeth and kicked fiercely at a guy trying to untie his left arm from the rope. He shouted while kicking, "Don't move!"

With Kuroshima taking the lead, the equally anxious soldiers also shouted "Don't move!" "No one is allowed to move!" shouting while kicking the most violently struggling people. For those out of reach of kicks, soldiers used the butts of their long spears to smash them hard. Screams of pain and wailing arose. But such violent rectification quickly had an effect. Under kicking and poking, those people temporarily stopped moving indiscriminately. The troops started from the beginning again to pull people up one by one and line them up.

During the reorganization, those guys who had secretly broken their left arms free from the ropes were quickly discovered. These people were knocked down on the spot, then tied tightly with hemp ropes. This time they weren't so polite. A long rope was knotted, looped around their necks, and then tightened. If these people tried to escape again, firstly they couldn't run away, and even if they struggled, they would only strangle themselves to death.

After the reorganization here was completed, the people on Chen Ke's side had all been forcibly separated. Soldiers from Yuezhangji began to come forward to identify people. Zhang Youliang's family members were quickly picked out; men were bound with ropes, while women and children were gathered in a pile. Others who were relatively close to the Zhang family and had always followed Zhang Youliang were separated into a pile. And those who were just not intimate with the Insurance Corps soldiers and not very intimate with the Zhang family either were separated into another pile.

At this point, all the common people were clearly separated. There were more than sixty Zhang family members, young and old, men and women. There were more than forty people closely related to the Zhang family. And there were also more than sixty people in a relatively neutral position. At this time, the neutral people breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone was a fellow villager; who didn't know who did what? From this division method, the neutral people already knew they were safe. The Insurance Corps would definitely not do anything to them anymore.

And those who were usually close to the Zhang family knew things were bad, but they thought to themselves that the Insurance Corps would definitely deal with the Zhang family first, and they wouldn't be settled accounts with immediately. They all tried to stay as far away from the Zhang family pile as possible.

As for the Zhang family members, they were originally mixed in the crowd, always holding the idea that the law does not punish the majority (*safety in numbers*). Unexpectedly, in just a while, they were dragged out without a single one left. Seeing that they were surrounded by their own people, and others avoided their gaze like avoiding the plague god, fearing to have any more involvement with the Zhang family members. Around them were soldiers glaring like tigers. Now the number ratio was as high as five soldiers to one Zhang family member. Just this pressure made the Zhang family members completely despair.

Zhang Youliang could maintain calm at first, but seeing his own family members all dragged out, and other irrelevant idlers and those who always followed him separated clearly. He had never seen such means. He finally stopped being silent. Although his jaw was still dislocated, Zhang Youliang tried to shout something. His voice couldn't be heard clearly at all; the muffled voice, combined with women's crying, children's screaming, and men's wailing, really had a desolate flavor.

Now it was the end; Chen Ke could pronounce the final judgment on the Zhang family. He turned to the comrades and said: "I don't want to kill so many people. The purpose of killing is not to vent anger, but to eliminate resistance and establish a new order."

The political work commissars of the Insurance Corps all pricked up their ears to listen carefully. They had no work experience in this area. After suffering setbacks in Shanghai, although everyone said they would follow the Party organization to pioneer the Anhui revolution, comrades who had seen the strength of foreigners and the Manchu Qing government actually felt in their hearts that the enemy's power was too strong, and the difficulty of revolution in Shanghai was too great. Only in a situation dominated by their own people could the revolution flourish. And the subsequent flood in Anhui made these comrades lose their direction again. Various solutions proposed by Chen Ke could effectively turn the unfavorable into favorable. The People's Party "easily" organized such a scale of armed forces and could even gain actual control over large tracts of land. No one had the intention of opposing Chen Ke.

Those selected to engage in political work were either relatively obedient or enterprising. Regardless of which attitude, everyone hoped to learn more from Chen Ke so that they wouldn't be at a loss in future work.

Chen Ke's voice was very loud. At this moment, he didn't care if comrades other than cadres heard clearly. He didn't care if the common people could hear either. On this issue, Chen Ke had nothing to hide. His voice was very loud; except for those north of the fortified village and by the lakeside, the comrades and common people around Chen Ke could hear clearly.

"There is something wrong with this world! Why is there something wrong? After such a natural disaster, many people will die! Many people! Thousands and thousands! Is it because there isn't enough grain to eat? No, the grain we have on hand now is enough for tens of thousands of people to eat for three months. The grain produced in these three months can let tens of thousands of people live until next year's harvest! So where did the grain go? It was all taken away by landlords! It was all hidden by landlords! It was all used by landlords to feed those who sold their lives to them! Comrades, is this right?" Chen Ke roared.
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Chen Ke had heard the saying, "Cutting off a man's wealth is worse than killing his parents." He thought this saying was both right and wrong. For China's landlord class and their descendants, some things looked very thought-provoking on the surface.

In the history of New China, the economic policy of the revolution was built on the foundation of "Land Reform." Land was fully confiscated and then distributed. After the complete destruction of the old land ownership system, the old social system also perished with it.

Chen Ke grew up in the late 20th century. The period when he began to have enough interest in politics was exactly the turn of the century when China was industrializing at high speed. In these years, Chen Ke met many people. These people's attitudes towards Land Reform were surprisingly consistent. Including Chen Ke, everyone believed this was necessary and just. Everyone's disagreement was merely whether the supporting policies of Land Reform were reasonable, whether the efficiency of productivity development was sufficient, and whether the ideological transformation after Land Reform was thorough. As for the destruction of the old landlord class, the crowd had not a shred of sympathy.

This consensus was not strange; what was strange was that the ancestors of many people, including Chen Ke, came from landlord backgrounds. "If there were still landlords, how rich would we be just relying on these lands?" Everyone occasionally joked like this. But when talking about the national level, these descendants of landlords fully expressed support for Land Reform. Because everyone was an urban class forged by the industrial age, everyone's thinking mode was completely an industrialization line of thought.

From the perspective of an industrial country, the landlord's production mode relying on land rent was too backward. As the backbone class of society back then, landlords occupied most of the means of production and grain. But they did not use these means of production and grain for industrial construction because the resources each landlord could take out were too few, simply insufficient to build an industrial system. Let alone that they had no industrial organization and thinking mode at all. Historical limitations doomed these country bumpkin landlords to be unable to spontaneously build China's industrial system.

If China in the 20th century wanted to confront foreign aggressors, if it wanted to defend its own country and people, it must industrialize. Since the old land system and the derivative landlord class were destined to be unable to realize this historical mission, in the eyes of industrial urban classes like Chen Ke, the old land system was a real sin. From the perspective of national liberation and development, landlords committed heinous crimes intentionally or unintentionally. The social system on which landlords relied for survival was a decadent system that must be thoroughly eliminated.

The productivity level of an industrial country is far higher than that of an agricultural country. Although "Land Reform" eliminated landlords, the industrial system built after Land Reform provided more opportunities, provided a higher standard of living, and provided a better lifestyle.

From the late Qing Dynasty in 1911 to New China in 1949, China's population did not grow much in these thirty-plus years, and China's average life expectancy actually dropped to over thirty years old. Among every three babies born, one would not live to three years old. And in the 60 years of the Republic, the population went from more than four hundred million to more than 1.3 billion. The population in 2011 was three times that of 1949. This was achieved on the basis of implementing large-scale family planning. The average life expectancy more than doubled. As for the quality of life, it was a level unimaginable in 1949.

It can be said that the Land Reform policy ended the old system of China and laid the cornerstone for the industrialization process of New China. So no matter how severe the Land Reform was, or if there were a tiny bit of things that didn't look so gentle now due to improper operation, Chen Ke still believed that Land Reform itself was absolutely correct, absolutely just, and absolutely necessary.

When Grandpa Mao formulated the Land Reform plan back then, he explicitly proposed the policy of "removing the landlord hat in five years." Liu Xiuyang, as the head of the "Capitalist Roaders" (*Zoupai*) in the Party, proceeding from the angle of industrial capital, believed that landlords must be rooted out completely. The bureaucratic system deviated greatly when executing the Land Reform policy; this was the historical limitation of the Capitalist Roaders represented by Liu Xiuyang. No matter what, it couldn't be blamed on Land Reform and Grandpa Mao.

But Chen Ke had no way to explain these clearly to the comrades, nor could he explain these clearly to those common people, let alone to the landlords and their families. For Chen Ke, everything in front of him was the "past." Unless Chen Ke could make China possess the strength and status of the first decade of the 21st century in his lifetime, otherwise, Chen Ke couldn't have any "future."

So in this summer of 1906, whether it was Landlord Zhang Youliang's family trembling in front of Chen Ke, or the Insurance Corps comrades looking solemn, waiting for Chen Ke's final decision and ready to implement it—Chen Ke knew deeply that his order would decide the future of both the enemy and us. He must take responsibility, not only to his own comrades but even to these current "enemies."

The path Chen Ke wanted to point out would decide the future of Fengtai County now. If Chen Ke successfully realized the revolution in his ideals, then Chen Ke's decision today would decide the future of China and the future of the world. For the comrades following him, Chen Ke had a responsibility. As a leader, Chen Ke had to lead them through layers of difficulties and dangers to land on the other shore of realizing an industrialized China. And for the enemies, for those people abandoned and sacrificed on the road Chen Ke strove to travel, if Chen Ke couldn't prove his path was successful, that his path could achieve the historical mission of China's rejuvenation, then the sacrifice of these abandoned and sacrificed people would become meaningless. If Chen Ke's decision was correct, he inevitably had to take responsibility for these people.

Chen Ke's ancestors were small and medium landlords more than a hundred years ago, but as early as the beginning of the 20th century, his ancestors sold a lot of land and then moved to the city. The children first received education in church schools opened by foreigners. After finishing high school, they finished majoring in machinery at the university opened by the Beiyang government, specializing in internal combustion engines. After the Japanese invaded China, all the children in Chen Ke's family defected to the Party. Because the patriarch at home commented, "The Communist Party looks like it will succeed at first glance." These elders who had received sufficient education followed the Party to fight unswervingly from then on, working diligently in the army and technical departments. Some elders sacrificed before the revolutionary victory, and some followed the Party all the way to liberate the whole of China.

If this was just the choice of the Chen Ke family determining Chen Ke's viewpoint, then for those landlord descendants Chen Ke knew who didn't follow the Party, their elders didn't follow the Party, but these people also firmly believed in the correctness and necessity of Land Reform. For such a result to appear, it can only be said that everyone has a scale in their hearts. The result of history has clearly proven the correctness of Land Reform and revolution, proving the success of the Chinese industrialization road opened up by these policies. So they accepted the correctness of this result and admitted the justice of the action that once destroyed their family property.

But the responsibility was so heavy. The base area was very weak now, relying entirely on natural disasters to intensify social contradictions and greatly weaken the old society's own order. To survive, the common people followed the Insurance Corps; to survive, everyone came to fight. To survive, those soldiers from decent families also learned to kick doors, learned to kill, and learned to use violent means to suppress and quell the captives' commotion when persuasion was ineffective.

To survive, they gathered under the banner of this new political party and new army that Chen Ke began to build. And this political party and army, after being built, had already begun to show the violence and ruthlessness peculiar to state machinery. Chen Ke stepped over this psychological burden because history had already proven to him: "A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another."

"If the broom doesn't reach, the dust won't run away by itself." Without using revolutionary violence, the revolution cannot proceed. If you don't destroy the enemy, you will be destroyed by the enemy. Zhang Youliang and his family had been caught now, but "releasing a tiger back to the mountain" was unacceptable. The Zhang family might not be any amazing force, but if they were allowed to start acting freely, they would counterattack.

Then perhaps they should be rooted out completely.

Just as Chen Ke thought of this, he heard Xu Dian speak anxiously. "Battalion Commander Chen, we can't kill them all." Perhaps feeling his voice was too loud, Xu Dian hurriedly lowered his voice, "It's not that we can't kill them now, but if we kill them all now, what will others think? Others will think that whoever offends us, we kill them all. That will only make others think we have no tolerance. Correct, if we let the Zhang family go, they will definitely make trouble. But as long as we guard their family members, they will at least hesitate for fear of hurting the hostages and dare not act rashly. Even if they go to file a complaint, we have ways to suppress them. Absolutely possible. We... we are not without people above us."

Xu Dian looked at Chen Ke as he spoke. Just now, the expression on Chen Ke's face was indescribably calm. Xu Dian had never seen such an expression. This was the expression and posture that had once made Wu Xingchen shudder. This was an expression and posture of abandoning all one's own thoughts and merely expounding a truth. And this attitude was truly terrifying. Chen Ke at this moment didn't look like a living human being at all, but seemed possessed by something, emitting a resolute attitude.

Other comrades felt a heavy atmosphere, and Xu Dian had already guessed Chen Ke's mind to get rid of the Zhang family. In the morning, Xu Dian and Hua Xiongmao arrived at the Zhang family together. They fought a bloody path out of the Zhang family to survive. But Xu Dian didn't think some things needed to be done so thoroughly.

"Going too far is as bad as falling short (*Guo you bu ji*), Battalion Commander Chen. Although heavy punishment is used in troubled times, killing them requires a reason. To save the people and obtain land, we took action against the Zhang family. When the Zhang family resisted, we killed them, and that was it. But most landlords in the county didn't resist us. If we get rid of the Zhang family, what will those people think? Are we going to kill all those people too? Battalion Commander, it's not that we can't kill, but we can't kill them all without a reason."

Hearing Xu Dian's words, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief lightly. These words were very reasonable. Although there were no more operational suggestions, Chen Ke accepted this explanation.

"Wenqing, uh, Battalion Commander Chen. I suggest we move the Insurance Corps headquarters from the county town to Yuezhangji. It's close to the county town here, so we can know quickly if there is any disturbance. Besides, the situation here is also good, with mountains and water; it's a good place. Let's guard the Zhang family first. We'll decide the final plan later." Hua Xiongmao also said.

Chen Ke nodded, "Then let's do this first. Everyone go confiscate the Zhang family's grain and wealth first. Our Insurance Corps keeps half, and the other half will be distributed to the local common people. For those who came from outside, distribute a share to them according to the distance of their homes. These people put in a lot of effort; they can't leave empty-handed when they go home."

Seeing Chen Ke had returned to the usual orderly situation, and the assignment of tasks was reasonable and humane, all cadres breathed a sigh of relief.

But Chen Ke suddenly said loudly: "I have always told everyone that we want to establish a new order. What is a new order? I can explain it clearly to everyone. Starting today, in all the territories under the jurisdiction of our People's Party, there are only the common people and the government led by our People's Party. The People's Party leads the people directly, leading everyone to live a good life together. May the tiller have his field, and the laborer have his job. But those who want to rely on occupying land and factories to make themselves rich will never have the opportunity to do so again." Speaking of this, Chen Ke raised his left arm straight, his left index finger pointing straight to the sky above, "Comrades, this sky has changed!"

Among the comrades surrounding Chen Ke, only a very few could vaguely understand the economic and political concepts Chen Ke expounded in these words, but they all knew Chen Ke had set the keynote for the People's Party and the Insurance Corps. Just then, a gust of strong wind blew from the lake. It was already the Beginning of Autumn (*Liqiu*), and the temperature after the flood wasn't high. Everyone's clothes were thin; blown by this wind, everyone shivered. It was unknown whether they felt a trace of chill, or felt high-spirited about the sentence "The sky has changed!"

"Eighteen days after the Beginning of Autumn, every inch of grass bears seeds. Tomorrow we will start organizing rush-planting. If we can't grow grain this year, our Insurance Corps and the tens of thousands of people under our banner won't be able to survive this winter. Are comrades ready?" Chen Ke asked loudly.

"Yes!" Hua Xiongmao took the lead to stand at attention and salute Chen Ke. One by one, the officers stood at attention and saluted Chen Ke.

Chen Ke waved his hand, "Everyone go confiscate the Zhang family."
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