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Chapter 1 Hongmen Banquet (I)

"Most of the distinguished gentlemen here have read some books, and know that Confucius said, 'The elderly should be cared for, and the young should be nurtured.'" Shang Yuan said with a smile to the people in the conference room. This was the Insurance Corps' military camp conference room in Fengtai County. The room structure was simple and bright: wooden pillars, exposed beams, and straw mats for walls. Considering the situation in Anhui, the wind was also taken into account. Many spots were left with ventilation openings. As a result, ventilation and lighting were excellent. Chen Ke liked working in such a spacious, bright room made of natural materials. Shang Yuan also liked it. Compared to the cramped yamen, this room with only straw mats for walls was spacious—not just by a little bit. It gave one a feeling of openness and magnanimity.

After the flood, most landlords in the disaster area followed their old habits and fled to the county town to avoid the disaster. The wealthier ones fled to the prefecture seat. Because it had rained for sixty days continuously in Anhui, roads were cut off. Plus, most landlords in Fengtai County didn't have much money, so they hadn't gone any further. After eliminating Zhang Youliang, Shang Yuan invited the landlords to the Insurance Corps' military camp for a meeting.

"I have read a few lines and seen those words. I wonder what instructions the Magistrate has," Miss Ren Qiying asked first.

Miss Ren Qiying came to the meeting on behalf of the Ren family. The head of the Ren family had fallen ill recently, claiming to the outside world that he caught a cold. In fact, it was to express his strong dissatisfaction with his daughter willfully joining the Insurance Corps and showing her face in public all day long. But Ren Qiying didn't care about the gossip at all. Since her father "fell ill," Ren Qiying, as the eldest daughter, was duty-bound to undertake family affairs. It should be known that Ren Qiying had a fierce temper. Since childhood, if her two younger brothers and two younger sisters didn't listen to her, she dared to beat and scold them. With the elder sister coming forward and the father "reporting illness," the Ren family now looked to Ren Qiying as their leader.

However, Ren Qiying knew her father's thoughts. If her father got involved after she joined the Insurance Corps, there would definitely be endless trouble in the future. Eggs should not be put in one basket. Even if the Insurance Corps failed in the future, as long as Ren Qiying stepped out to take the blame—at worst being beheaded to give an explanation—the Ren family would at least not be too embarrassed. But in these times, the Insurance Corps' arrogance in Fengtai County was overwhelming, added to the great flood; if they couldn't cling tightly to this big tree, the Ren family would lose the present. And without the present, there was no need to mention the future.

So to clear the relationship, Ren Qiying didn't care about the gossip outside at all. Outside, everyone said Ren Qiying "acted recklessly" and angered her father into illness. If it were someone else, they would have tried every way to explain, but Ren Qiying let such rumors be. Moreover, she acted even more "unscrupulously." For example, this time Magistrate Shang Yuan gathered the landlords of the county town for a meeting, and Ren Qiying, as a woman, participated openly. This caused unhappiness among the landlords in the same row; their gazes were full of disgust and annoyance.

Shang Yuan laughed: "Miss Ren is indeed heroic. This official has been in Fengtai for almost half a year. As far as I know, the charity granaries in Fengtai County have no grain at all. The various clans have no money and no grain either. This flood is far from comparable to the past. If this continues, even the strong will be helpless, and the old and weak will naturally be in imminent danger. A human tragedy is imminent. This official has read some books and seen records of 'using bones for fuel' and 'exchanging children for food' in disaster years. Just reading these words, I was scared out of my wits. Since I am the magistrate of Fengtai County, if such things really happen here, I could not redeem myself even with ten thousand deaths."

With such dignified righteousness laid out, the landlords knew that Magistrate Shang Yuan was about to state his conditions. Everyone's eyes wandered back and forth between Shang Yuan and Chen Ke beside him. Shang Yuan's meaning should be Chen Ke's meaning.

Local landlords knew that Magistrate Shang Yuan had a very deep relationship with the Insurance Corps. They had seen more than once that when Magistrate Shang Yuan met Chen Ke, the leader of the Insurance Corps, he always took the initiative to step forward and salute. Although they didn't know who Chen Ke was, the rule of officialdom was that commoners saluted officials. Although Magistrate Shang Yuan didn't deliberately put on airs when facing landlords, his official prestige was always sufficient. This let the landlords know that Chen Ke was not someone they could afford to provoke. Of course, it must be noted that during this natural disaster, the Insurance Corps, which controlled nearly a thousand people, was definitely not a force the landlords could offend either.

"The county has already moved the victims to Yuezhangji. Presumably, everyone knows about this, right?" Shang Yuan asked.

Of course, everyone knew about this. The reason why these landlords could tolerate the existence of the Insurance Corps before this, and didn't risk death to run to the prefecture seat or Jiangsu, was on one hand that it was hard to leave their native land, and on the other hand, the roads were cut off. 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, and over a thousand *li* up and down, all became a watery country. To save the surrounding people, the Insurance Corps requisitioned all boats. Without boats, the landlords couldn't run either. More importantly, public security in Fengtai County was actually better after the disaster than before.

Since the flood started, the Insurance Corps had managed all the victims and refugees. They built a place called "Home of the Common People." The concentration camp provided food and lodging, so the victims naturally followed to the "People's Home." After the Insurance Corps settled all these people, they struck out forcefully and swept away the local ruffians and hooligans in the county. These people were all arrested for forced labor. Although it was a disaster year, the order in Fengtai County was much better. What landlords feared most was victims rising up to make trouble. How many people did a landlord family have? In a disaster year, the common people would die even if they didn't make trouble; making trouble might mean dying a bit later. If thousands of common people rioted, landlords couldn't resist at all. Since someone was willing to come forward to manage these things, landlords felt happy instead.

Of course, the Insurance Corps relied on this "Home of the Common People" to recruit manpower and gather henchmen on a large scale. If it were in the past, providing such materials would naturally be hugely expensive. Ordinary forces couldn't afford it at all; they could only borrow money and grain from landlords. And landlords could also take the opportunity to reach various compromises with these forces. Unexpectedly, the Insurance Corps didn't do this at all. Since building the "People's Home," the Insurance Corps completely ignored the landlords' active gestures of goodwill. On one hand, they cut off the connection between the inside and outside of the "Home of the Common People"; on the other hand, they relied on their own strength to provide clothing, food, money, and grain for the concentration camp. They never asked landlords for a bit of property. Magistrate Shang Yuan also didn't take advantage of the natural disaster to extort landlords.

Although landlords felt strange about such an abnormal situation, since they didn't suffer losses themselves, it was an extremely lucky thing in this year of great disaster. At least most of the landlords present thought so. Except for Ren Qiying who explicitly requested to join the Insurance Corps, other landlords thought "less trouble is better than more trouble" and chosen a self-protection strategy of silence.

"Lord Shang, what instructions do you exactly have?" The one speaking was Landlord Zhang Pinggui. Although he knew the best way now was to remain silent. But Zhang Pinggui and Zhang Youliang were clansmen, relatives within three or four degrees. After learning of Zhang Youliang's destruction, he was very panicked and uneasy. The armed force under Zhang Youliang was also considered famous in Fengtai County. As a result, these young men of the Insurance Corps turned hostile as soon as they said so, and dealt with Zhang Youliang in half a day. There was no more news of the Zhang family members. If the Insurance Corps took action again, people related to Zhang Youliang would naturally bear the brunt. To avoid this fate falling on his head, Landlord Zhang Pinggui had to argue strongly on just grounds.

When the Insurance Corps began to transfer a large number of victims to Yuezhangji, the landlords hadn't received the news of Zhang Youliang's destruction. Regarding the transfer of victims, landlords privately celebrated. The Insurance Corps managed those people very strictly, and the landlords didn't know what happened inside the "Home of the Common People." But according to past experience, the farther away one was from the victims in a disaster year, the safer. The Insurance Corps moved all the victims to other places, so the landlords in the county town were naturally much safer.

But a few days later, the news of Zhang Youliang's destruction reached the county town, and only then did the landlords know things were bad. It wasn't that the landlords hadn't heard of Zhang Youliang shouting about taking action against the Insurance Corps. They had also guessed in private who would win if the two sides really fought. Unexpectedly, that group of young men from the Insurance Corps took action instantly, and actually destroyed Zhang Youliang first. Zhang Youliang's destruction was so easy; if the Insurance Corps took action against other landlords, who could withstand it?

Before they had time to organize, the Insurance Corps troops came to the door with Magistrate Shang Yuan's oral message. It was said that everyone was to hold a meeting. Those formerly poor people were far less polite than before. After announcing, regardless of whether the landlords were willing or not, they immediately took people forcibly. Everyone gathered together in the Insurance Corps barracks. This was obviously a "Hongmen Banquet."

Although Shang Yuan was obviously in cahoots with the Insurance Corps, Shang Yuan was an official after all; he had to be reasonable, right? So Zhang Pinggui quickly replied, fearing that if he remained silent, Shang Yuan would feel he couldn't reason with the landlords and wash his hands of the matter. If Chen Ke came out to speak, the price he offered would definitely be much higher than Shang Yuan.

"The county has decided to move all the victims to Yuezhangji and has already started rush-planting and rush-harvesting. The victims need to farm, and the land in Yuezhangji is not enough. To feed these tens of thousands of people, this official feels we have to borrow some more land from everyone." Shang Yuan said very calmly.

Hearing this, there was silence in the room. The landlords were extremely shocked. They never expected that Shang Yuan, as the magistrate, could say such words. These people had never heard of such a thing as "borrowing land." They couldn't understand Shang Yuan's meaning and didn't dare to speak indiscriminately.

Shang Yuan naturally didn't intend to let everyone guess blindly. He originally intended to explain carefully. "This official stayed in the capital for a long time. From princes up top to ordinary officials down below, this official has some friendship. Do you gentlemen know what the hottest topic in the capital is now?"

"Please inform us, Lord Magistrate." Ren Qiying asked in a crisp voice. The girl's pleasant voice not only didn't put the participating landlords in a good mood but attracted angry gazes instead.

Ren Qiying didn't care at all. Not only did she not care, but she also sneered, "Elders, I know your thoughts. You just dare not speak, afraid of offending people after saying wrong things, and also afraid of being extorted. But this girl feels we might as well speak clearly. The Insurance Corps dared to beat even Uncle Zhang; we are even less of a match. Bringing us here this time is clearly a Hongmen Banquet. Maybe Mr. Chen Ke will smash a tea bowl, and dozens of people will rush in from outside immediately, brandishing knives and guns against us. Rather than getting to this stage, it's better to speak clearly. Everyone discuss it openly. Even if we can't reach an agreement in the end, we will die understanding why. Elders, you are knowledgeable and experienced; do you think what this girl said makes some sense?"

The participating landlords originally had a mind to "stall," so how could they be willing to lay their cards on the table so straightforwardly? After Ren Qiying finished these words, most landlords showed extremely unhappy expressions. Only one person laughed loudly. Everyone looked; the one laughing was Chen Ke.

"Miss Ren's words are interesting. I'll state my position to everyone first: inviting everyone here this time, we must discuss a result. Without a result, no one should think about going back." Chen Ke laughed.

This statement was clear and understandable. The landlords' last thought of hoping to muddle through fell flat. Before they could speak, they heard Chen Ke continue: "Tea bowls are very expensive. Smashing one costs a lot of money; I feel distressed. Calling dozens of people with knives and guns in from outside—I just need to shout once; no need to smash tea bowls."

This naked threat was really effective. The landlords swallowed the words that had reached their lips back into their stomachs.

Chen Ke continued: "Everyone listen to Magistrate Shang Yuan finish first; what's the rush? We have plenty of time. We have prepared accommodation for everyone here. Whenever we finish talking, we will naturally let everyone go. Magistrate Shang, please continue."

Shang Yuan ignored the landlords' faces turning ashen and continued: "The trend in Beijing recently is talking about constitutionalism (*Lixian*). To put it plainly, it means everyone formulating a law together, and everyone has to abide by this law in the future. From the Empress Dowager and princes up top to officials and clerks down below, everyone feels it should be done this way. Now is the flood period. This subordinate official feels that, first of all, we have to relieve the disaster. But regarding this charter of disaster relief, if we alone have the final say, either the common people won't be happy, or the landlords won't be happy. So, I feel we might as well follow the intention of Beijing and establish a constitution. Let's discuss and formulate a law. Whether it is this official, the Insurance Corps, you gentlemen, or the common people, all follow this law. This official's words alone don't count on this matter, so I invited you gentlemen here to discuss how this constitutional legislation should proceed."

After these words were finished, the landlords were immediately confused. They originally thought Shang Yuan and Chen Ke wanted to seize the landlords' land. Unexpectedly, it turned into some constitutionalism. Fengtai County wasn't too isolated; some landlords knew the term "constitutionalism" and heard it was making a big noise in Beijing. But what exactly constitutionalism was, they didn't know. This was a major event discussed by the Empress Dowager and princes; the landlords thought to themselves that they were not qualified to participate in such major events. As soon as Shang Yuan said this, everyone was completely baffled—like a monk measuring two *zhang* tall who couldn't touch his own head.

While puzzled, they heard Ren Qiying laugh: "Lord Magistrate, you mean that to relieve the disaster, you want to borrow our landlords' land. You want us to discuss a charter, letting us landlords discuss with you how to borrow our land. Is this right or not?"

"Exactly so," Shang Yuan replied.

Only now did the landlords understand. A burst of anger surged in everyone's chest. This clearly meant the landlords were being sold, and they still had to help Shang Yuan count the money. This was really bullying people too much.

"Lord Magistrate, your words are unreasonable." Wang Pinggui spoke up. "Borrowing our land for the common people to farm—this is unheard of. You asking us to discuss how to distribute our own family property to others, isn't this playing us?" At this point, Wang Pinggui threw his delaying tactics to the winds. If he was openly played like a monkey by others, he would absolutely not accept it like this. As soon as these words came out, other landlords nodded one after another. Obviously, Wang Pinggui spoke their heartfelt thoughts.

Facing the landlords whose attitudes were quite consistent, Shang Yuan frowned slightly and looked at everyone with a slightly puzzled expression. If Shang Yuan had glared angrily and flown into a rage, the landlords might not have been afraid. But Shang Yuan's expression, which simply carried sympathy and pity, made the landlords baffled and uneasy.

After looking at all the landlords, Shang Yuan said: "Everyone ran to the county town, and some are even preparing to run to the prefecture seat and the provincial capital. Why? Isn't it because you are afraid of victims making trouble? Why do victims make trouble? Isn't it because they can't survive? As far as I know, after every flood, countless lawsuits and many homicide cases arise because of land demarcation. After every flood, victims will plant some grain on land that can be farmed, regardless of whose land it is, just hoping to have some harvest to survive the disaster year. Then these things entangle endlessly, and can't be cleared up for several years. It will even forge many personal grudges. Rather than this, it's better for us to simply draw a path now, to save fighting lawsuits later. At that time, everyone will be in turmoil because of lawsuits. When everyone files complaints, you always have to bribe up and down. This official doesn't love money and naturally won't accept any bribes. But everyone's money didn't come from the wind; spending this money in vain to fatten the officials and runners, don't you feel distressed?"

After Shang Yuan finished these words, the landlords also felt there was some reason. Although they had some intention of uniting against the enemy just now, once Shang Yuan mentioned the internal contradictions among landlords caused by land division, many people immediately remembered many old things.

"Mr. Zhang Pinggui, I heard that you and Mr. Lv Youlian's family are in-laws. As a result, the two families fought a lawsuit for almost ten years because of a piece of land. Two magistrates were changed, but the matter wasn't cleared up. Good in-laws act like enemies on weekdays. I won't talk about other things; after this flood, the field ridges and boundaries are all gone. Are your two families preparing to reconcile? Or are you preparing to continue fighting for that piece of land?" Before this meeting, Chen Ke and the others learned from the experience of attacking Zhang Youliang and made a lot of preparations and plans. They strove not to have huge loopholes in the plan. And regarding the contradictions between various landlords, the People's Party did a detailed investigation.

Sure enough, as soon as these words came out, Zhang Pinggui's face immediately became extremely ugly. Landlord Lv Youlian also participated in this meeting. Because of these old grudges, he sat far away from Zhang Pinggui. Hearing Shang Yuan finish, Lv Youlian just snorted coldly but didn't speak. The atmosphere immediately became somewhat strange.

"So, gentlemen, won't it work if we formulate a charter?" Shang Yuan continued to ask with a sympathetic look.
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Chapter 2 Hongmen Banquet (2)

If the conflict between landlords and ordinary people was sharp due to class positions, Chen Ke firmly believed that profound contradictions also existed within the landlord class itself. As soon as external pressure disappeared, the internal struggle among landlords would become sharp and profound. The Chinese landlord class did not have a kind of class self-awareness, so they couldn't have a true political consensus. Of course, even if they had any political consensus, it would be limited by the level of productive forces and couldn't form any real strength.

After Yuan Shikai's death, China fell into a situation of warlord melee. The landlord class could at most bully the common people, while warlords could arbitrarily slaughter landlords. So after having his own armed forces, Chen Ke didn't care much about the landlords' opposition. The reason why he didn't fall out directly now, but adopted the method of divide and persuade, was merely because the stronger enemy, the Manchu Qing, still existed. The "United Front" was to unite the forces that could be united to the maximum extent, striving to let the various factions within the enemy choose a neutral position to the greatest extent in the struggle. Only in this way could the greatest benefits be obtained at the minimum cost through "striking at the diehards."

The facts were as Chen Ke expected. As soon as Shang Yuan threw out the contradictions between landlords, the participating landlords were no longer united. The conflicting emotions between Zhang Pinggui and Lv Youlian were intensified. Although Zhang Pinggui was very clear about Shang Yuan's intention to sow discord, that kind of hostile emotion from the bottom of his heart still couldn't be overcome. And Lv Youlian also didn't have any good attitude towards Zhang Pinggui. Even if Zhang Pinggui wanted to ease the hostile emotions, there was no way.

Shang Yuan struck while the iron was hot and said: "The conflict between you gentlemen has already reached this point. If there is no charter, everyone think about it, what kind of situation will it be when those tens of thousands of people without food and drink make a disturbance? I'll say this upfront: as an official in Fengtai County, I want to protect the territory and comfort the people. If you gentlemen want this official to suppress the people who are about to starve to death, don't even think about it. We should always talk about hidden merit (*Yin De*) when doing things. Saving tens of thousands of people, this hidden merit will definitely be no problem in protecting your safety and the safety of your descendants. But if people starve to death, how will you explain it when you see the King of Hell after death and he asks about it?"

Shang Yuan didn't believe in any King of Hell or little ghosts at all, but most of these landlords believed. More importantly, now the situation was stronger than people. Even if Shang Yuan didn't speak for the common people now, the Insurance Corps clearly wouldn't speak for the landlords.

The so-called "Red Face, White Face" (Good Cop, Bad Cop) was a common means to guide the situation. Ren Qiying was assigned the task of the "Red Face." Seemingly speaking from the landlord's perspective, she was actually completely adding fuel to the flames. When Shang Yuan spoke to this point, Ren Qiying naturally knew how to continue, "Lord Magistrate, you are an official, and we are commoners. As the saying goes, commoners don't fight with officials. No matter how we fight, we lose. Moreover, Mr. Chen Ke has thousands of soldiers in his hands now; we can't beat him either. You say you want constitutionalism, but we don't believe it."

Actually, the biggest characteristic of landlords was that they would compromise in the face of power. Ren Qiying's words spoke out the fundamental thoughts of the landlords. In China, there was basically nothing that could guarantee the interests of landlords. The government and the landlords were not of one mind either.

"Lord Magistrate, Mr. Chen Ke. We are just this few people now. You either have power or have soldiers. We can't match you at all, so whatever you say, it seems we only have to listen. So if you force it, we have no way either. But if you want us to be convinced, just talking like this won't work." The speaker was Liu Jinxue. His nickname was Si Gouzi (Fourth Dog). He had read some books but didn't pass the exam for *Xiucai* (cultivated talent). In the People's Party's investigation report, this gentleman was very keen on an official career and always wanted to speculate and camp.

According to the investigation data, Shang Yuan could roughly guess Liu Jinxue's meaning, "What is constitutionalism? It means everyone discussing everyone's affairs together. My meaning is, let's organize a People's Representative Congress. Elect representatives to discuss major issues. As for this congress, let everyone elect together."

"Lord Magistrate, you are joking. Now the common people all follow the Insurance Corps. If everyone elects, those elected will definitely all be Insurance Corps people. We can't be elected at all. This won't do, this won't do." Liu Jinxue said hurriedly. Hearing these words, the landlords nodded one after another. Although they didn't like Liu Jinxue, Liu Si Gou's, usual style of camping, Liu Si Gou was quite insightful when talking about establishing order now.

"Right, right. If we elect representatives now, those elected will definitely be Insurance Corps people. If none of us get elected, it would be better not to elect." The landlords echoed one after another.

Hearing everyone's support, Liu Jinxue was very happy in his heart. Since he became sensible, he had never received such support from so many "reputable" landlords. Although this was because the landlords had to support him under the urgent situation, this Landlord Liu Jinxue, nicknamed Si Gou, felt as sweet in his heart as if he had eaten honey, and a proud look appeared on his face.

"Then everyone's meaning is, if you can't have a say in this People's Representative Congress, you definitely won't agree?" Shang Yuan asked.

"This..." Liu Jinxue couldn't quite continue. Although the landlords indeed meant this—whether it was constitutionalism or the People's Representative Congress, they must have the right to speak and leadership rights—Liu Jinxue had camped for so long after all, and he knew that thinking about it was fine, but hoping for such things to be realized was dream talk. After hearing Shang Yuan throw out these words, Liu Jinxue knew he certainly couldn't answer like this.

Seeing the sarcastic looks on Shang Yuan and Chen Ke's faces, Liu Jinxue knew he couldn't offend them. But turning his head to see the surrounding landlords looking at him with eager expressions, Liu Jinxue suddenly felt he was forced into a very awkward position. He said this originally to seek a future for himself, and he said those words somewhat involuntarily. Although he didn't know exactly what this "People's Representative" meant, Liu Jinxue intuitively knew this was a position with power, and this position didn't need government appointment and could be obtained now. But with Shang Yuan and Chen Ke in front and the landlords behind, he found himself powerless like a jumping clown.

Just when Liu Jinxue felt in a dilemma, Landlord Liu Yixuan beside him spoke, "Lord Magistrate, if we elect representatives, there must be a rule. Who can be elected and who cannot be elected? You have to give a reason. Let us hear it first."

Liu Yixuan was like Landlord Liu Jinxue; he had always been very keen on muddling along for a government job. Seeing Liu Jinxue jump out, Liu Yixuan also couldn't hold back and spoke.

Shang Yuan smiled slightly; finally, someone took the bait. This was a good thing. The task the Insurance Corps originally assigned to Ren Qiying was to act as this "Red Face" and guide the meeting onto the path prescribed by the People's Party. Unexpectedly, someone volunteered, making it much easier instead. Shang Yuan couldn't help but glance at Chen Ke. Before this meeting, Chen Ke had told Shang Yuan that in the atmosphere of northern Anhui, hoping to "be an official" was an important trend. As long as the bait of "promising an official position" was thrown out, someone would definitely jump out. Shang Yuan actually didn't believe it, but unexpectedly Chen Ke predicted it correctly. This foresight made Shang Yuan admire him very much.

Since someone volunteered to jump out, Shang Yuan naturally proceeded according to the plan the People's Party had stated, "As the saying goes, the Heavenly Spirits comprise thirty-six. I think it's appropriate to elect thirty-six People's Representatives. On the ground, there are workers, peasants, soldiers, students, and merchants. Plus this government office, I think six representatives should be elected from each walk of life. What does everyone think?"

As soon as this plan came out, the participating landlords were all greatly surprised. They really didn't expect Shang Yuan dared to decentralize power so much. "Workers" meant workshops; "Peasants" meant those farming the land; soldiers needless to say, were definitely the Insurance Corps; "Students" meant scholars; "Merchants" meant those doing business. As for the government office, it would definitely be people arranged by Magistrate Shang Yuan. calculated roughly like this, among the landlords, those opening workshops, farming land, studying, and doing business all had people participating. At most, "Peasants," "Soldiers," and "Government" would be monopolized by Shang Yuan and the Insurance Corps. The landlords were confident about selecting their own people for the other three categories.

Just when the landlords felt they were very likely to have an advantage, Shang Yuan threw out a "heavy bomb" again, "Since Mr. Liu Jinxue and Mr. Liu Yixuan understand the great righteousness deeply, it is inconvenient for our government office to occupy six numbers. As long as everyone agrees to establish the People's Representative Congress, our government office will take out two positions and give them to Mr. Liu Jinxue and Mr. Yixuan."

As soon as these words were finished, the conference room immediately exploded with a buzz. Liu Jinxue and Yixuan were mixed with surprise and joy. Just because they echoed Shang Yuan's words, they could obtain two positions in this future "People's Representative Congress." What an opportunity this was! Other landlords couldn't imagine Shang Yuan could be so "enlightened," and they were all tempted.

"Gentlemen of virtue, this official has to consider for you all. Now the natural disaster is so fierce, we are definitely powerless. But outside are tens of thousands of hungry people. These people live precariously. If they make a disturbance, can we withstand it? Forming this People's Representative Congress, with people who have a say and with rules, this official can also give an explanation to these common people. Mr. Chen Ke can also give an explanation to the common people, right?" Shang Yuan continued his persuasion work.

"Lord Magistrate, what you are plotting is nothing more than our land. Whether this People's Representative Congress is established or not, you will definitely use our land. I, a girl, just want to ask one thing: who is this land lent to exactly? Is it lent to the government, or lent to the common people? Or is it lent to Mr. Chen of the Insurance Corps? If this matter is not clear, I, a girl, dare not covet any People's Representative. If the ancestral land is gone, if I die, how can I explain to the ancestors underground?" Ren Qiying spoke. These words were like a bucket of cold water pouring on the landlords' hot hearts, making them calm down.

"Miss Ren said it well. This official dare not make decisions presumptuously. This official would like to ask, who do you gentlemen hope to lend this land to?" Shang Yuan asked loudly.

The landlords looked at each other; this was a big problem. Who exactly to lend it to was a question. Before they could speak, they heard Chen Ke say: "I personally have no opinion on who you gentlemen lend this land to. It's best to lend it to our Insurance Corps. If not lent to our Insurance Corps, lending it to the government is fine, lending it to the People's Representative Congress is also fine. But I must explain first, our Insurance Corps must be responsible for distributing the land. If there are any matters in the future, our Insurance Corps must come forward. If you gentlemen cannot agree to this condition of mine, there is nothing else to talk about."

Hearing Chen Ke's tough attitude, the landlords immediately lost their ideas. Liu Yixuan summoned up his courage and asked: "Mr. Chen Ke, if this land is lent out, can you return it to us? If you don't return it, what should be done?"

"Mr. Liu, what does our Insurance Corps want your land for? Can you tell me?" Chen Ke frowned and asked with a puzzled expression.

"This... your Insurance Corps said, borrow our land for the common people to farm." Liu Yixuan answered cautiously.

Chen Ke slapped the table and said with a slightly aggrieved voice: "Right. We don't want your land. Our Insurance Corps told the common people that taking the land is for the common people to farm, and the grain grown is for the common people to eat. We are not just taking your land now; we want to take all the land to cope with the natural disaster. But not only is your land being borrowed, the common people's land is also being borrowed. What does our Insurance Corps want your land for? If we wanted to seize your land, why would we make such a big fuss? We deceived the common people to support us, and as a result, we snatched your land. Everyone is fellow villagers; if we do this, will the common people support you locals? Or support us outsiders? They will definitely support you locals. If we break faith, the common people will absolutely not recognize it. You must think this point through clearly."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, the landlords realized that the Insurance Corps was not only taking landlords' land but also taking away farmers' land. Understanding this fact, the landlords finally breathed a sigh of relief. If so, if the Insurance Corps broke faith, they would not only be opposed by landlords, but the common people would absolutely not spare the Insurance Corps either. The landlords felt relieved one by one, looking left and right. Although they couldn't be completely at ease, at least they no longer felt they were about to face a catastrophe.

"Since Mr. Chen Ke says so, I, a girl, will tentatively believe it," Ren Qiying smiled, "However, I also know some propriety. I am willing to lend the land to the government and let Magistrate Shang Yuan preside over this matter. Is that okay?"
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The People's Party held many meetings; currently, there were three regular meetings a week. Moreover, there were inevitable meetings before major actions. So Shang Yuan and Chen Ke were both "veterans of meeting venues," but the landlords had absolutely no such experience. Without political parties, there were no meetings. Although the landlords were forcibly gathered together, these landlords were suspicious of each other. Facing strong pressure, they might temporarily have a bit of "consensus" out of class instinct. But once the pressure lessened and their respective pursuit goals differed, the landlords would immediately present a situation of complete disunity.

"Gentlemen of virtue, this official has something to do for the time being and will take two hours (*shichen*) to return. You talk first and clarify the matter of this People's Representative Congress. This official will be back in two hours," Shang Yuan said. After speaking, he didn't stand on ceremony and got up and left with Chen Ke. Leaving a group of dumbfounded landlords in the conference room.

The landlords had absolutely no idea what mystery Shang Yuan and Chen Ke were playing. They watched Shang Yuan and Chen Ke leave the conference room, and then heard Chen Ke say outside: "It's so hot; roll up the mats."

With this order, the straw mats acting as walls were rolled up. They saw dozens of Insurance Corps soldiers standing outside the conference room. The summer sunlight shone in through the wooden frames, making the already bright conference room even brighter. The landlords were all dumbstruck. Ren Qiying had said Chen Ke might "smash a cup as a signal" and rush in with dozens of people to use knives and guns against the landlords. Chen Ke also said, "If I shout, dozens of people can rush in." But the landlords frankly didn't believe it. It wasn't until they saw with their own eyes that these dozens of soldiers outside rolled up the straw mats and revealed their figures that they knew the saying "smash a cup as a signal" was not empty words. After the soldiers rolled up the mats, they left the vicinity of the conference room one after another and returned to their respective posts. Leaving a group of landlords in the room ignored.

One of the important techniques to provoke contradictions among enemies is "boldly let the enemies link up." While cooperation is achieved in communication, contradictions are also produced in communication. Now Chen Ke and the others had successfully planted many things among the landlords. Now they needed to let the landlords ferment and argue by themselves. Chen Ke and Shang Yuan could withdraw temporarily.

"Wenqing, do you think this is really okay? If the landlords can't discuss a result in the end, wouldn't we have to spend more effort again?" Shang Yuan was still not quite confident about letting landlords discuss freely.

"Brother Wangshan, we have already sent people to enclose the land. The result of the landlords' discussion is completely meaningless. We left them here actually just for the convenience of doing things," Chen Ke laughed. Anyway, large-scale rush-planting and forced harvesting had already begun. Whether the landlords agreed or disagreed, the Insurance Corps would not hold any discussion with the landlords.

The two did not stay in the Insurance Corps barracks but went directly towards the county yamen. The two places were only a few hundred meters apart, not far to walk.

"Wenqing, is this revolution? Seizing old power and having the new government wield it?" Shang Yuan was a bit unconfident.

"Brother Wangshan, you have to know one thing. We are engaging in agriculture in an industrialized mode. The labor intensity and total labor volume of the farmers are far from the lazy appearance of the past. It's much harder than before," Chen Ke spoke from his heart, so there was no meaning of joking in his expression at all.

"How do you explain this?" Shang Yuan asked very puzzledly. Since these days, Shang Yuan had shown outstanding performance in administrative work. But Shang Yuan came from an agricultural society after all, and still couldn't understand the agricultural characteristics of the industrialization era.

"How big a landlord does one have to be to build an irrigation system? Moreover, the irrigation systems built by landlords can't go out of the village. Once out of the village, it's other people's land. Do you think they are willing to let others benefit for nothing?" Chen Ke didn't want to speak so clearly. Now what he needed were comrades who could understand him. Issuing orders seemed easy, but in actual operation, one had to face various troublesome matters. Only comrades who could understand Chen Ke's train of thought could take charge of a department alone. Chen Ke was now trying hard to find such comrades.

"That makes sense. Wenqing, although my family has some land, a few thousand *mu*, it is absolutely impossible to let my family build water conservancy. Between landlords, it's fighting for water sources and fighting for existing good land. If it's building new land for nothing, don't even think about it. We absolutely won't do it." Shang Yuan was really a sensible person; what he said was completely on point.

Chen Ke was very happy. He said excitedly: "Therefore, this time we cannot let the landlords lead this matter. It's not that they are unwilling to do it, but that they simply can't do it. Now with such a large territory, more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land, which landlord can consider these lands as a whole? Moreover, do they have the guts to manage these lands well? Without a powerful armed force, managing more than a hundred thousand *mu* well makes it a piece of fat meat; everyone wants to come and take a bite. Humph. Our People's Party, our Insurance Corps, wants to organize these lands well, and no one should think about dipping a finger in these lands."

"Mn!" Shang Yuan didn't answer this question; he just nodded very spiritedly. Landlords in this era, if you had a few thousand *mu* of land, you were "fat meat" in the eyes of various forces; everyone wanted to come and cut a piece from you. It wasn't that landlords had such high enthusiasm for official careers. If there were no children from official backgrounds to keep up appearances, the days of big landlords wouldn't be easy. Moreover, as a descendant of landlords, Shang Yuan really wanted to try the taste of managing more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land. To be honest, Shang Yuan really hadn't thought about getting a shred of profit from this more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land. As long as he could personally operate such a scale of operation, Shang Yuan felt satisfied.

Chen Ke could understand Shang Yuan's thoughts very well. He had a friend in the twenty-first century who was a descendant of the Mou family in Shandong. The Mou Clan Manor of the Mou family in Shandong is one of the largest and most complete feudal landlord manors preserved in China. It was built in the first year of Yongzheng in the Qing Dynasty, owning more than 5,500 pieces of real estate, 60,000 *mu* of land, and 120,000 *mu* of mountains. Currently, more than 480 halls and pavilions are preserved, covering an area of more than 20,000 square meters. The Mou Clan Manor has a rich historical and cultural deposition. And this friend had discussed the reasons for the Mou family's prosperity with Chen Ke: it was because the Mou family had produced over a hundred Jinshi (Imperial Scholars) over generations and always had enough power and influence in the imperial court. Only then could they endure for hundreds of years without declining.

The Mou family donated all their land to the government after the liberation. Their family leader could see the situation very clearly. Facing a super power like the Party, they had absolutely no thought of resistance. But Shang Yuan's family obviously didn't have such a scale. He looked forward to personally operating a large farm of more than a hundred thousand *mu*. Although he didn't say it with his mouth, the kind of excitement filling his expression already revealed his mind.

"Brother Wangshan, do you know the difference between an industrial country and an agricultural country?" Chen Ke asked.

"Wenqing, you talked about it; it's the problem of the degree of machinery usage," Shang Yuan answered. Chen Ke had mentioned the significance of establishing an industrial country many times in People's Party meetings. This was not Chen Ke having foresight, but a summary made by many of Chen Ke's "Maoist" friends. Since the establishment of New China, the countryside had been in a situation of continuous "blood loss" of labor. Although accompanied by the increase in average life expectancy, the rural labor force seemed to "expand continuously" in the first thirty years. But compared with the population growth in rural areas, the population in cities increased even faster. This increased population was not the result of the urban population reproducing itself. Instead, it was the result of the city constantly "drawing blood" from the countryside and arranging a large number of laborers to enter the city.

Especially in the last thirty years of the Republic, with the substantial improvement of labor education levels and the rapid improvement of labor quality, it was not too difficult for rural labor to find jobs after entering the city. Even in "sweatshop" factories, there were still enough employment opportunities. And compared to the "flesh and blood factories" of the twentieth century, the sweatshops of the twenty-first century were like heaven.

And an industrial country is one that can provide mechanical equipment to be invested in the agricultural field. Although the rural labor force continues to "lose blood," and the labor intensity and total labor volume in the countryside continue to rise, the development of mechanization effectively solves the "labor" gap in between. Chen Ke had conducted a simple investigation of rural areas in Henan. Although most of those engaged in farming in Henan rural areas were women and the elderly, with combine harvesters for sowing and harvesting, every household had tractors and other machinery for other farming operations. It was not just the use of machinery; the change in technology was even more obvious. Chen Ke saw in the countryside that the situation of "flood irrigation"—(that is, traditionally pouring water into the ground, which uses a large amount of water and has low efficiency)—was decreasing, and the scale of sprinkler irrigation was getting larger and larger.

The popularization of mechanical equipment and agricultural technology greatly improved rural production efficiency and reduced the demand for the "absolute number of laborers." And the total labor volume in the countryside increased many times.

But now it was 1906. Although Chen Ke knew the changes in agriculture well, he couldn't conjure up these mechanical devices out of thin air. Not to mention the matching agricultural technology. The only mode Chen Ke could adopt was the mode of the first thirty years, which was the "Ten Thousand People Water Conservancy Campaign" publicized countless times. "Water conservancy is a ten thousand people campaign."

"Then what do we need to do now? What is the most urgent?" Shang Yuan asked. Since meeting Chen Ke, Shang Yuan felt that Chen Ke possessed "foresight" that he couldn't reach. Shang Yuan was not a very ambitious person. Like other bureaucrats of the same era, Shang Yuan didn't think following a "wise master" was shameful. Following the strong and striving wholeheartedly to build a powerful China was a common thought of intellectual bureaucrats like Shang Yuan. The hostile emotion of these bureaucrats towards "revolution" was very simple to explain because until now, among "revolutionaries," there hadn't been a "wise master" that these bureaucrats could look up to. Meeting Chen Ke, reading Chen Ke's book, and listening to Chen Ke recount the blueprint of a future "Industrialized China," Shang Yuan felt he had already met a "wise master" worthy of his loyalty. If not for this mentality, asking Shang Yuan, who was over thirty, to submit to Chen Ke, who was over twenty, would be unthinkable.

Chen Ke didn't consider Shang Yuan's psychological activities too much. He was full of his own train of thought now, "Brother Wangshan, we must ask for help from one person now, that is Pu Guanshui in Anqing. To engage in agriculture, we must build water conservancy facilities. For these more than a hundred thousand *mu* of land, the flood has just passed. The drainage system must be built, and the future irrigation system must also be built. To do these things, there must be surveying. If we don't figure out where the terrain is high and where it is low, the irrigation system built will definitely be a big joke. I have sent people to Anqing to ask Comrade Pu Guanshui to bring relevant technical personnel to our Fengtai County as soon as possible. Moreover, we not only want Comrade Pu Guanshui to bring people here, but we also want to organize our own surveying team and hurry to select enough manpower to learn surveying. This is also necessary for marching and fighting."

"Where do we find people to do surveying ourselves? This has to be undertaken by those with some cultural foundation. Although landlords can elect People's Representatives, the old guys have no future. We have to select people from those little guys. Those young people may not necessarily like their fathers' lifestyle. Pulling them into our team can also make the landlords dare not oppose us too much. At any rate, their children are with us; on one hand, it makes them feel we won't be ruthless to them. Moreover, landlords may not be willing to place righteousness above family loyalty either," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing this, Shang Yuan nodded. Shang Yuan was essentially not a person who "helps the poor and succors the distressed" at all. As a landlord bureaucrat, if the people died, they died; Shang Yuan didn't even have much sympathy. What Shang Yuan was loyal to was the "People's Party Government," and the policy of the People's Party Government was to save the common people, so Shang Yuan did his best to save the common people. In Shang Yuan's mind, the interest of the People's Party came first, and other considerations came second.

The two entered the county yamen, where several people were already waiting for them. Seeing Shang Yuan and Chen Ke come in, several people stood up and said respectfully: "Lord Magistrate, you are here."

Shang Yuan and Chen Ke sat in the seats of honor, and then Shang Yuan asked several people to take their seats. Then he asked: "Speak, have you thought it through or not?"
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Waiting for Shang Yuan in the room were several main "clerks" (*Li*) of the county. More accurately, they were three "clerks" who had not yet been removed by Shang Yuan. Since Shang Yuan arrived in Fengtai County, he had begun to use People's Party members to replace the main "clerks" in the county. First were the "bailiffs" (*Yayi*). In the Manchu Qing era, bailiffs themselves not only had to undertake various public security tasks but also had to undertake many other tasks, such as collecting taxes and conscripting laborers. Anyway, it was a very versatile profession.

According to the Manchu Qing system, those selected through the imperial examination were "officials" (*Guan*), who acted as the top administrative leaders in various places. But officials alone could not govern a place, and the state naturally could not conscript a large amount of manpower to act as grassroots administrative personnel, so local officials could appoint "clerks." For example, Shang Yuan himself was a *Juren* (Provincial Graduate) and could serve as a local official. However, the "clerks" under Shang Yuan were not produced through the imperial examination but were either hereditary locals or produced through "recommendation and recruitment." Although these people did not have "official status," they possessed great say in the local political system. These "clerks" all came from the local area and could be considered local tyrants (*di tou she*).

In the political system constructed by Chen Ke, there was naturally no space for the existence of such old-style "petty clerks." Chen Ke prepared to adopt a bureaucratic system imitating the Republic.

The biggest difference between the bureaucratic system of the New China Republic and the bureaucratic system of the Manchu Qing and previous dynasties was that the Republic made "no distinction between officials and clerks."

Roughly speaking, in the Manchu Qing system, the administrative supervisor was the "official," while the one specifically executing affairs was the "clerk." Without passing the imperial examination, a "clerk" could not rise into the system of "officials."

In the Republic, regardless of whether you were an "official" or a "clerk," you all had to pass organizational selection and testing. Those selected were collectively referred to as "state staff" (*Guo Jia Gong Zuo Ren Yuan*). "State staff" also didn't have the opportunity to reach the sky in a single bound. Republic cadres all started from the grassroots, doing the work of "clerks" first. If they could show outstanding performance, they would climb the stairs in the selection system and step into higher-level positions step by step.

This selection system was certainly countless times more brilliant than the political system of the Manchu Qing era. This system guaranteed the unity and competitiveness of the administrative agency. As long as you were included in the "state staff" system, you had the opportunity to become a general or a minister. In the Manchu Qing era, petty clerks basically had no "within-system" opportunities to become officials.

However, as the saying goes, "a strong dragon does not suppress a local snake." Those who could muddle along as "petty clerks" locally were not ordinary figures. So the People's Party had originally formulated a plan to eliminate petty clerks. But man proposes, God disposes. After this flood, the power of the Insurance Corps expanded violently. Through organizing the victims, the People's Party had completely grasped the real power in the local area. The petty clerks in the county yamen were sidelined one after another. The "Lord Magistrate" above ignored them, and the common people below were completely controlled by the Insurance Corps. On the day Zhang Youliang was eliminated, Shang Yuan told the several petty clerks in charge of tax collection and bailiff duties that they were "laid off." Moreover, Shang Yuan told them particularly clearly that he hoped these few people could automatically request to leave. This would save everyone's face.

These few people came today to give their final answer.

Chen Ke felt his killing intent was heavy recently. Or rather, facing the complex situation, Chen Ke's patience had been exhausted. He had decided to adopt "simple and crude" means to solve some problems. He had already instructed Hua Xiongmao that if these people "occupied the latrine without shitting," then he would have to "adopt some means." Anyway, the People's Party did not lack manpower. Under the current situation, the existence of petty clerks was completely unnecessary.

Since he held this thought, Chen Ke had absolutely no intention of "baring his heart" to these people. He came over together simply to hear these people's attitudes. Shang Yuan himself also meant this. As a bureaucrat and landlord, Shang Yuan had an extremely bad impression of "petty clerks." To bureaucrats, petty clerks were people who feigned compliance while acting in opposition, trying hard to sideline the existence of superior officials. To landlords, petty clerks were a group who levied exorbitant taxes and tyrannized the people. Shang Yuan, who was both a landlord and a bureaucrat, firmly supported Chen Ke's plan to sweep away petty clerks.

These few petty clerks also came from families with some status in the county. Although Shang Yuan ordered them to resign voluntarily, they still didn't panic even now. On the contrary, these people looked like they really wanted to "have a contest" with Shang Yuan.

"Lord Magistrate, this lowly person doesn't know exactly what wrong he has done that Lord Magistrate treats this lowly person like this," asked Clerk Liu (*Liu Wenshu*), who managed money and grain revenue and expenditure. Clerk Liu was over thirty years old this year and had inherited his father's clerical work.

"Liu San of the dock said that you asked him to think of every way to prevent the Insurance Corps' boats from docking at the pier. This official feels that in this extraordinary period, we should be united from top to bottom to relieve the disaster. Don't you feel a loss of conscience doing this?" Shang Yuan asked sternly.

Liu San was a relative of Clerk Liu and dominated the dock business in Fengtai County. During the Insurance Corps' disaster relief, they requisitioned boats and even bought large boats to transport grain. Liu San had always been very resentful. However, the Insurance Corps never gave Liu San a chance. Now that Shang Yuan raised this topic, although Clerk Liu had indeed given some ideas, he felt that since Liu San didn't really act, this charge naturally couldn't be established.

"Lord Magistrate, you are fabricating charges," Clerk Liu knew Shang Yuan would definitely not let him off easily, so he simply cast aside the respectful expression just now and said sternly.

"Fabricating charges? If this official fabricates charges against you, what are you going to do?" Shang Yuan sneered.

"You!" Clerk Liu didn't expect Magistrate Shang Yuan, who usually looked very scholarly, to be so unreasonable when he got tough. But he really had no way to refute it.

"Do you dare to say you didn't collude with Liu San?" Shang Yuan laughed loudly. His gaze was cold, staring tightly at Clerk Liu.

"I... I dare to say it!" Since it came to this, Clerk Liu simply acted tough to the end.

"Bring Liu San in," Shang Yuan shouted. An Insurance Corps soldier outside responded. Not long after, a fair-skinned man was dragged in. The three petty clerks were all inexplicably surprised upon seeing the comer. Liu San was originally a dark and thin fellow, but now his whole person had become fair and plump. Only after careful differentiation could they see it was Liu San.

Seeing the surprised expressions of everyone, Chen Ke almost laughed out loud. This Liu San had soaked in the dark "water dungeon" for a day, and his whole person was "bloated" from soaking. Naturally, he was both "white" and "fat." The benefit of scholars is being knowledgeable, but Chen Ke had even more knowledge from the internet. The KGB had accumulated long-term torture experience, and their conclusion was that torture only obtains the result the interrogator hopes to hear. And Chen Ke simply didn't intend to let Liu San speak any "truth." So after catching Liu San, he adopted the less bloody water torture.

One of the means of torture to create pain and despair is not to let the prisoner get used to a certain kind of pain. You have to innovate constantly and create pain from different angles. So first was hanging upside down to cause suffocation, dipping Liu San upside down into the water for a minute and a half at a time. Without anyone asking questions, they dipped Liu San into the water repeatedly, lasting for half an hour. Liu San wailed and repeatedly expressed that he would do anything.

The interrogator then asked Liu San about Clerk Liu colluding with him to try to destroy the Insurance Corps' transportation. Liu San didn't confess at first. So the interrogator adopted Lai Junchen's method of "please enter the urn." Fengtai County didn't lack coal. They found a large urn, tied Liu San up, and put him inside, then burned coal underneath. When Liu San arched outward due to the heat, the interrogator poured vinegar into Liu San's nose. After a round of pouring, Liu San completely submitted.

He said whatever the interrogator asked him to say. He signed and fingerprinted whatever he was asked to sign and fingerprint. In order to consolidate the "persuasion effect," the interrogator, according to Chen Ke's meaning, tied Liu San up so he couldn't move. Especially the head was fixed, making Liu San unable to move anywhere except his eyes. Then he was put into a closed water dungeon without light to soak for a day. Being unable to move meant unable to relieve stress. A dark water dungeon could greatly destroy a person's spirit. The Americans had done this set in Guantanamo, and Chen Ke felt it was very necessary for him to learn from the democratic torture experience.

After dragging Liu San out, the effect was truly like the US military's effect; Liu San completely collapsed. Except for "whitening," Liu San had no injuries on his body.

"Liu San, who exactly instructed you to make trouble for the Insurance Corps fleet?" Chen Ke asked.

Liu San looked at the few people numbly, then pointed at Clerk Liu. "It was him." Although he had soaked for a day, Liu San himself had a dry mouth and tongue, his throat dry and hoarse. He sounded like an elderly person.

"You are framing me (*duan lian cheng yu*)!" Clerk Liu shouted in exasperation.

"Liu San, take off your shirt and let them see if we beat you," Chen Ke asked.

Liu San's body shook but didn't move.

"Don't be afraid, I'll treat you to tea," Chen Ke said comfortingly.

Hearing "water," Liu San's body shook, and he almost cried out. He looked at Chen Ke imploringly. Chen Ke smiled slightly at him, "Don't be afraid. With the Lord Magistrate here, they dare not do anything to you."

Liu San looked at Chen Ke with trembling fear, then looked at the surrounding people. He saw Chen Ke pick up a tea bowl and slurp a mouthful. Liu San hurriedly took off his shirt and, as if still unsatisfied, took off his trousers too. Sure enough, apart from being "white and fat," there wasn't a single scar on his body.

"Liu San, did we beat you?" Chen Ke asked.

Liu San shook his head hurriedly and said repeatedly with a dry and hoarse voice: "No, no. Didn't beat me."

Shang Yuan ignored Liu San's miserable state. He asked sternly: "Clerk Liu, now we have the witness. What else do you have to say? This official doesn't want to make it impossible for everyone to step down. Do you insist on making this official take out the physical evidence too? If both witness and physical evidence are complete, this official won't just let you resign decently yourself. This official will convict you."

Clerk Liu was furious. He grunted and wanted to leave. But he saw the door blocked by several Insurance Corps soldiers.

"Clerk Liu, you want to walk out this door without writing a resignation letter? This official tells you, it's fine if you don't resign. The grain in the official warehouse doesn't match the account. As the clerk in charge of the official warehouse, you have to give me an explanation for this matter no matter what. If this official returns and doesn't see your resignation letters, this official will send people to take you back to the yamen and properly ask about this grain matter." After Shang Yuan finished speaking, he said no more. He got up and left the yamen with Chen Ke. Leaving the few people with faces full of shock and anger in the room.

"Brother Wangshan, do you think the positions of these few petty clerks can make those landlords take the bait?" Chen Ke asked with a smile on the road.

"Wenqing, you don't know the detestability of petty clerks. You can't imagine the landlords' resentment towards petty clerks," Shang Yuan just sneered.

"That means our bargaining chips have increased a bit more." They were going back to wrangle with the landlords soon. Although this small interlude in the middle wasn't much of a battle of wits and courage, the feeling of suppressing those villains with power and violence was still quite happy. Chen Ke finally laughed loudly.
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Chapter 5 Hongmen Banquet (5)

"Gentlemen of virtue, how is the discussion going?" Shang Yuan asked with a smile. As soon as he returned to the conference room, he saw the landlords huffing and puffing one by one, unexpectedly not saying a word. Presumably, they hadn't discussed any result. This kind of thing was also normal; although landlords were easily hoodwinked, when they thought about the ownership of their land being transferred immediately, even if only for a day, the landlords couldn't accept it.

As a "spy" planted among the landlords, seeing Shang Yuan and Chen Ke return, Ren Qiying said with a grave expression: "Lord Magistrate, the elders feel that just writing a document is not credible. Moreover, the elders are worried that some people will fish in troubled waters and want to take advantage of this matter to seek some benefits for themselves. The elders are all elders of clans in various places, and disaster relief is originally everyone's duty. So everyone hopes to be more cautious."

These words were spoken clearly. Shang Yuan and Chen Ke originally had a good impression of Ren Qiying. Listening to her few sentences, she had already explained the conflicts among the landlords clearly. Moreover, she didn't reveal any flaws at all. Ren Qiying had not received any People's Party lesson training, yet she could straighten out various contradictions so smoothly. Shang Yuan and Chen Ke couldn't help but look at each other. Both could see the same thought in each other's eyes: it was necessary to pull this girl in for further study.

The landlords obviously didn't hear Ren Qiying's hidden meaning. To them, whether Ren Qiying was tipping them off didn't matter; what mattered was that they indeed needed Ren Qiying to explain these worrying matters clearly. As soon as the two "outsiders," Shang Yuan and Chen Ke, left, the landlords fell into a great argument without direction. No one could come up with a plan to convince others, and everyone disagreed with others' plans. Timid small landlords worried that their land would never be returned after being lent out. Medium landlords were very worried about the authority of this People's Representative Congress; they were worried about what kind of benefits they could get from it. Big landlords, on the contrary, didn't speak much. Unlike the worries or expectations of other landlords, big landlords had big businesses after all. As long as the old order could be restored, the interests of these people could be guaranteed. They were not willing to get involved in these "changes." Big landlords just wanted to determine the reliability of the "land lending document."

These factions argued endlessly; some worried about each other, some mocked each other. It was rare that Ren Qiying could explain these things clearly.

Shang Yuan patted the table, and the landlords below immediately stopped making sounds, looking at Shang Yuan attentively. Shang Yuan said loudly: "Gentlemen of virtue, there are not many promises this official can give everyone now. However, this official returned to the yamen just now to handle a matter. This official has already fired Clerk Liu, who was originally in charge of collecting grain in the yamen. As for this People's Representative Congress, an important authority is collecting grain. This official guarantees one thing: who will do this job of collecting grain, the candidates will be elected by the People's Representative Congress. This official will not plant people myself. As for others, no matter who they recommend, this official will not agree. This Fengtai County must be decided by everyone. Only the People's Representative Congress can select people to collect grain and taxes. So this official feels that you gentlemen should hurry up and elect representatives so that these vacancies can be selected."

As soon as these words came out, the landlords were truly shocked. This Clerk Liu had connections in the Prefecture. Shang Yuan fired him just like that; such a vigorous and resolute approach would definitely offend the people above. Everyone was terrified by Shang Yuan's decisiveness on one hand, and on the other hand, they coveted the position of "collecting grain and taxes." This was a recognized fat job. Officials and clerks going to the countryside to press for grain and collecting taxes everywhere, that was sucking marrow from bones. Landlords had always suffered deeply from it. If this job of collecting grain could be elected by the landlords themselves, leaving aside other things, just this exploitation could be reduced a lot.

"Lord Magistrate, do you know you have stirred up a hornet's nest?" Hu Xingzhi asked. He was a prominent landlord in Fengtai. Moreover, Hu Xingzhi himself also opened shops in Fengtai. After the Insurance Corps came, they never extorted or blackmailed, and they were also relentless in striking hard at the hooligans on the market. So Hu Xingzhi was one of the few gentry who had a good impression of the Insurance Corps. Since the beginning of this meeting, he hadn't spoken much. Now, Hu Xingzhi finally opened his mouth.

"This official naturally knows," Shang Yuan answered, "Now the situation is extraordinary. If we can't manage the money and grain well, big trouble will happen. But you gentlemen know very clearly what kind of moral character those people in the past had. If I don't fire them, should I let them come to add trouble for nothing?"

"As the saying goes, orders issued in the morning are changed in the evening. Lord Magistrate fired them today; if Lord Magistrate leaves tomorrow, what should we do?" Hu Xingzhi was a person with land and shops after all; his insight was unusual. He was not confused by small greed. Shang Yuan's approach itself would offend very high officials. Looking at it now, Shang Yuan's days in the future wouldn't be easy.

"Clerk Liu only has a few people in the Prefecture. I won't say much, but I have quite a few teachers and friends in the Capital and the Provincial Capital. If it's for a Clerk Liu, presumably the people in the Prefecture dare not offend me. Moreover, not only me, this Mr. Chen Ke is a disciple of Mr. Yan Fu. Mr. Yan Fu, the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy, I think you gentlemen have probably heard of him."

As soon as Shang Yuan said this, many among the landlords were startled. Northern Anhui was the base camp of the Huai Army. Although these landlords didn't know much about those big figures in officialdom, they knew a lot about the big figures in the Huai Army, which was the later Beiyang clique. Many of their children served in the Beiyang Army. As the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy, many of these landlords knew Yan Fu. They never expected that the disciple of such a big figure as Yan Fu was actually Chen Ke in front of them. This made the landlords unable to help but feel awe and respect.

"How is Mr. Yan recently?" Hu Xingzhi stood up and asked Chen Ke.

"My teacher is in good health. My teacher went from Anhui to Shanghai last year and now serves as the President of Fudan Public School in Shanghai. I went to Beijing last year under my teacher's order and met Brother Shang Yuan in Beijing. At that time, I learned that Brother Shang Yuan was going to take office in Fengtai, so I came to Fengtai with Brother Shang Yuan," Chen Ke answered with a smile.

Hu Xingzhi said this, firstly to express respect for Yan Fu, and secondly, he also knew some of Yan Fu's recent situation, meaning to probe. Hearing what Chen Ke said completely matched the facts, he basically confirmed that Chen Ke's relationship with Yan Fu was indeed intimate. In these years, private teacher-student relationships couldn't be claimed randomly. Since Chen Ke dared to say so, there should be no problem.

"It is great that Mr. Yan Fu is in good health. Since the Lord Magistrate says so, I am willing to run for this People's Representative. what do the others think?" Hu Xingzhi was a straightforward person. He knew that since the Insurance Corps led by Chen Ke had made so many preparations, it looked like they were definitely going to do something big in Fengtai County. He originally had no intention of being hostile. Now learning that Chen Ke and Shang Yuan were both people with great backgrounds, he simply expressed his support directly.

Hu Xingzhi expressed his attitude. Although other landlords still didn't quite understand what was going on, they had always known that Hu Xingzhi was quite capable and not a person who did stupid things. The attitude of others obviously softened.

Chinese landlords were never an organization with their own organization and political program. They all had the characteristic of restricting their activities to a designated area. So as soon as an influential person among the landlords came out to express an attitude, others were easily influenced. Chen Ke never thought this was the final attitude of the landlords. Later, they would feel their interests were treated "unfairly," and then there would be various oppositions and complaints. Contradiction is something that exists eternally. Chen Ke would absolutely not think there was anything wrong with this.

Seeing Hu Xingzhi express support, Chen Ke followed Hu Xingzhi's characteristics and said, "Coming to Anhui this time, it's not just Brother Shang Yuan and me. Brother Pu Guanshui, who is now in the Anhui New Army, also came with us. He will come to our Fengtai County in a few days. I can introduce everyone to know him then."

Chen Ke and Shang Yuan threw out numerous names of high positions and heavy weights one by one. The landlords now really believed that these two people had huge backers behind them. Moreover, "the county magistrate is not as good as the current boss." Shang Yuan was the current magistrate, and Chen Ke led the Insurance Corps stationed in Fengtai County. These were decisive forces that could immediately form a realistic blow to the landlords. Under such pressure, the landlords succumbed again.

But after the landlords had a consensus, internal contradictions erupted immediately. Hu Xingzhi said: "Lord Magistrate, Mr. Chen Ke. I think since you want to recommend People's Representatives, then let's have a full public election. Just now Lord Magistrate said to give out two quotas from the government office; I think there is no need to be so polite."

As soon as these words came out, other landlords nodded one after another. And Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan, who had just been promised the status of People's Representative, immediately became angry. Everyone wanted a public election; this made it clear they wanted to deprive the two of their representative qualifications. There were a total of thirty-six representatives in the county, and there were more than thirty landlords attending the meeting this time alone. Among the thirty-six people, half had to be occupied by the Insurance Corps. Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan were not originally figures with prominent reputations locally. If they really had absolute confidence in being elected, they wouldn't have jumped out so anxiously to support Magistrate Shang Yuan. At that time, risking public anger to come forward, they finally obtained the qualification of People's Representative with great difficulty. Now Hu Xingzhi wanted to take away their qualifications with one sentence; the two immediately changed their expressions.

"That's not appropriate, right? Brother Hu, are you trying to make the Lord Magistrate change his orders issued in the morning by evening?" Liu Jinxue asked first. He was determined to get this position and would not let anyone take it away easily no matter what. Liu Yixuan also looked at Hu Xingzhi coldly, with a face full of dissatisfaction.

Hu Xingzhi didn't care about the performance of the two at all. He just said seriously to other landlords, "Everyone, I feel that since we want fairness, we must look like fairness. Either don't elect, or elect together. Arranging people in advance is not so convincing."

Chen Ke looked at Hu Xingzhi carefully. He couldn't quite figure out what exactly Hu Xingzhi meant. Hu Xingzhi seemed to be opposing Chen Ke and Shang Yuan, but actually, it was completely not the case. First, such opposition might not necessarily be effective. The biggest direct effect was to make Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan completely turn into Chen Ke's people. Secondly, the landlords might not genuinely care about those two People's Representative positions. As long as Shang Yuan and the others insisted slightly, the positions of these two representatives could still pass. And Hu Xingzhi had no other benefits besides showing his "fair" image.

Moreover, Hu Xingzhi was considered the first person to truly support Chen Ke and Shang Yuan, and could also be said to be a very helpful person. By doing this, he destroyed his image of "actively moving closer to the Party organization."

What exactly was Hu Xingzhi planning?
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Chapter 6 Land Reclamation (1)

Land reform in history involved measuring land, holding meetings, and distributing land, which was really a very cumbersome matter. After the flood, the vast land was vast and white; all artificially built barriers were destroyed by God (*Lao Tian Ye*). On such completely pristine land, the people were creating a future belonging to themselves.

While the landlords were forced to agree to "lend land" and were conducting various debates for the selection of People's Representatives, the disaster relief work of the People's Party was also unfolding methodically. In such an extraordinary period, the primary problem to solve was personnel management. The core was absolutely not allowing forces outside the "organization" to exist.

The Insurance Corps first underwent a major expansion, expanding from a battalion to a brigade. It had jurisdiction over two regiments, totaling eight thousand people. The name of this eight-thousand-strong brigade was the "359th Brigade," completely modeled after the land reclamation mode of the 359th Brigade in history. The station was near the county town. And the other approximately forty thousand victims organized five Temporary Reclamation Brigades according to the model of military farming colonies (*Jun Tun*), distributed and stationed near Yuezhangji. Since Zhang Youliang was resolved, the vicinity of Yuezhangji was already the world of the People's Party.

"Comrades, I know everyone feels very strange why the land isn't distributed. Many comrades came to me and asked about this matter many times. I want to ask one thing: can every person here who can work get a hoe?" Yuwen Badu shouted loudly to the comrades lined up neatly. This was the troop of the First Battalion of the Second Regiment. In order to ensure labor efficiency, the First Regiment was at least based on the old unit, with a ratio of one to three between old soldiers and new soldiers. But in the Second Regiment, it was one to ten. Plus, the Soldiers' Committee in the Second Regiment hadn't been established for long, so after working for only three days, the Second Regiment began to make a racket. The soldiers were unstable, and opposing emotions were high. The troops had to begin rectification.

The rush-planting and rush-harvesting spontaneously done by the people after the disaster followed the route from easy to difficult. That is, land where water receded early was planted first. Fertile land was planted first. However, after the flood, such land was the minority. More land was muddy land that needed drainage, loosening soil, and plowing. The hundreds of thousands of *mu* of land in Fengtai County now fell into the hands of the Insurance Corps. Everyone naturally wanted to plant good land and was unwilling to spend huge efforts to plant muddy land. In response to this situation, the Insurance Corps adopted the method of dividing and assigning areas.

To restore production as soon as possible, basic drainage projects must be completed as soon as possible. In the internal discussion of the People's Party, it was considered that these heaviest tasks should all be undertaken by the Insurance Corps. With such work arrangement, the comrades inside the Insurance Corps felt very unwilling on one hand, coupled with heavy labor. Soldiers complained loudly, and cadres of various units were under unprecedented pressure. The number of cadres in the Insurance Corps itself was very limited, while the scale of the rapidly expanding "organization" increased dozens of times. This made the young cadres unable to bear it one by one. Comrades generally believed that being able to implement the orders of the Party organization and the Insurance Corps was already maddening work. As for mobilizing the common people and explaining various problems to the common people, that was simply an impossible task.

The People's Party had to specially transfer a batch of cadres to undertake this work, and Yuwen Badu was also selected. He was still lucky; at least he only had to explain the Insurance Corps' policy to the Insurance Corps soldiers. Cadres assigned to the other several Temporary Reclamation Brigades felt like dying now.

As soon as Yuwen Badu finished speaking, someone in the troop began to shout. The general idea was that since everyone was farming, why should the Insurance Corps be responsible for bitter and tiring work like digging pits and ditches? With someone taking the lead, others also followed and made a racket. Below was immediately a hubbub of voices. Facing the clamor of hundreds of people alone, Yuwen Badu really felt his own insignificance. He shouted angrily a few times, but his voice was suppressed by the soldiers' voices as soon as it came out. It could be seen that the soldiers below were extremely dissatisfied. Just then, a roar like thunder came from behind, "The discipline of the troop is to work to eat! If today's work is not finished, meals won't be served!"

This roar was full of energy, and the clamor was instantly overwhelmed. Plus the content really had enough deterrence; hearing that no food would be given, those clamorers all dared not argue anymore.

Without turning back, Yuwen Badu knew it was Hua Xiongmao behind him. There were only three people in the Insurance Corps who could emit a roar of this degree, and Hua Xiongmao's voice could absolutely not be mistaken.

Hua Xiongmao took two more steps forward and stood beside Yuwen Badu. It was unknown whether Hua Xiongmao was taller than Yuwen Badu, or Hua Xiongmao had sufficient momentum; in short, Yuwen Badu suddenly felt confident too.

Hua Xiongmao was now the Commander of the First Regiment. The Commander of the Second Regiment had not been appointed temporarily. Hearing that the troops began to make trouble and the battalion commander couldn't persuade the soldiers, Yuwen Badu, who was engaged in civil work now, was called over, but still couldn't suppress it. The Political Commissar had to invite Hua Xiongmao over.

Hua Xiongmao was very puzzled about such a result. Although the Insurance Corps troops were newly built, in this disaster year, having a mouthful of food to eat and not starving to death was enough. Generally speaking, the common people shouldn't have such fierce opposition. Also being a troop, the First Regiment didn't have this problem. Hua Xiongmao scanned the soldiers below and quickly saw something wrong. Although the soldiers of the First Battalion were also lined up, there was a group of people looking very different from soldiers of other units. In the queue that should be neat, they presented a circular standing position. As soon as the few people in the middle clamored, those dozen people began to echo. With their incitement, a part of the soldiers also followed subconsciously to create a disturbance.

Hua Xiongmao pointed at those people and shouted: "You guys come out."

Those people didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to order like this and were slightly stunned. But Hua Xiongmao didn't give them a chance to react either. Hua Xiongmao didn't come alone; soldiers from the Reconnaissance Company came with him. These soldiers were all reliable soldiers selected through screening. As Hua Xiongmao pointed one by one, the soldiers of the Reconnaissance Company dragged people out. These soldiers had all participated in the battle of attacking Yuezhangji and had also participated in the work of personnel separation. With experience, these people were also nimble, and soon brought out all the people pointed out by Hua Xiongmao.

These people were obviously a gang. After being brought out, they subconsciously leaned together. Hua Xiongmao ignored them. He shouted to the remaining soldiers: "If today's work is not finished, the troop won't serve meals. Does anyone have anything to say?" These soldiers had only "enlisted" for a few days. Being frightened like this, one by one they stopped making sounds.

Since no one opposed anymore, Hua Xiongmao shouted: "First Battalion Commander, take your people to work." The First Battalion Commander was Lan Yinglong, who belonged to rocket-speed promotion. Seeing Hua Xiongmao had stabilized the situation, he began to shout to let everyone continue to work.

The twenty-odd people brought out saw the soldiers starting to move and immediately became anxious. A middle-aged man among them shouted loudly: "Folks, don't be deceived. They said no food if work isn't finished. Now it's already like this, can folks finish the work? Since there's no food whether we do it or not, folks don't be silly."

This kind of incitement was really effective. Hearing this, the footsteps of some soldiers stopped immediately. Hua Xiongmao waved to the Reconnaissance Company, "Take them all away." In the Insurance Corps, everyone had to work, and the Reconnaissance Company was no exception. Being transferred out this time delayed work, and everyone just wanted a quick decision. Hearing the order, they were not soft-hearted either. They immediately took out ropes and tied up these twenty-odd people. Ignoring whatever they were shouting, they dragged them away. A moment later, those people were taken far away. Only various shouts came faintly. Waiting a moment longer, even the shouts couldn't be heard.

"I want to ask everyone a sentence. In this year's harvest situation, besides here, where else gives you food to eat?" Hua Xiongmao asked loudly. The soldiers were silent one by one. Hua Xiongmao was right. Except for the Insurance Corps providing food on a large scale, there would simply be no such opportunity elsewhere.

Hua Xiongmao raised his hand high; several large blisters worn out on his palm were clearly visible. "The Insurance Corps stipulates that officers and soldiers are one; everyone must work. Are there any cadres below who don't work or slack off?"

The soldiers still didn't speak. But Hua Xiongmao could see that the soldiers were not convinced.

"Wenqing, you are still a bit wishful thinking," Hua Xiongmao thought secretly in his heart. In the People's Party meetings, Chen Ke believed that as long as food could be provided and officers and soldiers worked as one, they could get everyone's support. Even if the support wasn't that enthusiastic, at least orders could be prohibited and enforced. Those Party members from city backgrounds also basically expressed support for this. But in reality, things were not as everyone thought. Providing food merely ensured the troops didn't fall apart. Officers and soldiers laboring together merely ensured everyone could work with the officers. As for work enthusiasm and work attitude, there was completely no guarantee. If supervised tightly, everyone did a bit more; if supervised loosely, various slack-off (*mo yang gong*) things came out.

In just these few days, the little prestige the Insurance Corps had accumulated with great difficulty over several months showed a state of rapid consumption. The old troops were better, but the work situation of the new troops was so bad that it made the People's Party members feel extremely dissatisfied.

But this was the fact. Hua Xiongmao had also conducted investigations. There was a common view among the soldiers that the land seized by the Insurance Corps now was not their own, so it would definitely be seized by others. Soldiers were exerting so much effort now, but there would be no income to speak of in the future. Anyway, it was disaster relief. As long as there was a mouthful of food to eat, working more would make one hungry faster. Why risk one's life?

The collection of these situations was from investigations of the old troops. Only "one's own people" would tell you some truth. Other soldiers just resisted passively and simply wouldn't tell you any truth.

Hua Xiongmao could understand these people. He was a core member of the People's Party after all, and he knew the difficult situation faced now. Chen Ke had made so many preliminary preparations, plus the "help" of natural disasters. Being able to achieve this degree was already extremely remarkable. But revolutionary principles were meaningless to the common people. If the common people couldn't be full, who would sell their lives for you? Facing these situations, many grassroots comrades began to complain. New soldiers were actually common people, and these common people "couldn't be ordered around." Unable to reason with them; this was the common view.

Precisely because he was in the high level, Hua Xiongmao knew he couldn't blame Chen Ke. It was impossible for Chen Ke to raise the banner of equal distribution of land now. Once this banner was raised, he would be the public enemy of Fengtai County, the public enemy of Fengyang Prefecture, and the public enemy of Anhui, and even China. Chen Ke also had to compromise and solve problems through the "United Front," and such methods required time. But in this critical period now, time was more precious than gold and silver.

Hua Xiongmao looked at these "soldiers" in front of him, calculating in his heart how exactly to convince them. At least let them win this harvest together with the Insurance Corps. But Hua Xiongmao didn't have any too good methods either. He could only treat the head when the head aches, and treat the foot when the foot aches. If he encountered trouble-makers, he arrested them. If everyone didn't obey, he intimidated them with no food.

"Wenqing, hurry up and come up with a solution!" Hua Xiongmao couldn't help shouting in his heart.



★


Land Reclamation 2

Volume 3 - Chapter 7

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 7 Land Reclamation (2)

"The ditch has to be 1.5 meters deep, oh, that is five feet deep. It's not just about leading the water on the surface out. Now the underground water is full; the crops will rot if planted. You should know this at least." This was in the straw shed of the Insurance Corps Engineering Section. The person speaking was Wu Longfu, who was responsible for formulating engineering plans. He was one of the few talents specializing in engineering construction in the People's Party, and now he led the Engineering Section. Wu Longfu himself didn't know how to grow crops, but this didn't prevent him from gesticulating and issuing orders to a group of comrades who knew a little about growing crops.

"Do you know how high five feet is?" The one asking was Chai Qingguo. Among the earliest four company commanders, Chai Qingguo ranked as the Second Company Commander, and now served as the Deputy Commander of the First Regiment. Today, when the position of the Second Regiment Commander was vacant, Chai Qingguo hoped very much to become the Second Regiment Commander. This was a big cadre who could manage four thousand people. So facing a section chief who hadn't spoken many words originally, and was a returned student who claimed to have never farmed, Chai Qingguo, who had some farming experience, was very unconvinced.

"Five feet. If I jump in, only half my head will be exposed." Wu Longfu was nearly 1.7 meters tall, which was not short in this era.

"Do you know how much effort it takes to dig so deep?" Chai Qingguo was extremely unhappy with Wu Longfu's confident attitude.

"I calculated it. We need to dig ditches at least ten-odd kilometers long. That is to say, we have to dig thirty *li* of ditches. The ditch is 1.5 meters deep and 1 meter wide. One person can dig ten meters in a day. The First Regiment has four thousand people, which means it will be finished in one day. At most two days." The result of numerical calculation was simple and ruthless. Wu Longfu gave a standard answer.

"You are farting. You try digging in this kind of muddy land. Dig ten meters a day! You'll tire people to death." Chai Qingguo had accepted the Insurance Corps' military training in Anqing anyway, and knew how long one meter was.

"This is the arrangement of the organization. Since I said one person has to dig ten meters, I will also participate myself and personally dig a ten-meter-long ditch." Wu Longfu's answer completely followed the standard. Chen Ke had a requirement that if the Engineering Section formulated a plan, then everyone in the Engineering Section must complete the workload of ordinary soldiers.

Chai Qingguo knew he couldn't beat Wu Longfu in numbers, and he didn't have this plan either. He just pressed: "What exactly is the use of digging such a long ditch?"

"You also know this is muddy land. These ditches are like water wells; the moisture in the ground will seep out and enter these ditches. We just need to pump the water out of the ditches, and we can make the land dry faster. The grain harvest will also be more. Otherwise, what can we grow in this muddy land?"

Chai Qingguo was speechless. Although he had farmed, he was not proficient in farm work. But next, Wu Longfu said a sentence that Chai Qingguo couldn't understand, "We have revolutionized, so we must talk about scientific farming. The situation of depending on heaven for harvest in the past can no longer appear."

Chai Qingguo didn't know what "scientific farming" was. In fact, to put it plainly, let alone a half-baked person like Chai Qingguo, even old farmers in this era actually didn't understand "scientific farming." Selecting large seeds for breeding, and many farm works in the growing season, old farmers knew, and could even be called proficient. However, in the case of large-scale water conservancy construction, how to adopt the most efficient drainage, drought resistance, and land care, old farmers had absolutely no experience.

Wu Longfu didn't understand farming either, but he had relatively rich construction experience. He used to study railway construction in the United States and worked on American railways after graduation. The reason he returned to China was simple: American railway engineering companies simply didn't treat workers as humans. Although he was a technical staff, peers in American companies also looked down on a Chinese person. So Wu Longfu saved a sum of money and returned to China. Building railways was certainly important, but working in a place full of malice and various injustices made this young man extremely dissatisfied.

After returning to China, Wu Longfu first went to the Imperial Railway Bureau, but soon discovered that compared with American railway companies, besides having various similar problems, domestic ones had other bad habits. The United States was an industrial country anyway; company management was relatively mature. The boss was certainly "God," but the company only had this one God. While in China, ignorant and bossy officials were even more hateful. Bosses were just for making money, and foreign colleagues were just a bunch of bastards. These bad people bullied you openly. But the arrogant attitude of Manchu Qing bureaucrats who regarded the common people as dirt was even more unacceptable. Wu Longfu was a returned student anyway; he had basic self-confidence and self-esteem. He could understand "bad people," but couldn't accept the bureaucrats' arrogant attitude of regarding the common people as dung. Later he simply resigned and quit.

After meeting Chen Ke in Shanghai, Wu Longfu felt that this person suited his taste very much. Not only the common language in knowledge. More importantly, although Chen Ke had a kind of "style" of a leader, Chen Ke convinced everyone by proposing practical solutions. He never thought he should override others. This attitude suited Wu Longfu's taste very much.

The formulation and concept of "scientific farming" this time was explained to Wu Longfu in detail by Chen Ke, obtaining Wu Longfu's full support. Chen Ke said clearly that after these lands entered the hands of the Insurance Corps, they couldn't be handed over again. The land of the entire Fengtai County would form multiple farms. The irrigation and drainage of these farms would be a whole large system engineering project. Wu Longfu's railway construction experience appeared especially valuable because only Wu Longfu had seen various terrains and landforms and had experience constructing on these terrains and landforms.

His knowledge could receive such high evaluation, and he could command the whole army as a troop leader to work hard for a large project. This kind of temptation was simply not something Wu Longfu could resist. Although Wu Longfu's family also had land in the countryside, since his family's land wasn't going to be confiscated, Wu Longfu simply didn't care about the future of landlords in Fengtai County.

Having stayed in the United States, Wu Longfu had at least heard of those large farms in the United States. Being able to participate in such a project, Wu Longfu could be said to be willing to do his best. He didn't want to waste the experience learned from the United States at all. Although he didn't have qualified colleagues under him, Wu Longfu firmly believed that he could absolutely complete the engineering on this bit of land. American railway companies not only built railways, but they could also obtain land around the railway for various developments. Wu Longfu was not completely ignorant of the development and design of some engineering construction projects.

No matter how Wu Longfu and Chen Ke could talk together, when looking forward to the future economic construction of Fengtai County, Wu Longfu and Chen Ke could almost draw a very similar blueprint in their minds. But Chai Qingguo couldn't draw this blueprint, and couldn't even imagine it. This was not a scene that people like Chai Qingguo, who hadn't seen that kind of large-scale agriculture with their own eyes, could imagine. But the specific work was real. Chai Qingguo knew how much work he had to do leading the soldiers who were already full of complaints.

"Soldiers eat grain (to fight); it's unalterable principles," Chai Qingguo said word by word, "But after we conquered Fengtai, are we still soldiers?"

Wu Longfu didn't care about Chai Qingguo's excitement at all. He stated calmly: "You should ask Brigade Commander Chen about this question. The work Brigade Commander Chen gave me is to formulate how to do it. As far as I know, the work Brigade Commander Chen gave you is to do as I say. Company Commander Chai, oh, Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, if you have any questions, you can go to tell Brigade Commander Chen after you finish the work. As for what you said to me, I can only say, I have already formulated the work plan, and I have already told you the work plan. You should go to work now."

"Motherfucker! You still use the official hat to suppress me? Are you worthy?" Chai Qingguo exploded after hearing this.

Wu Longfu simply ignored Chai Qingguo. He stood up, called the comrades of the Engineering Section, carried simple surveying tools, and left with his head held high. Leaving Chai Qingguo cursing loudly in the straw shed of the Engineering Section.

After Chai Qingguo cursed for a while, the First Battalion Commander Kuroshima Jinichiro beside him couldn't help but speak to stop him. "Deputy Regiment Commander, what do we do now?"

"What do we do? What do we do!! Grandma's, I quit." Chai Qingguo flew into a rage.

"But if we don't do it, today's work arrangement..."

Before Kuroshima Jinichiro could finish, Chai Qingguo interrupted Kuroshima's words immediately, "You Japanese kid, don't talk so much nonsense. This theory is not for you Japanese to speak." When suppressing the uprising of Zhao Sanduo and others back then, Yuan Shikai borrowed about ten thousand foreign soldiers, and the Japanese army dispatched several thousand people. Chai Qingguo didn't have a shred of good impression of Japanese people.

"Deputy Regiment Commander, the order we received is to complete the work of the Engineering Section. You can quit now, but does the First Regiment just wait like this now? If Brigade Commander Chen asks, how do we explain?" Kuroshima was not angry. Chen Ke had specially told the Japanese comrades about the difficulties they might encounter. Kuroshima was mentally prepared for Chai Qingguo's outburst this time.

"Humph!" Hearing Kuroshima also drag Chen Ke out, he couldn't say any opposing words anymore. But Chai Qingguo simply didn't mean to bow his head and obey like this, "You go back and notify the troops to do that work first. I'll go find Chen Ke now and ask him what exactly he means. Making trouble like this will definitely cause accidents."

After speaking, Chai Qingguo turned to leave. Suddenly he remembered something again, turned his head back with a ferocious look, and said loudly to Kuroshima: "Since those people in the Engineering Section said it, they will also dig ten meters. That's no problem. You send people to watch them carefully for me, see if they dig ten meters. I just don't believe it, this bunch of people can stand that suffering."

Kuroshima was somewhat at a loss about Chai Qingguo's performance of extreme anger. He couldn't say he knew, nor say he didn't know. Seeing Kuroshima didn't respond, Chai Qingguo asked ferociously again, "Did you hear me? Send people to watch closely for me. Absolutely can't let those people slack off. Did you hear me!"

"Yes." Kuroshima had to respond.

Chai Qingguo glared at Kuroshima again, then left the straw shed angrily and went towards the county town.
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Chai Qingguo was hopping along the "road" leading to the county town in a hurry. This was definitely not the result of a sudden burst of childlike innocence. It had been a few days since Yuezhangji was taken. Under the summer sun, the "roads" the Insurance Corps had once found were basically no longer soaked in water. But with many people walking, this road was trampled into sloppy mud. He could only zigzag and jump around on places where he could still walk.

There were busy crowds on both sides of the road. Perhaps it was Chai Qingguo's psychological effect, but everyone looked like they were slacking off in Chai Qingguo's eyes, which were filled with resentment for them not meeting expectations. He clenched his fists angrily, and the large blisters worn out by the hoe handle on his palm immediately stung with burning pain. Chai Qingguo had no intention of loosening his fists at all. This stinging sensation relieved his anxious mood a bit instead, allowing him to concentrate on thinking about problems.

What exactly should he say after seeing Chen Ke? This was the most difficult thing for Chai Qingguo right now. Tell Chen Ke that building water conservancy is too tiring and the soldiers can't take it? As soon as this thought popped up, Chai Qingguo denied it. Although various troops were emotional, the First Regiment was an old unit after all. No matter how the comrades muttered, the orders issued could still be executed. If he directly said he couldn't undertake the work, this clearly meant Chai Qingguo himself couldn't do it. Then don't even think about being this Deputy Regiment Commander.

Telling Chen Ke that the troops have great resentment was also an excuse. But Chai Qingguo knew very well that work in this area was the responsibility of the Brigade Political Department. As a military cadre, intervening in the work of the Brigade Political Department was obviously inappropriate. The Insurance Corps stressed "clear responsibilities." Even a small Engineering Section Chief could issue orders to Chai Qingguo relying on work responsibilities. In the army, the status of the Political Department was higher than that of military cadres. Chen Ke had emphasized countless times that the Insurance Corps was the Party leading the army, and the Political Department decided the action direction of the army. If he managed the things the Political Department should manage, he certainly wouldn't get any support.

Two thoughts in a row were denied by himself. Chai Qingguo was not discouraged at all. On the contrary, another thought closer to his original idea emerged more and more clearly. Chai Qingguo knew very well that there was only one thing he found hardest to accept. That was the discipline of "officers and soldiers as one."

Before joining the Insurance Corps, Chai Qingguo thought he would at most fight battles for Chen Ke. Although fighting battles was dangerous, Chai Qingguo was also someone who had gone through life and death, so this bit of thing didn't scare him. But since joining the Insurance Corps, he felt incredibly uncomfortable. The system of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps constructed by Chen Ke completely bound Chai Qingguo's hands and feet. As a cadre, as an officer, he had to undertake more, but what he got was only the same material treatment as ordinary soldiers.

Not only that, the Soldiers' Committee opposed Chai Qingguo from below, and the political department suppressed Chai Qingguo directly from above. This was completely different from the days of riding good horses and leading thousands of brothers to gallop freely back then. Chen Ke claimed to revolutionize, but the result was that Chen Ke was actually convening officials and landlords for meetings. As a Party member and senior military cadre, many trends within the Party had to be notified by meetings. Chai Qingguo knew that a "People's Representative Congress" was to be formed, which meant that in the future, there would be even more people overriding Chai Qingguo in the organizational system. This was what Chai Qingguo couldn't accept the most.

"I came here to sit on a leader's chair, not to be a coolie for you." Chai Qingguo finally found the words he wanted to say in his heart.

The large blisters on his palms stung with burning pain, which gave Chai Qingguo a lot of courage instead. "I've led soldiers, done work, and got blisters on my hands. I've done right by everyone. I quit." Chai Qingguo muttered in his mouth.

Now Hebei was about to enter the days of crisp autumn air. His own brothers would pull up a horse team and gallop across Hebei and Shandong. Eating meat in large chunks, drinking wine in large bowls. This was the life Chai Qingguo truly hoped for. More than half a year ago, when listening to Chen Ke introduce the base area construction, Chai Qingguo was once very fascinated. At that time, Chen Ke described that kind of orderly and strictly disciplined blueprint. Chai Qingguo was obsessed with being able to master that degree of power. When he practiced it personally, Chai Qingguo realized this was too difficult, and this kind of difficulty was definitely not what he hoped for.

"Just say it straight; I don't want to do this anymore." Chai Qingguo made up his mind. Thinking of this, he breathed a sigh of relief as if relieved of a heavy burden. Looking at the cadres and soldiers around him working hard again, Chai Qingguo no longer had the anxious mood he had at the beginning. Instead, he could take in the soldiers' performance.

Arriving at the county town, he saw the streets were deserted. Before large-scale rush-planting began, tens of thousands of people crowded in the county town. Although the people who didn't need to work were sealed in the "Home of the Common People," there were always so many people needing to work on the streets. Now that people were all transferred away, the county town suddenly felt somewhat empty. This contrast made Chai Qingguo feel a bit unaccustomed. A few shops opened sparsely, but there was no business. Shopkeepers sat at the door looking listlessly at the passersby. Seeing Chai Qingguo walking over, everyone's eyes fell on him. Although the Insurance Corps didn't have formal military uniforms, the posture of a soldier walking with head high and chest out already proved Chai Qingguo's identity. The people speaking in the shops stopped talking. The gazes looking over were full of awe, which made Chai Qingguo feel a kind of pride arising in his heart again.

The gate of the Insurance Corps barracks was closed tight, and the sentries at the door lined up neatly. Somehow, this reminded Chai Qingguo of the time when he went to the Beiyang Xiaozhan camp with Chen Ke to visit Yuan Shikai last winter. At that time, Chen Ke mocked the Beiyang gate guards as being virtually non-existent. But when he walked near the camp gate himself, although the soldiers recognized him, the alert posture was not lifted at all.

When Chai Qingguo walked to the gate, the guard raised his hand to salute politely, then said: "Regiment Commander Chai, hello."

Because he wanted to be the Second Regiment Commander very much, Chai Qingguo actually cared about the word "Deputy" in his title very much. Hearing the guard address him like this, his mood became even better. He wanted to say something to the guard with a smile, but remembering military regulations, he raised his hand to return the salute. Just as he wanted to go in, he heard the guard say with slight hesitation: "Regiment Commander Chai, your pass."

"What does this mean?" Chai Qingguo was baffled.

"Today the alert level is Level One. Without a pass, no one can enter or exit. Regiment Commander Chai, please forgive me." The guard explained apologetically.

"Even I can't enter?" Chai Qingguo's momentary good mood just now flew to the nine heavens immediately. Not only could a small section chief manage him, but now even a guard could manage him.

Seeing Chai Qingguo's face change greatly, the guard also became somewhat worried. But he still stuck to his duty, "This is disciplined. Regiment Commander Chai, Brigade Commander Chen specially instructed that because a meeting is being held inside, no one can enter or exit without a pass."

While speaking, Zhou Xiushan, who served as the Security Section Chief, walked out from the small door beside the main gate, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, hello." After speaking, Zhou Xiushan also gave a simple military salute, then approached Chai Qingguo and whispered: "Brigade Commander Chen is convening a meeting now. For security work, no one can enter or exit without a pass. I'll go issue a pass for you now."

Hearing this, Chai Qingguo's brows frowned. "I have business with Brigade Commander Chen. Besides, who are you going to ask to issue a pass for me? Why should they issue one for me?"

While speaking, a team of logistics department soldiers walked over carrying loads. The low-level officer in the lead showed a pass. The sentries counted the number of people and let them in. But there was still no intention of letting Chai Qingguo in. Chai Qingguo looked at what happened in front of him dumbfounded, then turned back to glare at Zhou Xiushan.

Zhou Xiushan had to explain: "You can enter holding a pass issued by the First Regiment Commander or Political Commissar. But without a pass, no one can enter or exit. Without a pass, even if you go in now, you can't come out."

This was actually Zhou Xiushan's good intention. Chen Ke had always required extremely strict discipline for the security department. Zhou Xiushan was already the second Security Section Chief. After the first one made mistakes three times in succession and was removed by Chen Ke, the replacement Zhou Xiushan naturally refused to repeat the same mistakes. Now his mind was full of not letting security work have loopholes, especially this kind of camp gate defense, which was even more critical. This meeting was where landlords were hard-"persuaded" to come. If someone really took hostile actions from inside and outside, it would be too troublesome. So Zhou Xiushan didn't pay much attention to Chai Qingguo's mood.

But the problem was, Chai Qingguo also didn't pay attention to Zhou Xiushan's mood. he was already very annoyed with the increasingly strict discipline. Being blocked at the camp gate made Chai Qingguo even more angry.

"I must go in now; I have important things. I can't wait for you to issue a pass." After speaking, Chai Qingguo walked straight up, pushed Zhou Xiushan away, and barged in through the small door. As soon as he entered the door, he saw sentries with live ammunition on the other side of the door as well. They obviously heard the dispute and were already pointing weapons at the small door. Seeing several rifles pointing at him, Chai Qingguo was really startled.

Zhou Xiushan came from Beijing with Shang Yuan and others. He was originally a worker at the Tianjin Machinery Bureau and had an understanding of the gate guard system. Moreover, he knew how to conduct himself. He chased up from behind and stood between Chai Qingguo and the gun muzzles. Then he pulled Chai Qingguo to the table nearby, wrote a pass deftly, and handed it to Chai Qingguo.

Chai Qingguo was not someone who didn't know when to advance or retreat. Seeing this heavily guarded appearance, he also knew it wasn't something Zhou Xiushan himself could decide. This must be personally arranged by Chen Ke. When the previous Security Section Chief was dismissed, the troops held a special meeting to notify this matter. Chen Ke had said clearly that if anyone disobeyed discipline, no matter who it was, they would absolutely not be spared. At that time, all cadres signed documents guaranteeing to set an example in obeying discipline. Since he got the pass and the matter didn't blow up, Chai Qingguo had to accept it.

"Where is Brigade Commander Chen meeting?" Chai Qingguo asked grumpily.

"In the large conference room."

Chai Qingguo walked towards the conference room without turning his head. The surroundings of the conference room were also heavily guarded. After being stopped by the sentry, Chai Qingguo dared not act rashly anymore. The sentry went to report. A moment later, Chen Ke walked out with the sentry.

"Qingguo, is there anything wrong with the troops?" Chen Ke didn't know Chai Qingguo's intention, but with work so busy now, Chai Qingguo coming here specially must mean something big happened.

Although he thought a lot on the way and thought about what to say, when he really saw Chen Ke with his own eyes, Chai Qingguo opened his mouth but couldn't speak. It had been more than half a year since the first meeting with Chen Ke. Chai Qingguo had conflicts and cooperation with Chen Ke. Everyone argued about many things, so Chai Qingguo was by no means inexperienced in saying things that made Chen Ke unhappy. But wanting to tell Chen Ke that he couldn't stand the Insurance Corps and prepared to leave, Chai Qingguo couldn't say it out.

He looked up at Chen Ke, only to see that on that young square face, in the clear and bright eyes, two sharp gazes looked straight over. When he first met Chen Ke, these eyes were also so clear, but that gaze was absolutely not filled with firmness and persistence like this. At that time, Chen Ke was once unconfident. Now Chen Ke seemed to have an invisible pressure that made Chai Qingguo dare not speak his heart. Chen Ke's pressure might be one reason, but Chai Qingguo himself actually didn't quite approve of his own idea either. This practice of "running away" was not a glorious thing no matter what.

Mustering up his courage again, Chai Qingguo said: "Wenqing, the troops' emotions are very unstable now. The work is too tired. Look, I have blisters on my hands. Let alone the soldiers below. Everyone just wants to ask one thing now: until when do we have to work to be assigned our own land to farm?"

Although he spoke, Chai Qingguo didn't dare to say the thing about wanting to leave in the end.

"Haha, Qingguo. I know you want to be a cavalryman (*Qi Bing*). But now you have become a blister soldier (*Pao Bing*). You've worked hard." Chen Ke laughed heartily.

"Artillery soldier (*Pao Bing*)? We don't have cannons, let alone forming artillery troops." Chai Qingguo didn't quite understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"Stretch out your hand, let me see your blisters (*Pao*)," Chen Ke said.

Chai Qingguo stretched out his hand. Several large blisters had risen where the palm and hoe handle touched.

"You have blisters (*Pao*) on your hand, and you are being a soldier (*Bing*). Isn't this a blister soldier (*Pao Bing*)?" Chen Ke laughed again after speaking.

Chai Qingguo really couldn't understand Chen Ke's humor. Seeing Chen Ke laughing happily, he said angrily: "You say blister soldier, then blister soldier. Now everyone has blisters, and complaints are heard everywhere in the troops. Wenqing, Brigade Commander! Everyone thinks about getting a piece of land for themselves, planting it quickly, and harvesting grain. You let everyone dig ditches and prepare land. But these jobs are done for others. Everyone doesn't understand."

"So you ran here yourself to ask for clarification, right?" The smile on Chen Ke's face disappeared, but he didn't look angry either, "Qingguo, we have indeed encountered difficulties, but we cannot let difficulties scare us down."
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The barracks of the Insurance Corps were very large, relying on the open space near the dock, fully several dozen *mu*. The playground was naturally large enough too. Chen Ke and Chai Qingguo spoke in a place far away from others, completely without worrying about the problem of being eavesdropped.

"Qingguo, I know you are working hard. I also know you have a bellyful of complaints. This is because I didn't do enough. I should have talked more about heartfelt matters with everyone, and should have properly told everyone what our future will be like. Working with heads buried like this, everyone is definitely dissatisfied." Chen Ke's words were very sincere. This was not his politeness, but as the negotiations with landlords got closer to the goal, Chen Ke already had the assurance of initially completing the base area construction. At this time, Chen Ke finally thought he could talk to the comrades about how exactly the real revolution should go.

Chai Qingguo had a headache as soon as he heard about meetings. The People's Party had really too many meetings: arranging work, summarizing work, mobilizing the masses, boosting morale; meetings were held for every fart-sized matter. If it was just assigning tasks, it would be fine. The most uncomfortable thing was political study, purely talking about things that sounded reasonable but went completely out of shape when actually done. Those repetitive words set one trap after another, making people feel confused and dizzy.

"Wenqing, instead of holding meetings, it would be better to add some meat for everyone to eat. By the way, our pig farm should be about ready now. Now there are complaints everywhere below; holding meetings is not as good as carrying a few pigs to the troops to eat. That's better than anything," Chai Qingguo said.

"Haha, you set your mind on the pig farm. Confess honestly, did you discuss it with Hua Xiongmao? He told me this, and you also come to say this." Chen Ke laughed loudly.

Chai Qingguo actually just said it casually. In his rebellion experience, what could boost morale most was eating meat and drinking wine. Before every battle, there must be a meal of good wine and meat. Especially those trusted backbone members had to be treated well. The People's Party and the Insurance Corps did completely the opposite. The food for Party member cadres was no different from that of soldiers. Plus it was a disaster year now, the food was clear soup and plain water, and no one had a drop of oil in their stomachs. In the past few days when there wasn't much labor, everyone could still hold on. Now suddenly starting to work hard with such high labor intensity, the soldiers' bodies really couldn't take it. Everyone was sweating profusely, and that was all void sweat (*xu han*) from weakness.

"Wenqing, during the busy farming season, landlords treat short-term laborers with wine and meat for every meal. Without wine and meat, short-term laborers won't work well for you. You can't even hire short-term laborers. The work we are doing now is busier than the busy farming season. According to the soldiers, this is using people to death. This is because everyone considers that you have the grace of saving lives, and considers that we let everyone have land to farm at any rate. Everyone doesn't want to leave their native land, and having land to farm is always a hope. That's why they didn't scatter. Wenqing, when I was in the countryside, I had never seen so much work done, such heavy work done. To be honest, I have never seen so many people doing such heavy work together." Chai Qingguo just went on talking like a gushing river. Although he originally wanted to tell Chen Ke that he was leaving, once he started talking about work, Chai Qingguo couldn't help opening his chatterbox. The bitterness and tiredness of these days, and various difficulties encountered in work, made it hard for him to let go without pouring them out. As for whether Chen Ke would criticize and educate him upon hearing everyone complaining about bitterness and tiredness like before, Chai Qingguo didn't care at all anymore. At worst Chen Ke would drive him away; Chai Qingguo definitely had to pour out his bellyful of bitterness.

Chen Ke didn't get angry; he listened with a very grave expression. Chai Qingguo talked about soldiers rolling in muddy water like mud monkeys one by one, with the sun scorching above and water vapor steaming below. Physically weak soldiers fainted in the muddy water while working. Some accidentally fell on wooden sticks in the water and poked holes in their bodies. Hearing this, Chen Ke's face was grave, and he sighed.

Seeing Chen Ke moved, Chai Qingguo's momentum became even more vigorous. He gesticulated and said loudly: "Wenqing, the soil in the south is different from our soil in the north; it's much stickier. Once soaked thoroughly, you can't dig a big piece with one shovel. The people in the Engineering Section are all fucking messing around blindly. One person digging a three-meter-long ditch a day. One point five meters deep, one meter wide; one person digging one point five meters long a day would be good enough. Do you know how many hoes we break a day? Other comrades work very hard, but how much more can they do just by taking the lead? Everyone being able to work for these few days is just talk. They are still working, which is already loyal enough. Going on like this, working for another five days, there will definitely be a mutiny. Moreover, not only that, some Party members and cadres actually play the game of being sick. Who the fuck set the rule? Being sick allows not working. Several old platoon leaders actually said they were sick and wanted to ask for leave. I told them right then, go work for me unless you die there. This kind of thing cannot start. Is there any rule left!"

Hearing this, a kind of vigilance arose in Chen Ke's heart, but there was no change on his face. Actually, when formulating the plan, Chen Ke had already calculated this longest labor time. What was needed now was to complete the hardest and most tiring work in the short term, which was the drainage project. As long as drainage could be accelerated, other work wouldn't be so tiring instead. But the problem raised by Chai Qingguo sounded an alarm for Chen Ke. Although Chen Ke carefully calculated the people's enthusiasm for production self-salvation, he really didn't expect that the lethality of such high-intensity labor to labor enthusiasm was so powerful.

Thinking of this, taking advantage of the moment when Chai Qingguo was slightly tired from speaking and paused temporarily, Chen Ke interrupted, "Qingguo, you are really working hard. I salute you."

After speaking, Chen Ke stood at attention and seriously gave a military salute to Chai Qingguo. The People's Party naturally couldn't have any kowtowing ceremony, nor any greeting of bowing with hands clasped. The military salute was the most formal courtesy military cadres could perform. People's Party members now accounted for more than half of the army, and everyone knew the meaning of the military salute. Although he had a bellyful of complaints, felt he was wronged, and his authority was despised and trampled by many small fry, and even had the thought of leaving, seeing Chen Ke, a leader with status above him, seriously saluting him, Chai Qingguo couldn't help but feel a kind of emotion.

After putting down his arm, Chen Ke said sincerely to Chai Qingguo: "Qingguo, you have to know, I have high expectations for you. In our Party, you are truly from a commoner background and know best what the common people want. I am very happy that you came to tell me this this time. I want you to go back and do something. Go back and tell the comrades that a labor comforting (*lao jun*) visit will be arranged tomorrow. We will carry a few pigs over. Within two days, I will also personally go over to work with everyone. Not just for show, but I will work with everyone, eat together, and live together. However much work the comrades do, I will do just as much. Finally, I will also give everyone an explanation of why everyone has been so hard these days, and what everyone will get after being so hard. You have to handle this matter for me."

After a bout of venting, the stifling air in Chai Qingguo's chest finally dissipated a lot. Chen Ke's words gave Chai Qingguo a promise again. The thought of wanting to leave originally had long flown to the nine heavens. "Then you have to be quick, Wenqing. With the current appearance, it can't last for a few days."

"I know. I won't let everyone down," Chen Ke answered seriously.

"Then I'll go first," Chai Qingguo said.

"Is the pass issued?" Chen Ke asked.

"Issued."

"One more thing, write down the names of those few cadres who wanted to ask for sick leave for me," Chen Ke said coldly.

"Uh!" Chai Qingguo didn't expect Chen Ke to care so much about the thing he said in a moment of indignation. This was backstabbing (*shang yan yao*), which belonged to things that could be done but not said in the *Jianghu*. The People's Party had strict rules; these people would definitely not have any good results. If people knew he did it, his reputation would be ruined. "Those people are really a bit sick, and I also scolded them, and they are continuing to work too. Let this matter drop."

Chen Ke thought for a while, then nodded and said: "Alright. Let's leave this matter like this for now. As a regiment-level cadre, you must make sure to pay attention to the comrades' hygiene situation. Don't drink dirty water, don't urinate or defecate anywhere, and must wash hands before meals."

"I know all this. Platoon leaders and squad leaders have to recite this set of rules every day when they get up. They manage it very strictly."

"Okay, your work is busy, so go back quickly. I'll go arrange these things now." Chen Ke stretched out his hand to Chai Qingguo after speaking. The two palms shook, and Chai Qingguo couldn't help twitching the corner of his mouth.

"The blisters on your hand hurt, right," Chen Ke laughed.

"No, these blisters are nothing," Chai Qingguo also laughed.

"After these blisters rise two more layers, there won't be blisters anymore. I will immediately go to raise blisters and grind blisters with everyone. Don't worry, as the Brigade Commander, since everyone has become blister soldiers, I have to get blisters on my hands too."

"Sigh!" If someone else said this, Chai Qingguo would just listen to it as a joke. But Chen Ke always did what he said. Although Chai Qingguo felt it wasn't anything amazing, he still felt somewhat comfortable in his heart.

After the two said goodbye, Chen Ke didn't go back to the conference room directly. He paced slowly in the barracks. Chen Ke really didn't know if the things Chai Qingguo said were good or bad. Chen Ke had no rural life experience; he could only distinguish wheat seedlings from leeks. He knew what daily vegetables looked like, whether they grew on vines or underground. Rural work was really not Chen Ke's strong suit. Fortunately, most of the People's Party backbone had the experience of going to the countryside for social investigation last year. Without that preparation, the team would probably have collapsed by itself by now.

How serious was the situation exactly? Chen Ke was very worried. Recently he had been engaged in military and political matters all along. It had been at least half a month since the last time he comforted military dependents and common people. Moreover, in this place of Anhui, Fengyang Flower Drum was very popular; even ordinary people could sing a few segments. Chen Ke didn't think the "pop songs" of the 21st century had any attraction to the common people, so he wouldn't make a fool of himself.

Revolution is not playing games. In the beginning, you can practice "micromanagement." Workers and farmers in the game won't have any emotions; they do as much work as the food given. But there won't be such good things in reality. Thinking of this, Chen Ke suddenly remembered one more thing. Why did Chai Qingguo suddenly run over to say these things? These were indeed problems, but other comrades didn't say them; why was it Chai Qingguo who came to say them? behind these words Chai Qingguo said, what kind of situation was it exactly?

Chen Ke absolutely didn't believe he had any "Tyrant's Aura" (*Wang Ba Zhi Qi*) that could make everyone prostrate themselves as soon as he opened his mouth, and then abandon everything to risk their lives for the revolution. Moreover, his own concept was purely a castle in the air. How to combine this concept with this era required Chen Ke to conform to the era of 1906, not let this era conform to Chen Ke's command. So even now, Chen Ke didn't dare to popularize his true concept in the whole Party. History is a big river; a person can only conform to the torrent of this history, and cannot move against history. Chen Ke was in Fengtai County now to use the existing situation to create a "water flow" in this county, letting everyone be pushed by this thin stream.

Human biological instinct is self-interested. If there is any altruistic behavior in sociality, it is the result of the game of social interests. Take Chen Ke as an example; the initial reason he believed in communism was merely that materialist philosophy made Chen Ke feel able to realize the liberation of his inner self. Not that he had any passion and love for communism itself.

Thinking of this, he already somewhat understood the purpose of Chai Qingguo's trip. Arduous work weakened not only the emotions of the common people and soldiers but also weakened the cohesion within the Party. Regardless of the purpose, the Party members' initial concept was to come for revolution, not to suffer. They hoped to realize their life value through revolutionary practice. In this sense, Chen Ke was the "most revolutionary" person in the People's Party, or even the entire China. Others' revolution was merely out of dissatisfaction with a certain part of China in 1906, or out of expectation for a certain visible future. And Chen Ke's thought was a total negation of 1906 China, and the "future" Chen Ke could see was far away in a hundred years later.

Having figured this out, Chen Ke sighed and said to himself: "I am still detached from the masses. I thought everyone could endure the hardship of a few dozen days; now it looks completely not the case."

After speaking to himself, Chen Ke could only smile bitterly. Soon he freed himself from this self-criticism and turned his thoughts to a more practical operational level.

While considering, he heard someone shouting behind him: "Mr. Chen, what are you thinking about?"

Chen Ke turned his head to look, and it was Hu Xingzhi walking over quite freely and easily. Looking at the conference room, it was obviously a temporary recess to let everyone rest a while. The landlords either sat in their seats in the room, went to the toilet, or walked out in twos and threes to gather together and talk in low voices.
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Chapter 10 Hu Xingzhi (1)

Chai Qingguo poured out a lot of bitterness and also gave Chen Ke quite a few new ideas. After Chai Qingguo left, Chen Ke was thinking about countermeasures when he heard someone calling him. Turning his head to look, he saw Hu Xingzhi walking over quite freely and easily. Looking at the conference room, it was obviously a temporary recess to let everyone rest a while. The landlords either sat in their seats in the room, went to the toilet, or walked out in twos and threes to gather together and talk in low voices.

Chen Ke smiled and said: "I was thinking about some matters of our Insurance Corps. Mr. Hu, are you used to staying in this military camp?"

The Level One alert at the gate was no joke; no one was allowed to enter or exit without a pass, aiming to ensure safety. If a camp raid happened, the Insurance Corps would really be finished. Moreover, by controlling the heads of landlord families, the landlord families were leaderless and dared not do anything outrageous.

"Guests follow the host's convenience; I'll stay however arranged. Moreover, I didn't expect the Insurance Corps barracks to be so quiet and tidy. When this meeting is over, I even want to stay a few more days," Hu Xingzhi also smiled and said.

Chen Ke naturally wouldn't care about such polite remarks; he just smiled and didn't pick up the conversation.

Seeing Chen Ke didn't respond, Hu Xingzhi smiled slightly and continued: "Mr. Chen seems not to believe it. I am a few years older and have seen many people. I have only seen Mr. Chen Ke as the one who can manage tens of thousands of people in an orderly manner. If one didn't know the situation, just looking at the appearance in the county, this would be a peaceful year. How could one know that a flood just passed? So I really want to make friends with Mr. Chen properly."

If this kind of gesture of goodwill was in the past, Chen Ke might really have believed it, but now it couldn't fool Chen Ke. He also smiled: "After the flood, everyone does things involuntarily. No matter who we fight against, we can't beat God (*Lao Tian Ye*). In order to survive, we have no choice either."

Hu Xingzhi didn't care about the toughness implied in Chen Ke's words at all. He said very seriously: "Dying during the flood is just dying; actually, it's rather quick. The most uncomfortable thing is after the flood. The harvest of this year is gone. Trying to live until next year is extremely difficult. Mr. Chen leads the Insurance Corps and dares to lead the common people to make a living; I admire such courage very much. I really want to lend a hand."

This was still polite talk. The landlords had reached a consensus on the Insurance Corps using the land temporarily; they accepted it. But they were very stubborn about how long the "borrowing" would last. Shang Yuan demanded to borrow for two years, and the landlords naturally were unwilling. They demanded the land back after rush-planting and rush-harvesting were finished. And the People's Party had absolutely no intention of returning the land. Both sides were entangled endlessly on this issue. Chen Ke felt Hu Xingzhi came to strike up a conversation to lobby him privately.

Hu Xingzhi knew Chen Ke's thoughts. He laughed: "Being able to pull up such a big scene, Mr. Chen naturally won't be thinking of seizing our land. Leaving aside the flood matter, with Mr. Chen's capability, even in a peaceful year, there would be no problem for us landlords to pay monthly tribute to the Insurance Corps. We can't beat you. I'm just curious; Mr. Chen spent such great effort and brought so many people to do such a big thing. There are already signs of chaos in this world. If saying Mr. Chen wants to carve out a territory and become a king, it doesn't look like it to me. I just want to know what exactly Mr. Chen is for?"

Hu Xingzhi's words made Chen Ke feel that this landlord had some ideas. Other landlords were just trying to keep their own land, but this Hu Xingzhi could ask this question. Now Chen Ke certainly couldn't tell Hu Xingzhi, "I want to rebel." He laughed: "Mr. Hu, protecting the territory and comforting the people (*Bao Jing An Min*). A person has to do something accumulating virtue in this life, right? Coming to our Fengtai County and encountering this matter, I have to do it too."

Seeing Chen Ke still had no intention of telling him the truth, Hu Xingzhi pursed his lips and made up his mind, "Mr. Chen, you talk about borrowing land. In my opinion, this borrowing land is like Liu Bei borrowing Jingzhou. If I lend it out, I know it won't be so easy to get back. The meat in the mouth, who would be willing to spit it out unless a knife is on the neck? But I see Mr. Chen's magnanimity is not that of a greedy person. The reputation of the Insurance Corps in our Fengtai County is not bad. Spending such trouble to grab land, I actually don't believe it. Moreover, the hundreds of thousands of *mu* of land in Fengtai County are not much. If the Insurance Corps swallows it in one gulp, it can't digest it either. What do you say, Mr. Chen?"

Chen Ke laughed *hei hei* after hearing this, but didn't answer.

Seeing Chen Ke didn't mean to deny, Hu Xingzhi continued, "If the Insurance Corps wants to forcibly seize my family's land, unless my whole family dies, I will definitely fight Mr. Chen to the end. But if Mr. Chen can convince me, taking out my family's thousand-odd *mu* of land is just taking it out. Being so capable at a young age, Mr. Chen doesn't need to have any worries. Whether war or peace, we just need to speak clearly directly. If what Mr. Chen says is reasonable, we might as well cooperate sincerely. What's the point of always being double-faced like this?"

Having said this much, Hu Xingzhi's intention to defect was already very obvious. With Chen Ke's experience, this Landlord Hu was either insidious and cunning, or really able to pick up and put down. Although he couldn't be sure which side this Landlord Hu would stand on in the end. But Chen Ke knew Hu Xingzhi was not a character easy to deal with. Zhang Youliang's whole family and people attached to him were just under supervision now. In order to reassure the participating landlords, Chen Ke had already stated this matter clearly. Could it be that Hu Xingzhi knew Chen Ke was unwilling to kill easily, so he wanted to clarify this?

However, Hu Xingzhi asked the question very well. He saw that Chen Ke was struggling now and needed allies. So he threw out an argument Chen Ke couldn't refuse. Even if he refused now, this matter would have to be brought up in the future. And at that time, there would be no possibility of mutual trust between the two sides. Since Hu Xingzhi expressed friendliness first, Chen Ke really couldn't slap this hand aside. After thinking over and over again, Chen Ke had to state the future plan as Hu Xingzhi expected.

Anyway, there was already the precedent of Zhang Youliang, so Chen Ke simply didn't even hint at threats.

"The Insurance Corps won't leave the county. So we have to organize the land in the county. And since we organize it, our county is located in the southwest corner of the Huainan Plain, with mountains, water, and land. As long as there is overall planning, it will inevitably be wealthy. Farming in bits and pieces like now, everyone will definitely still be poor..."

Hu Xingzhi listened very seriously, nodding from time to time. After Chen Ke finished speaking. Hu Xingzhi didn't get excited; he asked: "Mr. Chen, 'land to the tiller' has been said for thousands of years, but I haven't seen how long it can be executed. If it's according to what Mr. Chen said, ten-odd years might be fine. But after ten-odd years, the population will increase sharply, but this bit of land in Fengtai County won't increase. What can be done then? Still no land to farm."

Hu Xingzhi spoke reasonably. Chen Ke had no intention of refuting either. He laughed: "Don't talk about the future; even now, how many idle people are there in the county? Still very many. If just distributing land, it won't solve the fundamental problem. In our Insurance Corps, there are plenty of students who studied abroad and university students in China. If land distribution is successful and the common people can be at ease, and our Insurance Corps has credit, we will open factories and mines here. Of course, we also have to train troops; otherwise, there will be many people coveting such a piece of fat meat. These factories, mines, and the Insurance Corps, how many people can do things? Children can also go to school for free. After learning things, how many serious things can they do?"

"Mn." Hu Xingzhi lowered his head to think for a moment, then continued to ask: "I won't talk about landlords' land being taken away; this is already a big matter. If it's really as Mr. Chen said, at that time, the Insurance Corps will definitely be the master in this county. Mr. Chen said there are returned students and university students in the Insurance Corps, and the number is large. Those are talents; governing such a small county town is absolutely no problem. I just want to ask one thing: if Mr. Chen's wish comes true, where does Mr. Chen want to place us at that time? People like us have only this bit of land to maintain our livelihood for generations. First, we haven't read books; second, our numbers are small. Mr. Chen has plenty of talents under him, and the common people will also follow Mr. Chen. Even if we temporarily muddle along with the title of People's Representative, it's just to keep up appearances. It would be fortunate if we don't die in the future. Even if Mr. Chen acts righteously and gives us the land money. When we arrive underground, we can't face our ancestors."

Hu Xingzhi's words were clear and awe-inspiringly righteous. Chen Ke didn't feel there was any problem with these words at all. A revolutionary must first be loyal to his country, while landlords first be loyal to their families. In this sense, Chen Ke felt Hu Xingzhi could also be considered a confidant (*Zhi Ji*). Neither of these two loyalties was wrong.

Chen Ke detested the "Elites" (*JY*) of the 21st century very much, that is, the "Fifty Cent Party" (Wu Mao) [Note: Wait, usually "JY" refers to "Jing Ying" (Elites) or "Public Intellectuals" who are often criticized as pro-West/anti-China in this context, often called "US cents" or "Gong Zhi". The text says "Wu Mei Fen" (Five US Cents). So it refers to those who are pro-American/anti-system for money/benefits]. If these people could speak their true feelings, "I want to sell votes for money, I want to reap without sowing, I want free welfare," Chen Ke's disgust might not be so strong. But those people were clearly loyal only to themselves; Chen Ke felt they probably didn't even have much loyalty to their own families. But these people just liked to talk big about "out of love for China" while demanding a pile of "XX values." This double-faced style made Chen Ke detest them to the extreme. This group of 21st-century people, their level and breadth of mind were far inferior to Landlord Hu Xingzhi in front of him, and far inferior to those landlords in the conference room.

So Chen Ke still wanted to use reason to convince Hu Xingzhi. In this era, meeting someone who could "listen to reason," even if the standpoint was completely opposite, Chen Ke didn't feel annoyed at all. He even liked it a bit. A "confidant" doesn't necessarily have to be a friend, just like Baldy Chiang was in a sense a "confidant" of Grandpa Mao and others. Baldy knew very well that the Party's socialist policy was absolutely incompatible with Baldy's own policy. So starting from 1927, Baldy deliberately planned to eliminate the Party. And Baldy and his set of policies were indeed smashed by the Party.

"I remember Mr. Hu's family has scholars," Chen Ke laughed.

"My unworthy son only passed the exam for *Xiucai* (Cultivated Talent) and is now seeking a job in the provincial capital Anqing."

"Since he is serving in the provincial capital, he naturally knows a lot of news. I returned from studying overseas; I studied in both Europe and the United States. I think Mr. Hu must know about the Southeast Mutual Protection Movement."

"Heard a little about it."

"Then Mr. Hu should have heard that foreigners fought into Beijing and signed a treaty. China has to compensate foreigners 450 million taels of silver. That's just the principal; as for interest, added up it must be several hundred million taels. The Imperial Court itself eats from the people and drinks from the people. Will they produce a single copper coin themselves? Southeast Mutual Protection was just not wanting to get involved in this muddy water. But foreigners got 450 million taels of silver from China this time; do they want to get it next time? Just like our Insurance Corps, if we set a monthly tribute for you gentlemen, when do you say your payment will end? We can only increase the money, not decrease it. Do you say this reasoning is correct?"

Hu Xingzhi looked at Chen Ke with a strange look, as if knowing Chen Ke for the first time, and also like some doubt in his heart was finally resolved.

Chen Ke didn't care that much. He smiled and said: "If there were no foreigners outside, the world wouldn't be in chaos. Mr. Hu sits on these lands and acts as a gentry tyrannizing the area; this is an inevitable thing. People like us can go overseas to study and go to university. Our family life was originally moist (comfortable). If the world were peaceful, we couldn't have run to this Fengtai County to make these troubles. But just now Mr. Hu said the signs of chaos in the world are already established. I am a returned student. There are plenty of returned students in the Insurance Corps, and plenty of university students studying in Shanghai and Beijing. We have seen what foreigners did, and we know what foreigners want to do. We also know how useless the Imperial Court is. Foreigners will definitely fight their way in, and the Imperial Court definitely can't resist. 'The duck knows first when the river water warms in spring.' We are those ducks in the water. We know."

Listening to these words, Hu Xingzhi's face, which was originally quite good-looking, had turned somewhat green. While Chen Ke talked with fervor and assurance, smiling all over his face, as if telling some happy joke. The two formed a sharp contrast. Many people saw it. The Insurance Corps comrades naturally wouldn't come over to disturb, and some landlords who wanted to come over to see what was happening were all driven back to the conference room. For a time, the conversation between the two became the focus of everyone's attention. Everyone's face had more or less curiosity or nervous expressions. Although the break time was over, Shang Yuan was not in a hurry to hold the meeting. Hu Xingzhi had faintly become the core figure of the landlords in these two days. If Chen Ke could convince Hu Xingzhi, then other landlords would also succumb.

Forcibly suppressing the thought of going over to listen, Shang Yuan sat in the seat of honor, his eyes never leaving Chen Ke and Hu Xingzhi in the distance. He saw Chen Ke standing straight. Although he occasionally waved his arm and had some other small movements, he appeared so unrestrained and natural, looking like a different person from that young man who always looked like he had heavy worries on his mind before. While Hu Xingzhi, although holding his hands behind his back, his waist unconsciously hunched a bit, as if suppressed by Chen Ke's words.

"Wenqing, work hard," Shang Yuan said silently in his heart.

"Then Mr. Chen is determined to rebel?" Hu Xingzhi finally opened his mouth to ask.

"Rebel? Whose rebellion?" Chen Ke asked back.

"Naturally rebelling against the Imperial Court." Hu Xingzhi said this sentence with some difficulty in breathing.

"Mr. Hu, I see your conversation is elegant and hits the point. You must be knowledgeable. Have you heard of anyone who succeeded by rebelling for the sake of rebelling? Which of those famous roving bandits didn't die without a burial place? Confucius said, 'The superior man stands in awe of the ordinances of Heaven.' I am also a believer in Confucianism. If it is in the mandate of Heaven, I will not turn back. If it is not in the mandate of Heaven, I won't even look at it. I don't have this plan to rebel, but I encountered the matter in Fengtai County, so I have to manage it to the end. I can tell you clearly, we don't want your land, but these lands must be taken out for us to use now. We will also guarantee that your land deeds won't be confiscated. As long as Magistrate Shang Yuan is here for one day, we won't want your land. But you definitely won't win if you go to file a complaint. I'll say this upfront: if the world is going to be in chaos, it will be in these three or four years. After Shang Yuan finishes this term, if the world is not full of beacons of war, then my own family also has a thousand *mu* of grain fields; I will go back to my own home to farm."

These words were very generous at others' expense. Hu Xingzhi looked at Chen Ke with disgust. He thought in his heart: *Damn you, why don't you do this in your home? You insist on running to our Fengtai to do it. Doesn't this make it clear you are afraid of implicating your family? We are not related to you, so you naturally aren't afraid.*

Chen Ke knew Hu Xingzhi's thoughts. He laughed: "You don't suffer a loss either. How many people do you have to hire and how much money do you have to spend to build water conservancy in Fengtai County? Our Insurance Corps undertook it all, and didn't ask you for money. Shang Yuan can't be the magistrate here forever either. His family has high officials in the Imperial Court. Since Mr. Hu's son is serving in Anqing, just go ask and you'll know. When Shang Yuan is the magistrate in Fengtai County, we can be unscrupulous. If he is not in Fengtai County, we also have to pack up and get out, right? If the world is not in chaos, the Imperial Court wanting to deal with our Insurance Corps is just a lifting of a hand. If the world is in chaos, Mr. Hu, do you say the Imperial Court still has the strength to deal with us?"

Hu Xingzhi had never seen someone like Chen Ke. He had seen bandits and roving bandits, he had seen those speaking bureaucratic jargon, but he really hadn't seen someone like this who could mix the two together. When Chen Ke used threats and inducements, Hu Xingzhi felt it was really irresistible. He originally thought Chen Ke was not easy to deal with. Unexpectedly, when Chen Ke cast aside those past appearances and revealed his true colors, he was so fearsome. But Chen Ke was still a reasonable person in Hu Xingzhi's heart. He emboldened himself and asked: "What Mr. Chen said is also true. I still want to ask the previous matter: what exactly is Mr. Chen after?"

Chen Ke restrained his smile and answered seriously: "Mr. Hu, I really respect you because you are loyal to your family. And my comrades and I are loyal to China. China is not the Imperial Court's China, but the common people's China. The Imperial Court can't save the common people now; we will save them. The Imperial Court can't save China; we will save it. We are not wanting to rebel; we want to save people."

Looking at Chen Ke's serious and earnest expression, Hu Xingzhi couldn't figure it out. was Chen Ke telling the truth or lying? He also didn't understand whether Chen Ke was a saint or a madman.
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Chapter 11 Hu Xingzhi (2)

Young Chen Ke and middle-aged Hu Xingzhi stood face to face in the sun. The conversation had reached the moment when the dagger was revealed as the map unrolled (*tu qiong bi jian*). Chen Ke was twenty-six years old this year, and Hu Xingzhi was already forty-four. The two had talked for more than half an hour unconsciously. Hu Xingzhi only felt his back was sticky; the oozing sweat stuck his clothes tightly to his back. Touching his wet forehead, Hu Xingzhi felt a tiny bit more comfortable. Looking at Chen Ke opposite him again, he saw Chen Ke looked as usual, without a single trace of sweat on his smooth skin.

*I am really old.* This thought suddenly flashed in Hu Xingzhi's mind. Hu Xingzhi could see that the young man opposite him had endless energy, and more importantly, had incomparable firm will. Chen Ke was not lying. Although rationally he couldn't be completely sure, emotionally Hu Xingzhi had already made a positive judgment. If Chen Ke didn't really have the mind to save the world, then Chen Ke wouldn't have done things so absolutely. The destruction of Zhang Youliang had shocked Hu Xingzhi. Looking at it now, compared with Chen Ke's ambition, eliminating Zhang Youliang was just a small trial of a bull-knife.

Hu Xingzhi regretted it. He never expected that Chen Ke was such a person. He originally thought that whether Chen Ke borrowed land or selected People's Representatives, it was just setting up names to prepare for making a big fortune later. Since he couldn't defeat the Insurance Corps by force, then softening his stance and taking it by wit was always possible. So he racked his brains to force Chen Ke to tell the truth. When Chen Ke told his true ambition, Hu Xingzhi realized he had forced himself into a dead end instead.

No, even if he didn't clear things up with Chen Ke, Chen Ke would have continued according to the original plan. What to do now? Pretend to comply on the surface, and then run to report to the officials as soon as he got away? Hu Xingzhi thought. But this idea was rejected as soon as it turned around. Accusing the local magistrate of rebellion without proof? If he were the Prefect or Governor, hearing such a complaint, Hu Xingzhi wouldn't believe it himself. Accuse Chen Ke? Then the Prefect and Governor would definitely send this case to Fengtai County to handle. With Shang Yuan as the Fengtai Magistrate, he would only be walking into a trap. Not to mention, Chen Ke also had people behind him. Just one word from his master Yan Fu, and many officials in Anhui would give some face.

Accuse the magistrate of colluding with bandits to harass the gentry? In this year of great disaster, local governments everywhere were trying every means to scrape money from local gentry. Moreover, Chen Ke and the others stated clearly that these lands were lent to the government. If he went to complain to the government... the government wouldn't care.

Moreover, Chen Ke now held the Insurance Corps of several thousand people in his hand. Although until now, the Insurance Corps hadn't taken a grain or a copper coin from landlords and gentry. But if Chen Ke was annoyed, the Insurance Corps could really set a monthly tribute, and that would be persecuting you to death. Hu Xingzhi knew very well that although the participating landlords were unwilling a thousand times in their hearts, they just didn't dare to fall out with the Insurance Corps. Up to now, everyone had been under house arrest for a few days. Except for begging privately, no one dared to play tough and leave.

He calculated over and over in his heart but couldn't find a way to get out of the current predicament. And Chen Ke opposite him was really calm, standing in a straight posture all along, looking into the distance without saying a word.

The sun was getting more and more venomous. Hu Xingzhi felt he really couldn't stand it anymore. If Chen Ke stared at him closely, at least there would be some topic to borrow. Now Chen Ke didn't even look at him. If he left dejectedly like this, it would be equivalent to closing the door of conversation himself. At that time, Chen Ke could act according to his own way indifferently. Others might succumb, who knows. Hu Xingzhi didn't give up. He opened his mouth and said: "Mr. Chen, let's talk in the shade."

"Uh? Oh! Sorry, I was just thinking about my own things and didn't pay attention." Chen Ke suddenly realized and said. The two walked slowly to a shade.

"Mr. Hu, what exactly do you want? Some things, such as promotion and getting rich, I certainly can't promise you. Some things even if I promise, I'm afraid Mr. Hu won't believe either. Those are things that can only be achieved in one or two, or two or three years. If it were someone else, it would be fine. If Mr. Hu says you really believe that, I won't believe it instead." Chen Ke's attitude was still straightforward.

Hu Xingzhi felt that if he didn't misjudge Chen Ke, the short-term benefits Chen Ke promised would be even less credible. He laughed: "Might as well tell me. Since Mr. Chen has great ambitions, I am somewhat interested."

"We will definitely use this land for the common people to farm; otherwise, everyone won't listen to us. Building water conservancy is beneficial to local people on one hand, and can also serve as military training. Our Insurance Corps will do it without collecting everyone's money. Of course, a piece of land must be allocated for the Insurance Corps to farm ourselves. Otherwise, the soldiers naturally won't be willing either." Chen Ke explained娓娓道来 (wei wei dao lai - speaking tirelessly and engagingly). Hu Xingzhi nodded slightly listening. While talking, they arrived under the shade. The two simply sat directly on the ground.

Under the shade was indeed much more comfortable than under the sun. Hu Xingzhi panted for a while before saying: "According to what Mr. Chen said, you got all the benefits alone. It also makes quite some sense."

"What do you mean I got all the benefits alone? We will at most levy a thirty percent tax on the common people. As long as they pay this thirty percent tax to our Insurance Corps, the remaining seventy percent can be kept for themselves. As for the tax to the government, we will cover it."

"You cover ours, the landlords', too?" Hu Xingzhi finally got a bit interested.

"Exactly. As long as it is the tax that should be paid for this kind of land, we cover it all. We definitely won't ask for a single grain from everyone. Since we want to gather people's hearts, why go back on our words?"

"Also makes sense."

"If an ordinary commoner's whole family can eat a chicken or a meal of meat every five days, what kind of life does Mr. Hu think this is?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"Nonsense!" Hu Xingzhi denied without even thinking. As a prominent big landlord in Fengtai County, his own family was at most at this level.

"What if we can do it? Do you say the common people will be grateful to us and follow us?"

"How can you do it?" Hu Xingzhi got interested.

Chen Ke explained the protein supplement issues for raising earthworms and maggots, raising chickens, rabbits, pigs, cattle, and other livestock. With more protein supplements, livestock eat less grain. They also grow meat faster. Hu Xingzhi himself was proficient in farming; hearing it, he knew it made a lot of sense. Now, his interest became higher.

"But the key to these things lies in one thing, that is, how many people participate exactly. The more people participate, the more is raised. Conversely, less is raised. We call this production efficiency. The key lies in management." Chen Ke knew Hu Xingzhi had workshops and shops at home. Seeing Hu Xingzhi was very open-minded, he told him some management knowledge. Hu Xingzhi nodded repeatedly listening. "Mr. Chen, these words are really brilliant."

Seeing Hu Xingzhi already understood his meaning, Chen Ke laughed: "Mr. Hu, but if you do it alone, then you are a big piece of fat meat. How many people do you have to hire to protect your property? The little money you earn, I'm afraid, will all be used to hire thugs, right? Moreover, others don't know how much you spent; they only see how much you earned. One doesn't fear a thief stealing, but fears a thief thinking about it."

Perhaps he recovered his strength under the shade, or perhaps Chen Ke's words suited Hu Xingzhi's taste. He laughed *haha*, "Then I can only beg Mr. Chen's Insurance Corps?"

"The soldiers of the Insurance Corps work with us only because our Insurance Corps treats everyone well. If only you alone got the benefits, or the two of us got the benefits, or only some leaders got the benefits, can everyone be convinced in their hearts? So there must be a system so that everyone can distribute this benefit."

"This is the People's Representative Congress?" Hu Xingzhi laughed.

"Mr. Hu, raising livestock produces leather. We can also process leather shoes and various utensils. Selling them elsewhere is all money. That meat, even if we eat freely, we can't finish it ourselves. We can make glass, make cans, and sell them everywhere."

"Cans?" Hu Xingzhi hadn't heard of this term.

Chen Ke hurriedly explained: "It's a thing that can store meat for a long time, several months or even half a year without spoiling. Otherwise, the meat spoils so fast; you can't eat it if you don't transport it out."

"This is good. This is good." Hu Xingzhi was a sensible person; he praised repeatedly.

"These are all long-term things; no effect can be seen without one or two years. Here, the magistrate and the Insurance Corps are all our own people. Plus lending the land to us and distributing it to the common people to farm. Our raising chickens, livestock, fish, how much manpower will it take. Everyone has things to do, children go to school and learn some things. When they grow up, they will always have a craft. Don't you say this is good?"

"Good is good, but Mr. Chen, if Magistrate Shang Yuan is not in this county..."

"Who can say they know what will happen in three or five years? If I say I know, do you believe it, Mr. Hu? In three or five years, it's hard to say if this Imperial Court will still be there. Moreover, I'll say this upfront: regardless of whether Mr. Hu and the landlords believe it or not, we will do this. Now our Insurance Corps has already started drainage and rush-planting with the common people. It's impossible for us to stop. Is it interesting for everyone to tear their faces apart?"

"This..." Hu Xingzhi knew what Chen Ke said was not intimidation.

"Mr. Hu, roving bandits are not terrible because they don't know how to manage a place. But how do you think my talent is? Can I manage Fengtai County well?"

This time Hu Xingzhi didn't speak. Chen Ke's talent had already made Hu Xingzhi somewhat convinced. If he and Chen Ke were friends, Hu Xingzhi would want to make good friends with Chen Ke no matter what. Thinking about what Chen Ke said several times back and forth, Hu Xingzhi felt it difficult to find obvious loopholes. He finally sighed, "Since Mr. Chen is so confident, I will lend the land to the government for two years."

"Oh?" Chen Ke asked with a smile: "Doesn't Mr. Hu want to ask what compensation the landlords will have?"

"Mr. Chen is suppressing us now; whatever you say goes. I only have the share to listen." Hu Xingzhi was also able to pick up and put down. Although he had already started calculating how to deal with Chen Ke in his heart, Hu Xingzhi had at least made up his mind on the matter of lending land.

"With Mr. Hu's prestige, the position of People's Representative can't run away. I'll also support a hot stove and definitely support Mr. Hu strongly. If we succeed by luck, and this glass and leather business starts, Mr. Hu also has workshops. We provide leather, capital, and manpower. Want to merge into Mr. Hu's workshop and engage in production to get rich together?"

"This..." Thinking of Chen Ke's "ambition," Hu Xingzhi felt guilty. Getting entangled so closely with Chen Ke, if bad luck really strikes in the future, the Hu family probably won't have a good result. Although he wanted to refuse, Hu Xingzhi knew that with Chen Ke's power in Fengtai County, the Hu family couldn't refuse.

This is fate. If it's a blessing, it's not a curse; if it's a curse, it can't be avoided. As the head of the family, Hu Xingzhi still had this self-awareness. At this time, he could only prepare other retreat routes for the family early. As for himself, he definitely couldn't avoid it. Thinking of this, Hu Xingzhi laughed *haha*, "Mr. Chen, I am a few years older, so I'll call you Brother Chen (*Chen Lao Di*)."

"Brother Hu is too polite." Seeing Hu Xingzhi finally expressed his attitude, Chen Ke naturally climbed up the pole.

"Brother Chen, my future glory and wealth depend entirely on you." Hu Xingzhi was enthusiastic.

"Brother Hu, if you prepare a retreat route for your family, feel free to do it. Our Insurance Corps will absolutely not block it. We can't let Brother Hu work with us and still feel uneasy."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, Hu Xingzhi looked at Chen Ke carefully. He saw Chen Ke didn't have the slightest meaning of being triumphant; his expression was full of kind understanding. Hu Xingzhi laughed bitterly a few times, but the emotion of helplessness in his voice became less and less. Suddenly, he and Chen Ke laughed loudly together. While laughing, Chen Ke stood up first and extended his hand to Hu Xingzhi. Hu Xingzhi held Chen Ke's hand, and without using much force himself, he was pulled up by Chen Ke.

"Let's go, Brother Chen. I'll be a lobbyist for you once. Play Jiang Gan once."

"Brother Hu, you are clearly Zhuge Liang debating the scholars; how can Jiang Gan compare with you."

The two talked and laughed affectionately, walking side by side towards the large conference room.

The people in the conference room had long been waiting anxiously. But Shang Yuan didn't make a sound. Plus the landlords were indeed concerned about what result Hu Xingzhi and Chen Ke would talk out, everyone waited anxiously. Until they saw Chen Ke and Hu Xingzhi walking over talking and laughing together, obviously having made a deal. Except for a few people, the landlords' faces turned very ugly one by one. They originally thought Hu Xingzhi could withstand Chen Ke's pressure. Unexpectedly, Hu Xingzhi actually reached some consensus with Chen Ke. Having entangled with Chen Ke here for these few days, the landlords knew Chen Ke would absolutely not yield. Although all landlords felt things were bad, they still held a shred of illusion that Hu Xingzhi convinced Chen Ke, and Chen Ke made significant concessions.

Shang Yuan inside the conference room also saw this result. He couldn't misjudge the situation like the landlords. Taking advantage of the landlords staring at the approaching two with disappointment and expectation intertwined, Shang Yuan's gaze swept into the conference room. Only three people looked at Shang Yuan intently: Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, and Liu Yixuan. Among these three, Ren Qiying had defected to the People's Party long ago, and the other two had also expressed their attitudes in the past few days. Following Magistrate Shang Yuan's footsteps unwaveringly. Shang Yuan nodded slightly to them, and the three knew what it meant.

Sure enough, after the two outside returned to the conference room, Hu Xingzhi explicitly expressed his support for Magistrate Shang Yuan's meaning. He lobbied the landlords vigorously. Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, and Liu Yixuan added fuel to the flames beside him, inciting up and down. Besides these three, actually many landlords had long wavered. They just hoped others would stand in front to withstand it, while they followed. Seeing Hu Xingzhi surrender, these people's psychological defense line completely collapsed.

Chen Ke watched Hu Xingzhi and others debating with other landlords, gaining the upper hand more and more. He and Shang Yuan became bystanders instead. A thought suddenly moved in his mind. He leaned close to Shang Yuan's ear and whispered: "Brother Wangshan, what do you think Mr. Hu means by this?"

Hearing this, Shang Yuan smiled slightly. He didn't speak but dipped his finger in some plain water in the tea bowl and wrote two words on the table, "Retreat route." After Chen Ke saw it, Shang Yuan wiped the water stain clean. Chen Ke blinked to express agreement.

Hu Xingzhi doing this was not for Chen Ke, let alone for supporting the "revolutionary cause." Instead, it was to pull all the landlords in the county into the water. Even if Chen Ke and Shang Yuan fell, the law does not punish the majority. Since all landlords went into the water, it was impossible to do anything to Hu Xingzhi alone.

Seeing the fierceness of the struggle between Hu Xingzhi and the landlords, Chen Ke felt it necessary to lend a hand. He patted the table, "Gentlemen of virtue, I forgot to tell everyone something. Please listen to me."

Hearing Chen Ke shout, everyone stopped arguing immediately. The conference room was silent. In everyone's gaze, Chen Ke stood up neatly, "Not only is Mr. Hu willing to support borrowing land, but our Insurance Corps comrades called me out just now to tell me that Mr. Zhang Youliang of Yuezhangji has also agreed to lend all his land." After speaking, Chen Ke took out a letter from his bosom and waved it to everyone, "This is Mr. Zhang's written pledge. Mr. Zhang lent the land out willingly. It is said that when writing the pledge, Mr. Zhang said thinking of being able to save the common people, he was happy in his heart. The old man cried like a tearful person, instructing our Insurance Corps to definitely save the common people from this year's flood."

This was obviously nonsense. Landlords were not three-year-old children. Chen Ke conquered Yuezhangji by force; Zhang Youliang simply couldn't have obeyed willingly. Chen Ke's words were a naked threat.

Since Chen Ke wanted to act, although the audience had expressions of disdain on their faces, Chen Ke didn't care about playing the trick to the end. He sighed and said: "Mr. Zhang Youliang understands righteousness deeply. He heard it was only borrowing land for two years, but felt that the people's life would be miserable after the flood, so he actively requested to lend his own land for five years. Our comrades felt this was inappropriate and couldn't let Mr. Zhang suffer too much loss. But Mr. Zhang refused to agree no matter what and insisted on lending it for five years. Our comrades had no choice. Also willing to fulfill Mr. Zhang Youliang's kind heart, they had to agree to Mr. Zhang's request. Now the common people of Yuezhangji are rejoicing and encouraged, and are discussing setting up a longevity tablet for Mr. Zhang."

These words were sinister. Who would set up a tablet for themselves while alive if they had nothing better to do? The landlords knew clearly in their hearts that Zhang Youliang must have been tortured and threatened, having to sign the pledge to lend land for five years. And Chen Ke was beating the opponents with this.

After such a performance, it seemed Chen Ke was still unsatisfied. His voice became even more excited and high-pitched. "Everyone, Mr. Zhang Youliang understands righteousness deeply. Although we can't go to Yuezhangji personally to greet and pay respect to Mr. Zhang now. But let's at least clap our hands to express our gratitude to Mr. Zhang."

After speaking, Chen Ke took the lead in applauding. Then Shang Yuan also stood up and applauded. Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, Liu Yixuan, and Hu Xingzhi also applauded. Other landlords looked at the few people applauding enthusiastically in a daze, not knowing what to do for a moment. Chen Ke laughed while applauding: "Everyone, don't be shy. When it's time to clap, we have to clap, right?" After speaking, he stared at those landlords unwilling to applaud with sharp eyes.

"Brother He, clap when you are asked to. What's there to be shy about?" Liu Jinxue began to persuade the person next to him.

"Brother Li, clap your hands. Have to give the Lord Magistrate some face." Liu Yixuan started clapping almost at the same time.

Finally, some landlords couldn't withstand the persuasion and began to clap. Liu Jinxue and Liu Yixuan clapped intermittently while pulling the landlords who had to start applauding to the same side. Fengyang Flower Drum was popular in Anhui, so folk storytelling was naturally plentiful. "Romance of the Three Kingdoms" was a traditional storytelling item. After burning Xuchang, Cao Cao set up two flags, asking those who didn't go out to fight the fire to stand under one flag, and those who went out to fight the fire to stand under the other. After everyone lined up, with an order, those standing under the flag of going out to fight the fire were all killed. Seeing such a division of teams, many landlords remembered this story in their hearts.

At this time, soldiers with knives and guns were densely distributed outside the large conference room, all turning their faces to face the room, very much meaning "smashing a cup as a signal." In this Fengtai County, of the two famous big landlords, one was solved by force, and one simply surrendered. Plus being threatened like this, other landlords finally succumbed. One after another began to applaud.

However, there are some hardliners in any group. When the vast majority of landlords began to applaud, a middle-aged man shouted angrily: "Surname Chen, others fear you, I don't fear you. Kill me, your grandfather, if you have the guts. I just won't lend this land."

As soon as the voice fell, Chen Ke smiled and waved his hand. Three soldiers rushed in from outside the house fiercely. Two soldiers grabbed the middle-aged man's two arms respectively, holding him down firmly.

Then they heard Chen Ke laugh: "This old brother is probably suffering from heatstroke due to the hot weather, or had an epilepsy attack. Don't let him bite his own tongue."

Amidst the strong man's angry curses, the third soldier stuffed the cloth prepared long ago into the strong man's mouth. Then he tied the strong man's mouth firmly with cloth strips.

"Send this old brother down to rest a while. Give him plenty of water to drink." Chen Ke waved his hand after speaking.

The soldiers carried the strong man away. Although the strong man also wanted to struggle hard and roar along the way. But in the hands of three soldiers, this bit of struggle was completely powerless. Their figures bypassed the barracks and disappeared from everyone's sight. The landlords were scared into forgetting to clap. Soon, they faintly heard the sound of buckets splashing water coming. Timid landlords trembled upon hearing this sound. Actually, among the participating landlords, there were quite some tough characters. Helplessly, the custom of Anhui was wanting to be an official but also fearing officials. If Chen Ke presided over the meeting himself, many of these people would probably have risen up to explode long ago. But since Magistrate Shang Yuan was present, they dared not act rashly.

Seeing with their own eyes someone rise to resist and be dealt with like pinching a chick, while the Lord Magistrate turned a blind eye to this, those few landlords with fierce tempers felt a bit lucky instead that they didn't act silly.

Actually, if it were a peaceful year, facing such high-pressure practices, landlords might still dare to protest. But now it was after a flood after all. Landlords knew this was basically a time without royal law. Fengtai County seemingly had royal law now because the Magistrate and Chen Ke's Insurance Corps wore the same pair of pants. They maintained order forcibly. If the Insurance Corps really took action, the landlords had absolutely no way either.

Everyone's eyes fell on Magistrate Shang Yuan at the same time. They saw Shang Yuan stand up and say: "Everyone, the Insurance Corps barracks are also quiet. I originally wanted to discuss the matter of borrowing land with everyone in detail here. But as the saying goes, choosing a day is not as good as hitting a day. I think everyone has been here for a few days, and your families must be missing you. Don't you miss your families? I think everyone might as well sign the pledge today. Go home early today to reunite with your families. We'll talk about anything else in a few days. What does everyone think?"

The landlords were silent. The sound of buckets splashing water came from the back of the barracks not far away. Some landlords couldn't help looking back, and heard Shang Yuan say: "This brother was invited by us. Since he is sick, we have to be responsible for curing him. Otherwise, we can't explain to them. He will stay here for a few more days. Everyone rest assured; he will definitely sign after he recovers. Everyone, I have drafted the pledge. Waiting for everyone to sign it so I can stamp it." After speaking, Shang Yuan took out a pledge and put it on the table.

Hu Xingzhi went over first, picked up the pledge and looked at it carefully, then picked up the pen nearby to sign and fingerprint. Just after finishing signing, he saw Shang Yuan pick up a paperweight and press it on the line below. Following closely was Ren Qiying. She didn't move the paperweight either and signed her name directly below.

Seeing someone take the lead, many landlords sighed deeply. If they refused to sign the pledge, they would definitely get "sick" too, and then stay in the Insurance Corps camp to "recuperate." One after another, all landlords signed and fingerprinted amidst the sound of splashing water.

Shang Yuan invited everyone to have a potluck with a smile, but how could the landlords be willing to eat? They stood up to bid farewell one after another. Chen Ke and Shang Yuan sent these people to the door, telling them to continue coming here for meetings tomorrow to discuss the election of People's Representatives before sending them out. Seeing Chen Ke had no intention of keeping people by force, the landlords left hurriedly as if granted a great pardon. Not a single one stayed.

Instead, Ren Qiying, Liu Jinxue, Liu Yixuan, and Hu Xingzhi chatted with Chen Ke and the others calmly for a few more sentences. Hu Xingzhi said: "Brother Chen, I will definitely come to visit tomorrow."

Chen Ke laughed: "Brother Hu, I won't be here tomorrow. If you want to find me, I can only ask you to condescend to go to Yuezhangji to find me."

"Why?" Hu Xingzhi didn't quite understand.

"I'm going to comfort the troops (*lao jun*)."

Hu Xingzhi became interested, "Oh? Comfort the troops! Then can I, your foolish brother, go together and bring some gifts for everyone by the way?"

"Brother Hu, no need to be polite. Going together is fine. But gifts are not needed."

"When does Brother Chen set off? Leaving early tomorrow morning."

"Then I, your foolish brother, will definitely come."

"I await Brother Hu's arrival."

The two cupped their hands, and then Hu Xingzhi left. Although the other few people also wanted to go together, they didn't want to bring gifts, so they just bid farewell and left.

As soon as Chen Ke and Shang Yuan entered the door, the gate of the Insurance Corps closed tight. The two walked into the large conference room and saw the strong man who was dragged away just now sitting at the table dryly all over, looking at that pledge in detail.

"Brother Lv, we inconvenienced you," Shang Yuan laughed.

This landlord surnamed Lv was named Lv Songmao. Seeing Shang Yuan and Chen Ke return, he had already stood up. Hearing Shang Yuan finish speaking, he laughed: "Lord Shang, Mr. Chen. This is just a small matter." After speaking, he looked at the soldiers outside who had acted just now with a complicated expression and continued, "However, our Insurance Corps brothers are really nimble with their hands and feet."

Chen Ke laughed *haha*, "They acted on my orders. Asking them to apologize to you won't do. I apologize to Brother Lv personally." After speaking, Chen Ke bowed deeply.

Lv Songmao hurriedly supported Chen Ke, "One of us, one of us. No need to be so polite." Although he said so with his mouth, the little unhappiness in Lv Songmao's expression flew to the nine heavens, and his face blossomed with a smile.

"Just talking, but forgot to do business." Lv Songmao remembered something after laughing, "Lord Shang, I'll sign the pledge now." After speaking, he picked up the pen preparing to sign at the last position.

Shang Yuan hurriedly stopped him, "Brother Lv, apologizing is one thing, but we can't let you work for nothing. Come, I saved a position for you here." After speaking, Shang Yuan pointed to the blank line he pressed out under Hu Xingzhi's name with the paperweight just now.

Lv Songmao didn't expect Shang Yuan to be so considerate in doing things, and was already somewhat deeply moved. "Lord Shang, my elder brother said in his letter that Lord Shang is his good friend. He told me never to disturb Lord Shang normally. But whenever Lord Shang has an order, I must help with all my strength. Unexpectedly, in this big flood, it was Lord Shang and Mr. Chen who saved my whole family instead. No words can express gratitude for this great favor. Whatever instructions Lord Shang has, I will definitely repay even if I have to go through fire and water."

"All family, don't speak two families' words." Shang Yuan laughed.

Lv Songmao signed and fingerprinted on the second-ranked position quickly.

After he finished signing, Shang Yuan said: "Brother Lv, anyway, your family's house in the countryside is also destroyed. The house in the county town is too small; it's inevitably too crowded for your whole family to live in. I think we should send people to pick up sister-in-law and the children to live here. There aren't so many people living here, and there are more houses. What do you think?"

"This is very good. Very good." Lv Songmao laughed. Actually, he also knew that since he was "arrested," it would be too much if he went home now. Shang Yuan also meant well.

Letting people from the Security Section take Lv Songmao to arrange accommodation, and sending people to pick up Lv Songmao's family at night. When there were no bystanders around, Shang Yuan asked Chen Ke: "Deputy Regiment Commander Hua came today for what matter?"

"Sigh!" Chen Ke smiled bitterly: "Our pigs are really missed by too many people."
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Chapter 12 Commendation

Since ancient times, there has been the practice of comforting the troops (*lao jun*). Regularly improving treatment and improving life is a very important job.

After Chen Ke finished talking about the unstable mood of the troops proposed by Chai Qingguo today and the idea of getting a few pigs to comfort the troops, Shang Yuan agreed very much, "Having worked hard for so long, we have to let everyone eat a good meal at any rate."

Most of the People's Party members and cadres were on the front line at this time. After Chen Ke and Shang Yuan, the two "leaders" of the People's Party, reached a consensus on comforting the troops, they no longer convened a Party meeting to discuss this matter. Umekawa Kamiyoshi, the Section Chief responsible for agricultural and sideline products in the logistics department, was quickly called over, "Comrade Umekawa, go and catch ten pigs now. We want boars; absolutely don't touch the sows."

"Secretary Chen, we only have fifty-some pigs. If you take away ten in one go, isn't it a bit..." Umekawa asked with a troubled expression.

"Comrade Umekawa, you've worked hard," Chen Ke suddenly said.

"Uh?" Umekawa was baffled by these words. He just made a small suggestion; why did Chen Ke suddenly become so polite? As a Japanese, Umekawa didn't understand.

Chen Ke looked solemn. He walked up to Umekawa and held Umekawa's hand, "Comrade Umekawa, during the flood, the pig farm moved every few days. You also had to raise earthworms, ret manure, cut grass, and reserve various feeds. If it were someone else, we couldn't have turned twenty-some pigs into fifty-some. Your work has been fruitful. I am going to comfort the troops soon. I will specially mention your hard work in this troop-comforting activity and praise your serious work attitude. You are the example everyone should learn from."

Hearing this, Umekawa's eyes suddenly turned red, and he almost cried out. The hardship of these days really couldn't be explained in a few words. Japanese people have a strong sense of hierarchy and obedience, and their work attitude is considered serious. If Umekawa worked like this in Japan, he would absolutely not get any support. This was a matter of course in Japan; if Umekawa did it, it was only right and proper. If he didn't do it well, he would be scolded and punished instead. Hearing Chen Ke's high-profile evaluation, Umekawa's lips trembled, and he held back for a long time before squeezing out a sentence, "Hai!"

"Comrade Umekawa, laborers are the most glorious. This is the honor you deserve," Chen Ke said seriously.

"Hai!" Umekawa still responded with this emotionally charged phrase under excitement.

Japanese comrades had a subtle status in the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke really appointed them based on ability. Japanese comrades' obedience and discipline in the organization were very good. Moreover, they were "outsiders"; their "loyalty" was first directed at Chen Tianhua himself. Chen Tianhua was now working in Hebei. Chen Tianhua was a supporter of Chen Ke's philosophy. That book *Chinese Historical Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* convinced these Japanese youths seeking a revolutionary path. So the loyalty of these comrades shifted to Chen Ke, who had the highest status in the People's Party.

Chen Ke knew this. At this stage, there were not many people who could be unconditionally loyal to Chen Ke, and even fewer who could obey Chen Ke unconditionally. In order to promote his own revolutionary line, Chen Ke would entrust these comrades, whether Chinese or foreigners, with important tasks. So he smiled and said: "Comrade Umekawa, in view of your work performance, we will have further work arrangements for you. As for the specific work adjustment, this can only be decided after discussion later. I want to tell you, you are raising fifty pigs now. In the future, you will lead many people to raise fifty thousand, five hundred thousand pigs. You have to be mentally prepared for this."

Umekawa's family was a "landlord" in Japan. By Japanese standards, they were not even "small landlords." However, after arriving in China, he found that his family's few hundred *mu* of land was nothing at all. After Chen Ke taught the method of raising earthworms and pigs to Umekawa, Umekawa worked with the unique seriousness of the Japanese. Hearing Chen Ke mention the number "fifty thousand, five hundred thousand," Umekawa was still shocked. The relationship between superiors and subordinates in Japan was very stiff. According to Japanese rules, Chen Ke was Umekawa's superior; whatever he said, Umekawa had to do. But Umekawa was a revolutionary youth after all, and having stayed in the People's Party for so long, he finally had some habits of inner-party democracy, "Brigade Commander Chen, just with these people responsible for raising pigs now..." Umekawa asked.

"Manpower will be added for you in the future. More importantly, you must learn scientific breeding. Science and the people being masters of their own affairs are what we revolutionaries pursue. A revolutionary must be a person who stresses science. Comrade Umekawa, you must constantly learn and constantly improve."

For such a clear requirement, Umekawa stood straight, looked serious, his eyes burning with spirit. He said from the bottom of his heart: "Hai!"

"In the next three to five years, you will only do this one thing. Can you accept it?" Chen Ke asked seriously.

"Hai!" Umekawa still had the serious look just now, and the same answer.

Having received Umekawa's accurate answer, Chen Ke nodded. He said: "Sows must be kept for breeding, so they absolutely cannot be killed. Except for that boar used for breeding, you find ten big ones and catch them."

"Hai!" Umekawa responded.

"Go." Chen Ke waved his hand.

After Umekawa left, Shang Yuan asked: "Wenqing, you are starting to promote cadres."

"Yes, the stall has been spread out; it won't do not to promote people. But Brother Wangshan, the work of the supervision department will be very heavy in the future. I have actually always wanted you to undertake the job of Director of the Political Department, specifically leading the political work and supervision departments. If the revolution wants to succeed, there must be discipline and rules." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly sighed. He didn't continue.

Seeing Chen Ke look somewhat helpless, Shang Yuan couldn't help laughing: "If a country has discipline, rules, stresses science, and the people are masters of their own affairs, wouldn't this revolution have completely succeeded already? Then what do we need to do? So Wenqing, you don't need to worry."

"How can I not worry? Socialist revolution, communist revolution, many places are anti-human nature. Eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, fame and status, these vulgar interests are all things human nature loves to see and hear; they are all instincts." Chen Ke complained rarely.

"Haha, Wenqing. Why did you suddenly talk about this? Are the two of us going to hold some criticism and self-criticism meeting?" Although Shang Yuan looked like he was smiling, the smile wasn't strong.

"I've been so busy during this time; things have just taken shape. As soon as my heart relaxes, I want to grumble and talk. If supplies weren't so scarce now and conditions didn't allow, I would really like to drink wine with Brother Wangshan."

"Drinking water is the same." Hearing Chen Ke say this, Shang Yuan pushed a water bowl in front of Chen Ke. He poured water into it, and also poured water into the water bowl in front of himself. This already meant holding a meeting with Chen Ke.

Chen Ke wanted to speak but stopped. A shrewd person like Shang Yuan had already guessed Chen Ke's thought, "Wenqing, you feel you should hold this meeting with Zhenglan, Zudao, and some other comrades who performed very excellently. I know. I should have suggested you hold this meeting when comforting the troops. But this time I have some words I want to say to you."

Hearing Shang Yuan say this, Chen Ke was somewhat surprised. He only cared about the depression in his own heart and only considered himself. But he didn't notice that Shang Yuan, who also endured arduous work, would also have depression. Thinking of this, his face turned slightly red, already meaning some guilt.

Shang Yuan saw it clearly. He stretched comfortably, placing his forearms flat on the table to support his upper body. "Wenqing, do you remember the matter of us visiting my teacher Mr. Li Hongqi together?"

"Remember," Chen Ke responded.

"Actually, Mr. Li opposed me following you at that time."

"Mr. Li is a true Confucian. I am far behind him."

"I followed you at that time only because you had foresight. As for you yourself, you are far behind your book. I wanted to save the country at that time. Although you have many problems, there is always the benefit of foresight. So I thought, make do with it. I have seen people better than you."

If it was when he just returned to 1905, Chen Ke would have been modest for a few sentences. If it was in the twenty-first century, Chen Ke would probably have snorted coldly, and then listened to what bad things Shang Yuan wanted to say about him with a completely resistant mood. But Chen Ke had changed. His heart was peaceful, just listening quietly. Chen Ke's heart had never been so calm.

With peace in his heart, his expression was naturally completely relaxed, and his manner was very focused. Shang Yuan couldn't help laughing loudly after seeing it. "Wenqing, if you were like this when meeting Teacher Li Hongqi, Teacher Li would absolutely not have refused me following you to revolutionize."

"That may not be necessarily true. Teacher Li loves you, this student, dearly. Making revolution means living precariously; he wouldn't be willing for you to follow anyone." Chen Ke felt he had no feeling about Shang Yuan's praise, but for Teacher Li Hongqi whom he also respected, he had to say this. Because this was Teacher Li Hongqi's true thought.

Shang Yuan knew what Chen Ke said was indeed his teacher's true thought. Thinking of his teacher's care for him, Shang Yuan felt warm in his heart and couldn't speak for a moment. Moreover, he originally wanted to say some sharp words to Chen Ke, but as his mood changed, his emotions changed accordingly. When he wanted to open his mouth again, he found the original train of thought couldn't connect. Looking up at Chen Ke, seeing Chen Ke still looking at himself with a tranquil expression and focused attitude, Shang Yuan felt somewhat soft-hearted.

"Wenqing, actually when coming to Anhui, I originally thought I would dominate the situation," Shang Yuan tentatively spoke his heart.

"Revolutionary matters mean 'who else but me'. Capable people naturally should dominate the situation," Chen Ke said with empathy. These words were originally words of demonstration. If it weren't for his attitude at this time, and the sincerity revealed in his tone and demeanor that would absolutely not cause ambiguity to Shang Yuan, just these words would have made the two estranged.

Shang Yuan didn't misunderstand Chen Ke's meaning. Seeing Chen Ke so open-minded, he was very happy. "I don't think so now. If you can work hard like this, I will assist you wholeheartedly. You have many problems, but in matters of revolution, you are stronger than me."

Looking at Shang Yuan's sincere face, Chen Ke sighed: "Brother Wangshan, revolution is not something that can be done by a few people like you with noble character and integrity who can eliminate vulgar interests getting together. Our People's Party members must all be able to do this. Our Insurance Corps soldiers also need to do this, and our cadres also need to do this. Only then can we face those powerful enemies. Otherwise, we will definitely fail."

"Eating, drinking, whoring, gambling are all normal desires. Wenqing, how did you get rid of them?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Because some things are more important to me. If I indulge in eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, I can't do these things." Chen Ke gave an explanation.

"I'm afraid these words didn't hit the root," Shang Yuan said with a calm expression.

Chen Ke nodded, "Mn, true. If I say what I really got rid of, it's only gambling. When I was in school back then, I was still young. At that time, my fingers were soft and flexible, and I put a lot of effort into rolling dice. Not to say I could roll whatever points I wanted, but I was much better than ordinary people. One day I played dice with a classmate. It was a female classmate. I originally thought I could definitely win, but unexpectedly I lost every battle and lost twenty cents (*fen*). Oh, it was twenty wen (*wen*). At the beginning, the more I lost, the more I wanted to win. But no matter how well I rolled, I still lost without a doubt. Later I suddenly thought of something. I lost twenty wen now and wanted to win it back. If I participate in gambling in the future and lose two hundred taels, how much would I want to win it back? The old saying goes, one loses every time one gambles. I knew I couldn't deceive myself; what I wanted was to win. Since then, I knew gambling would absolutely not win, and I would absolutely not participate in such things. If I just meet everyone by chance and can't avoid such a scene, it's fine to lose some money appropriately to join the fun. But if it's real gambling, I won't participate with a single wen. I know, as long as I participate, it's losing."

"This is very good," Shang Yuan praised, "But what worries does Wenqing have for other comrades?"

"Human hearts are weak and can't withstand temptation. Brother Wangshan, after I figured out the harm of gambling back then, I was really sweating profusely and terrified. Because when I wanted to win back that twenty wen, in order to gamble and win, my mood was so urgent, so focused, that I really wouldn't regret even dying nine times. When I realized I was on a road to death and circled before the Gates of Hell, that kind of rejoicing and lingering fear after surviving a disaster, I still remember clearly to this day. People cherish their lives after all. When they have no money and can't gamble, many people still believe in gambling in their hearts. I occasionally have to participate, but I don't believe in gambling at all in my heart. Don't look at them not gambling; I am participating in gambling instead. This is completely different."

"Is this the reason you want to commend Comrade Umekawa?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Yes." Chen Ke answered decisively: "Comrade Umekawa, as a Japanese, believes there should be a better system in the world. The current world is so tyrannical; there must be a revolution. So he crossed the ocean to China to seek revolution. This is his revolutionary stance. As for work, he bears the burden of office willingly and wholeheartedly. For the work of raising pigs, other comrades in our People's Party are unwilling to do it. Mn, can't say so either. If I let He Zudao do it, I believe he will also do it seriously like this. This is the attitude towards revolutionary work. Comrade Chai Qingguo ran over this time to say everyone's mood is fluctuating; this is because our political ideological work is not in place. I plan to strengthen political ideological work."

Shang Yuan nodded slightly. Chen Ke's words completely attracted him. When Shang Yuan first met Chen Ke, to be honest, he didn't really take Chen Ke's own virtue and ability seriously. Chen Ke had no interest in the "valuable things" of this era. From his conversation, one could also know that Chen Ke was extremely "extravagant" in eating, drinking, using, and living. Although Chen Ke's ideas made Shang Yuan admire him, Chen Ke was still a very impetuous youth at that time. He knew some principles but couldn't effectively turn these principles into practical actions at all. What was embodied in Chen Ke was merely that he had received extremely good education. As for Chen Ke himself, he was too far from being respectable. And this contrast made Shang Yuan's evaluation of Chen Ke lower. Even an ordinary person, growing up in such a superior environment and receiving such excellent education, should behave even more outstandingly.

The reason he showed respect for Chen Ke in Party affairs was merely that Shang Yuan knew this was what he should do. No matter how incapable Chen Ke was, if Shang Yuan couldn't show this, the Party organization itself would become chaotic first. Even out of respect for himself, Shang Yuan couldn't help but prop Chen Ke up.

But since arriving in this Fengtai County, Shang Yuan felt his thoughts were shaken. Perhaps some people are really heroes of troubled times. Whether natural disasters or man-made disasters, Chen Ke could always come up with countermeasures immediately. Afterwards, it was proven that Chen Ke's countermeasures were still the most effective. If this was the result of Chen Ke's education, then Chen Ke's educational environment was already a superiority Shang Yuan couldn't imagine. Moreover, Chen Ke was also changing. After experiencing each thing, he would have some explicit or implicit changes. He was still growing.

So Shang Yuan wanted to have a good talk with Chen Ke. Not necessarily with any purpose, but Shang Yuan already held a true expectation for Chen Ke. Listening to Chen Ke's narration, Shang Yuan felt his expectation was correct. Perhaps this person Chen Ke, Chen Ke himself, not those theories of Chen Ke, perhaps Chen Ke himself really had the value worth following. Shang Yuan couldn't help thinking.



★


Comforting the Troops 1

Volume 3 - Chapter 13

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 13 Comforting the Troops (1)

The large conference room of the People's Party occupied nearly a hundred square meters. More than thirty pillars supported simple wooden beams. Straw mats were used as walls outside, and hanging straw mats between various wooden beams could partition it into required rooms. Because of the general meeting of landlords, all straw mats were rolled up and tied with ropes, making the entire space completely open. In the empty conference room, only Chen Ke and Shang Yuan sat face to face.

The two had already talked about their hearts for a while, and the grudge between them didn't exist at all. And the topic also slid rapidly from personal views to work.

"Brother Wangshan, do you have any ideas about the method of selecting cadres?" Chen Ke was somewhat hesitant when asking this question. A big issue like cadre selection determined the future direction of the People's Party. Although the People's Party claimed to formulate directions by the majority, Chen Ke didn't want to make the slightest concession on the Party's basic program. He had decided that no matter what, he must be able to control the direction guidance of the People's Party.

Shang Yuan didn't care about Chen Ke's "leadership status." Chinese political tradition required someone to act as a leader. Chen Ke's status was won by his consistent performance. Shang Yuan didn't have the intention to replace him now. Such a smart person knew very well that now was absolutely not the time to accomplish this. Meaningless seizure of power would only result in a messy dog-eat-dog fight.

"Wenqing definitely has a constitution; let me hear it first," Shang Yuan said indifferently. One of the reasons he didn't quite approve of Chen Ke's ability before was that Chen Ke didn't pay much attention to listening to other words at that time. True Confucian believers like Shang Yuan understood one thing in personal cultivation: if your own heart is full of things, how can you accept others' opinions? As the saying goes, "A prime minister's belly can hold a boat." To put it more elegantly, it is "be extremely open-minded" (*xu huai ruo gu*). Shang Yuan was thirty-four years old, almost ten years older than Chen Ke. He had seen many youths like Chen Ke, twenty-four or five years old, full of desire for revolution. The stuff in these youths' bellies was just so-so. But that desire was endless. The reason Shang Yuan detested revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen most lay in this.

The reason Shang Yuan could accept Chen Ke in the beginning was that although Chen Ke talked about a path that wasn't very reliable, at least it went deep into the grassroots and engaged in revolution solidly. On this path, Chen Ke only emphasized class contradictions and advocated developing "productive forces" by building a new social system, rather than labeling some people as "counter-revolutionaries" and thinking that getting rid of these people would mean the success of the revolution. If Chen Ke was also full of revolutionary principles but only wanted to ascend to the throne of power in his heart, Shang Yuan would have kicked Chen Ke flying long ago.

Since Chen Ke wanted to propose comprehensive Party building work, as Chen Ke's subordinate, Shang Yuan followed his personal cultivation habit to listen to Chen Ke's opinion first.

"Aim for the top, get the middle. Aim for the middle, get the bottom. What is the Party's philosophy? It is to establish a new world," Chen Ke continued.

Shang Yuan was one of the few Party members in the People's Party who had truly discussed communism with Chen Ke. He wasn't very interested in communism either. But Chen Ke was talking about the principles of Party building, so he didn't refute but just continued to listen.

"But I am not very confident about how to make People's Party members have communist consciousness," Chen Ke spoke his heart.

Hearing this, Shang Yuan just smiled indifferently, "Wenqing, you are just afraid of people dying, afraid that so many people we pulled out with hard work will die or run away. In my opinion, there is no need to worry about this matter. Communist consciousness is invisible and intangible, but we all know what people with communist consciousness will do. We set rules; those who can do it will be promoted and commended, and those who can't will be criticized and educated. Only with clear rewards and punishments will comrades truly understand and learn what communism is."

Although he knew Shang Yuan spoke the correct principle, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing: "This kind of elimination is also a bit too cruel."

Shang Yuan didn't care about Chen Ke's sigh at all. He said with a serious expression: "Wenqing, why do you think everyone has followed you until now? Because you have two virtues: one is setting an example, and the other is strict orders. I won't praise you for setting an example. The strictness of orders lies in that you never trust people lightly; you do everything yourself. Comrades actually don't know what to do. After you did it yourself, you set an example and set the rules. In the future, this kind of thing must be done this way. I really didn't expect our revolution could be pushed to such a stage. Now with a scale of tens of thousands of people, you can't experience everything yourself. So you want to promote cadres now; I think it's very correct. Even if you don't plan to promote cadres now, I would also propose it. Since you want to promote cadres, you must have the breadth of mind to let them make mistakes. Sages make no mistakes twice (*Sheng Ren Wu Er Guo*). If you want them to make no mistakes in everything, wouldn't they all surpass sages? This is illogical."

Chen Ke's reason was convinced, or rather he knew this long ago. But his emotions couldn't accept it. Shang Yuan might not know how cruel the future path would be and what major sacrifices there would be. But Chen Ke knew; the data recorded in Party history coldly expounded this fact. And the even crueler fact was that the more loyal the Party members, the more sacrifices, and the earlier they sacrificed.

In 1906, if the Party organization could be made close to the toughness of the Party led by Grandpa Mao back then, it could be said there were simply no opponents. Chen Ke believed that the gap between China and the world was completely widened to almost irreparable after the completion of the Second Industrial Revolution. The emergence and popularization of electricity and internal combustion engines greatly developed productive forces. In the late Qing Dynasty, the gap between China and industrial countries armed with steam power was not too big. Even that group of Red Army soldiers holding very backward weapons couldn't be defeated by the powers in the interior line operations of defending the country. But after the Second Industrial Revolution, the gap between China and the world was completely widened. The Eighth Route Army had to rely on infantry tactics far superior to opponents to resist invaders while paying a huge price.

As a time traveler, Chen Ke believed he could effectively develop Chinese industry and let the army master advanced infantry movement tactics. China's losses would be small. But even so, these early Party members, and those excellent Party members he tried hard to develop, would inevitably pay the price with their lives. At the current stage, Chen Ke couldn't accept the sacrifice of these people emotionally no matter what.

"Does Wenqing have any doubts?" Shang Yuan asked seeing Chen Ke silent.

Chen Ke sighed for the third time rarely, "Brother Wangshan, let's do it this way. Can I entrust you to handle the first draft of these specific requirements? I have to go comfort the troops and can't find time temporarily."

"I can write the original draft of the civil officials' regulations. I don't understand things in the army. You have to write the draft of those parts yourself, Wenqing," Shang Yuan answered very seriously.

"Good, I'll go prepare for comforting the troops now. I will hold a meeting in Yuezhangji and produce the manuscript within ten days."

"I'll also take ten days."

Neither Shang Yuan nor Chen Ke intended to continue chatting. Having confirmed the work arrangement, they each went to do their own things.

After the news that Brigade Commander Chen was coming to comfort the troops was brought back to the troops by Chai Qingguo, it spread at extremely fast speed. There were many artists in Anhui, and everyone had heard of "rewarding the three armies" from various literary and artistic channels. That night, the atmosphere in the troops was very excited, and the soldiers looked forward to tomorrow's reward very much.

As an ordinary soldier of the First Regiment, Zhao Chengnian listened to the excited discussion of comrades in the campsite, but his heart was somewhat apprehensive. He was the son of an ordinary tenant farmer in Yuezhangji. His parents were alive, and he had a younger brother and a younger sister. His family actually had two *mu* of land, but five people couldn't feed themselves relying on these two *mu* of land at all. So his family simply rented the land to others, and then farmed for others themselves. For such small households with very little land, the rented-out land yielded at least some harvest, and farming for others also yielded some harvest.

When the People's Party was still in Shanghai, in the social investigation conducted in the name of Huangpu Book Society, this social characteristic was discovered. The People's Party's report evaluated this as follows: "It is not that these farmers are unwilling to farm their own land while renting others' land to farm. It is because rural land presents a scattered layout. Two *mu* of land might be divided into four or five places, far apart. For ordinary families, farming these lands simultaneously and taking good care of these lands simultaneously is a very difficult thing. So the strange situation appeared where landlords also rent out land, and poor peasants also rent out land."

And what made Zhao Chengnian apprehensive was that his family's land deed was soaked and ruined in the flood. After experiencing the flood, all land ridges were gone. It was basically impossible to find back one's own land accurately. In this situation, they should have relied on the prestige of clan elders, but after such a year of great disaster, those clan elders would definitely consider their own family's interests first. If it were a big clan, it would be easier to say. The Zhao family was a small household locally and couldn't compete with those big families at all. His family's land definitely couldn't be recovered much. Fighting couldn't beat others; what was the use of risking one's life?

When the Insurance Corps' boats came to save people, Zhao Chengnian's father had already prepared to throw himself into the water to commit suicide because he lost the land deed in the water. He even dragged an Insurance Corps soldier into the water with him. Fortunately, the Insurance Corps' protection for soldiers was in place; everyone was connected by ropes at the waist, and finally, both people were saved. The Insurance Corps fleet sent the rescued people to Yuezhangji. Zhang Youliang refused the rescued masses outside the village, so the Insurance Corps had to take them back to the county town.

Anyway, the Zhao family was not any influential figure in Yuezhangji. Since the Insurance Corps took them back, they accepted it. As soon as Zhao Chengnian heard that the Insurance Corps was recruiting people, he joined with his younger brother Zhao Chengri without hesitation. In this era, having people means having power. His purpose of joining the Insurance Corps was simple: "It's good to enjoy the shade under a big tree." The Insurance Corps had many people and great power. As long as he worked hard and got appreciated, he would have some backing to ask for his family's land back in the future.

So the Zhao brothers worked very hard in the Insurance Corps. What made them feel lucky was that although the leaders, big and small, in the Insurance Corps couldn't be said to be very approachable, they never bullied people. Most importantly, although the work everyone did was tiring, they were always given food. However, Zhao Chengnian was not used to one thing, and even somewhat worried. That was, whatever the Insurance Corps soldiers ate, the leaders also ate. There was absolutely no appearance of leaders eating meat, drinking wine, and being happy as in legends. This showed that the Insurance Corps was not that wealthy. If not wealthy, it would be difficult to last long. This Insurance Corps might not necessarily be a future backer.

But later, when Zhao Chengnian saw that Magistrate Shang Yuan, the "Marquis of a Hundred Li" of Fengtai County, and the Insurance Corps were in the same group, he finally felt relieved. Locally, the magistrate was the royal law; the magistrate's word was heaven. With Magistrate Shang Yuan backing them up, his family's land could definitely be solved. People are naturally very different when they have hope. Zhao Chengnian worked even harder. Instead, Zhao Chengnian's brother Zhao Chengri became somewhat lazy. He didn't work very hard but liked to get close to the cadres in the troops more. The Political Commissar of the troops was He Zudao, who just didn't buy this. He scolded Zhao Chengri several times for not working seriously. Zhao Chengri put his hot face on a cold butt. The whole person completely slackened.

When the Insurance Corps attacked Yuezhangji, Zhao Chengnian followed the main force but didn't catch the hard battle. Eliminating Zhang Youliang, the Insurance Corps occupied Yuezhangji. Then came the major troop adjustment. The Insurance Corps expanded the army greatly on one hand, and on the other hand, cleared some people out of the team. Among these people was Zhao Chengri. Perhaps implicated by following his brother, according to Zhao Chengri's performance, he should have at least muddled along to become a squad leader. But he just didn't; he was still an ordinary soldier now. [Note: The text implies Zhao Chengnian (the POV) is the one who didn't get promoted, or maybe "Zhao Chengri was cleared out... Among these people was Zhao Chengri... According to Zhao Chengri's performance... he is still an ordinary soldier." This part is contradictory in the source. "Cleared out" usually means removed. "Still an ordinary soldier" means still in. I will translate literally, assuming "cleared out of the *main/combat* team" into the reclamation team, hence "still an ordinary soldier" in the new unit.]

In this Insurance Corps reclamation, seeing that everyone's land was occupied first regardless of whose it was, but not mentioning anything about land distribution, made Zhao Chengnian very awkward. What exactly did the Insurance Corps want to do? Zhao Chengnian knew many soldiers had complaints about this, which was also the reason for the fluctuating hearts in the troops recently. Although the troop cadres explained it again and again, saying distributing land would take a long time now, and if time was spent on distributing land, would there still be rush-planting and rush-harvesting? Everyone understood this principle in their hearts, but understanding the principle didn't mean being able to accept it.

Hearing that Brigade Commander Chen Ke was coming to comfort the troops, Zhao Chengnian felt he should ask the Brigade Commander how this land would be handled exactly. He had been in the Insurance Corps for a few months. Although work was hard, he didn't have much time for Soldiers' Committee work. But having attended so many meetings, Zhao Chengnian dared to speak in public at any rate. He had seen Brigade Commander Chen Ke, such a tall and big youth, looking very majestic. Although he was fierce when working, he was a very easy-going person normally. Zhao Chengnian hoped in his heart that Brigade Commander Chen Ke could uphold justice. But really thinking about going to beg Brigade Commander Chen Ke, Zhao Chengnian was afraid again.

In apprehension, Zhao Chengnian heard the troops blow the lights-out bugle. Platoon leaders and squad leaders began to assemble the troops, then led the troops to sleep. Now the troops were considered semi-camping. The ground was wet, and earthen walls couldn't be built either. It was just simple straw sheds. Straw was spread on long broken wooden boards, and everyone slept just like that.

Although he wanted to think more, the labor during the day was too heavy. Zhao Chengnian's mind suddenly went blank, and he fell asleep.
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Chapter 14 Comforting the Troops (2)

As the morning light just dimly illuminated the window, Chen Ke woke up. This was a standard army officer dormitory, imitating Chen Ke's university dormitory: a four-meter by five-meter room, four one-meter by two-meter bunk beds, eight people living in one room. This was the officer dormitory; ordinary soldier dormitories were large communal sleeping platforms (*tong pu*). Now the conditions were this simple. Except for the Chen Ke couple, there was no one else in the dormitory. The young couple snuggled together; He Ying slept soundly on Chen Ke's left shoulder.

Chen Ke looked at his watch; it was almost five o'clock. Last night, he was busy preparing troop-comforting supplies until ten o'clock. Chen Ke, who always performed quite neatly, returned to the bedroom a bit shyly. Since the main force of the Insurance Corps transferred to Yuezhangji, Chen Ke finally lived together with his wife.

Chen Ke always felt he had the obligation to set an example. The Insurance Corps didn't provide accommodation for couples to live together. For the convenience of management, there were only male dormitories and female dormitories. Due to the major troop transfer, many rooms were vacated. Chen Ke then temporarily lived together with his wife He Ying. Returning to the bedroom, Chen Ke was somewhat at a loss, and He Ying also had no experience in married life. Since this young couple got married, they had been separated more than together. Less than two months after marriage, the two arrived in Anhui. Then Chen Ke was busy outside all day, and their residences were not together.

Having finally got the chance to live together, He Ying knew very clearly that this was only a temporary measure. He Ying's family status was not low in this era. Children from families like hers learned to understand rules from a young age. He Ying had long understood the rules of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps clearly through chatting with her roommate You Gou. Although she could be with her husband, He Ying also knew this gathering was very short.

The couple snuggled together silently like this. He Ying felt Chen Ke wanted to speak but stopped several times. She knew Chen Ke wanted to apologize but was afraid she would be angry. He Ying rested her head on Chen Ke's shoulder and said softly: "Wenqing, you don't need to say words of apology. You work with peace of mind; I won't be angry with you."

With his wife being so considerate, that impulse of Chen Ke as a man came up, and words of promise blurted out, "Wait for me..."

Just as he said this, He Ying's slender finger pressed on Chen Ke's lips, "Don't say anything. If one day you achieve something for me, you just need to tell me where to go and what to do. The days are long; just live day by day." While speaking, He Ying adjusted the angle of resting on Chen Ke's shoulder to make herself more comfortable. The young couple pressed tightly together, fingers interlocked.

"I feel so quiet and comfortable in my heart," He Ying's voice was low.

Chen Ke had the same feeling. He turned his head sideways, kissed his wife's forehead gently, and whispered: "Me too." Busy to death outside all day, fighting this, fighting that. Chen Ke finally knew what a luxury it was to have someone with a shared destiny by his side. They didn't have excessive demands; just snuggling together simply like this, they felt happiness from the bottom of their hearts. No matter how fierce and cruel the outside world was, for two people who cared about each other and loved each other to be together, this moment was enough. A minute or two later, the two fell asleep like this.

The happy sleep time was so short. When the sky was slightly bright, someone in the barracks had already gotten up. These slight disturbances woke Chen Ke up. Although he really wanted to hold his wife and be tender for a while, Chen Ke didn't. He slowly withdrew his arm, then got up, brushed his teeth, washed his face, and tidied his clothes. His wife was still sleeping soundly; there was still some time before the wake-up bugle at six o'clock. Chen Ke bent down and gently touched his wife's beautiful hair, then turned and went out. The gentle expression on his face had disappeared completely. Chen Ke's spirit had switched from a husband back to the role of the leader of the People's Party and the supreme commander of the Insurance Corps.

Not only had Chen Ke gotten up, but according to yesterday's plan, the transport troops for comforting the army had also gotten up, and even earlier. The pigs had been slaughtered overnight, and various supplies were ready. A simple order to comfort the troops required twenty or thirty people to busy themselves all night. Any organization with some scale is like this; the top only needs one sentence to issue an order, but below, many links and manpower need to work together to realize this order. If under the old order, there was still a hierarchy to maintain this system. And the new revolution inevitably had to find an organizational philosophy that was more effective and could unite comrades better.

And all this required the leader to be more able to set an example.

Chen Ke appeared in front of the transport team in high spirits and carefully checked every item of comforting supplies. Originally, he should change clothes at such a time, but the comrades working were all covered in mud and water now. It would be inappropriate for Chen Ke to dress brightly and decently. A set of old clothes and a pair of straw sandals were enough. Confirming that the comforting supplies were not lacking, Chen Ke ate breakfast with the comrades. The cadres and soldiers had long been accustomed to eating with big cadres. No one looked up at Chen Ke; everyone focused on eating. With so many supplies needing everyone to transport together, the road would be very hard.

The time for the troops to set out was exactly six in the morning. "Brigade Commander, should we wait for Hu Xingzhi?" the guard beside him asked.

"No need. You notify the guard; if Hu Xingzhi comes, tell him we have already set off." After speaking, Chen Ke said loudly, "Comrades, set off."

The comforting team moved very fast. Not long after leaving the county town, they saw signs of rush-planting having started. The thick silt left by the flood had been turned over here and there. Some of the lands that emerged from the water earliest had already been sown with seedlings. Others were also processed. Debris dug out, stones, tree branches, and some debris remains of victims' houses and furniture drifting with the water were piled up here and there in the fields. One couldn't tell what those debris originally were; anyway, piles of stuff with unclear content were just there.

It's good that work started. Chen Ke was at least gratified by this.

In the late stage of the flood, the Insurance Corps began to prepare for rush-planting. Normal planting was naturally impossible after the disaster. The Insurance Corps only cultivated three crops: rice, sweet potatoes, and potatoes. Fengtai County is located on the edge of the Huainan Plain, on the north bank of the Huai River. The climate is mild, and it is a good producing area for one season of wheat and one season of rice. Now the wheat was definitely gone (*mei xi le* - assume typo for 'mei xi' or 'hopeless'), so only late rice could be planted. Sweet potatoes and potatoes have large yields and low requirements for land; they have always been the priority crops for disaster relief. As for the taste, during disaster relief, it was completely not the time to care about such issues. 1906 was not New China; it was impossible to have "support from all sides when one place is in trouble." The Manchu Qing's disaster relief was completely a drop in the bucket. Fengtai County had to rely on itself to save itself.

The terrain of the county town was relatively high. Walking further forward to lower terrain, the disaster relief work became more obvious. Teams of soldiers were digging drainage ditches under the leadership of commanders at all levels. Just overnight, a lot of water seeped out in the ditches. Soldiers jumped into the water.

Chen Ke grew up on the great plains of Henan. The land he had seen was whole stretches of very flat land. When traveling by car as a child, looking at the land unchanged for hours, Chen Ke would be drowsy. Many years later, when Chen Ke occasionally talked about past things with classmates attending agricultural university, the agricultural university classmates told Chen Ke that such a mode was very convenient for irrigation and drainage. The land of such great plains Chen Ke had seen actually had a slight slope. The purpose of building it like this was simple: to facilitate natural irrigation and drainage of water through the slope of the ground. In dry weather, water is lifted to a high place through a pumping station and then irrigated along the waterway. On rainy days, excess water will flow down the sloping ground and enter the drainage ditch along the waterway. Such a construction mode requires investing huge manpower and material resources in farmland water conservancy projects. In the era of Grandpa Mao, rural water conservancy projects consumed huge labor. A large batch of labor was spent on such projects.

But in 1906, large-scale farmland water conservancy construction was nowhere to be seen. The characteristic of the small-peasant economy is sweeping snow from one's own door, and the land is cut into scattered pieces. Such large-scale farmland construction is impossible to realize. If the flood and the Insurance Corps hadn't appeared at the same time, Fengtai County would have to wait at least half a century to engage in large-scale rural water conservancy construction.

The Insurance Corps now had only eight thousand people and was powerless to build the kind of large-scale water conservancy construction after the founding of the PRC. Wu Longfu, Chief of the Water Conservancy Section of the Insurance Corps, discussed with Chen Ke and formulated a plan. It was to find a piece of the lowest-lying land first, then dig a big pond here, and dig drainage ditches on the land everywhere. In this rush-planting, let the water flow into this big pond temporarily. More comprehensive rural water conservancy construction could only be discussed after this rush-planting and rush-harvesting ended.

The soldiers had eaten breakfast, but one by one they had no enthusiasm for labor. It was obviously the appearance of a monk hitting the bell for a day (doing the bare minimum). Not only that, the mood of commanders at all levels wasn't high either. When the comforting team passed by, the cadres and soldiers saw the slaughtered pigs, and their eyes lit up. Then they smiled happily or stood there watching. Chen Ke saw their appearance and suddenly smiled bitterly.

"Brigade Commander, should I go and say a few words to them?" Following behind Chen Ke was Zhu Zhenji, Deputy Chief of the Logistics Section. He was from Hunan. His family opened a shop, but offended local petty clerks and the family was ruined. He had to come out to find his brother in Shanghai. He didn't find his brother but wandered the streets. Last year, seeing the construction of Shanghai Renxin Hospital start, he recommended himself to be an accountant. He didn't become an accountant but became an ordinary worker. Being someone who had suffered hardship and knew the fickleness of human relationships, Zhu Zhenji didn't feel he was misused, so he worked seriously and was promoted because of serious work. When Chen Ke and the others came to Anhui, Zhu Zhenji firmly requested to come along. Now he finally returned to his profession of "accountant." After suffering hardship, Zhu Zhenji also grew a lot. Hearing Chen Ke's bitter smile, he knew what Chen Ke was sighing about.

"No need. This is our work not being in place. Everyone doesn't know exactly what hard work they are doing. What's the use of us scolding everyone now? It will only make everyone more dissatisfied," Chen Ke said.

Zhu Zhenji always admired Chen Ke, thinking Chen Ke was reasonable and a rare good boss. If not so, he wouldn't have followed Chen Ke all the way from Shanghai to Anhui. Because his family had been persecuted by petty clerks, Zhu Zhenji naturally had enthusiasm for "revolution." Knowing the People's Party and Insurance Corps wanted revolution, he wasn't afraid but participated enthusiastically instead. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhu Zhenji just nodded, feeling it was logical. If Chen Ke hadn't said such words, Zhu Zhenji might have been disappointed.

"By the way, are the spice bags prepared?" Chen Ke asked Zhu Zhenji. Chen Ke once heard a classmate tell a story. In the seventies, a certain village held a "Recall Bitterness and Think of Sweetness" (*Yi Ku Si Tian*) meeting. Although it was recalling bitterness and thinking of sweetness, they couldn't really get some weeds for everyone to cook and eat; it was still normal stir-fried vegetables. The next day, pork was prepared. Because eating meat wasn't common at that time, and the cooks in the village lacked experience, the meat was stewed fishy and oily. This led to the masses saying privately that eating meat was not as delicious as eating vegetables. Chen Ke's father had some characteristics of a gourmet and often stewed meat at home since childhood. Chen Ke praised his father's craftsmanship endlessly. His father once devoted himself to teaching cooking skills to Chen Ke. How to prepare spice bags and how to effectively remove the fishy smell of large chunks of meat, Chen Ke remembered clearly.

"Prepared completely according to the Brigade Commander's prescription," Zhu Zhenji answered. Shanghai was a port city after all; these spices could still be bought. Since Chen Ke had the intention of building large-scale farms, canned meat was also an object that must be considered. Spices were indispensable things. Coming from Shanghai this time, Chen Ke brought some spices. Unexpectedly, they could play a role when comforting the troops.

The troops were stationed separately by battalion. Chen Ke and the others delivered comforting supplies to eight battalions along the way, and then left a cook personally trained by Chen Ke in each battalion to be responsible for stewing meat. There were only these ten pigs. If the meat was spoiled, the loss would outweigh the gain.

The working soldiers saw Chen Ke send comforting supplies into the barracks and then come out. One by one, they were happy. When work ended at noon, just after returning near the camp, a fragrance never smelled before drilled into their nostrils. All comrades who smelled this scent immediately had their mouths watering.

Without command, in front of the large kitchens of the eight battalions stationed in different areas of the Insurance Corps, it was a scene of surging crowds. Even in an old unit like the First Battalion, which had the largest number of old soldiers, the habit of lining up was thrown to the nine heavens. Everyone crowded in front of the big pot of stewed meat, stretching their heads one by one to look into the pot, wondering what exactly smelled so appetizing. Everyone had the same thought in their hearts: if they didn't eat a mouthful of this meal, they would regret it incomparably in this life.

Commanders of various units had to suppress it personally, but without using force, "Line up for food!" With such a shout, clever soldiers already hurried to line up. People behind saw someone already took the lead and immediately scrambled to line up.

"I'm in front."

"Get lost, I'm in front."

Soldiers in the back snatched for positions further forward, while soldiers in the front row couldn't care about the dispute behind. Their eyes lit up one by one, arms holding bowls stretched straight forward. Soldiers whose turn it was to get food held bowls with both hands, leaned forward, eyes staring tightly at the big ladle going back and forth between the rice pot and the bowl. Their eyeballs almost popped out.

Troop commanders also couldn't care so much. They had to solve many quarrels caused by the order of the queue. They pulled apart soldiers disputing over queue problems one by one, and even had to curse a few sentences loudly. And at this time, the commanders absolutely didn't lack saliva. Because of the fragrance of the meat sauce, commanders had to swallow mouthfuls of saliva back into their stomachs continuously. Since commanders had to get food last, if the queue was chaotic, their eating time would also have to be postponed.

The stewed meat Chen Ke guided this time followed the method of "Cured Meat (*La Zhi Rou*) for Baiji Mo (Chinese Hamburger)." There were few pigs and little meat. If the meat was cut into large chunks, it definitely wouldn't be enough to distribute. The stewed meat was fished out and chopped, then soaked in meat soup. Lunch was white rice. A spoonful of meat sauce was poured on a bowl of rice, which was just the extent of one portion per person. Then Chen Ke witnessed with his own eyes a thing he could never imagine. Many soldiers took a mouthful of rice, then froze on the spot. Next, they cried.

How fragrant and thick that was! The spices removed the fishy smell of the meat, giving the pork sauce an unspeakable deliciousness in the mouth. Sweet and salty just right, the abundant and delicate meat juice was hot, mixed in the equally hot rice. Every chew was a kind of happiness. The whole person was intoxicated by the taste in the mouth, wishing to swallow their tongue together. These soldiers and cadres of peasant origin never knew food could be delicious like this. Except for shedding tears, they had no other way to react. And other soldiers might not be sentimental; they shoveled rice into their mouths quickly, licking the bowl from time to time. Their expressions had become completely agitated.

"Wenqing knows how to cook?" Hua Xiongmao also asked with a mouth full of saliva.

Chen Ke was not elated about his "great" success. Seeing soldiers eating with extreme excitement one by one, his mood also rose. Chen Ke hurriedly said to Hua Xiongmao: "Maintain discipline for me immediately." Just as Chen Ke's words fell, he saw some soldiers who ate fast had already started to line up again, asking for more rice. With someone leading, the remaining soldiers, whether they had finished their own portion or not, followed to start lining up. At this time, the food distribution hadn't ended yet. Those who finished their rice and those who hadn't got rice yet immediately had disputes. The scene became chaotic immediately.

Many years later, many of the soldiers participating in this chaos already held high positions. When asked what was the most delicious meal they had ever eaten in the revolutionary era, almost everyone would talk about the food of this troop comforting. This was the first time in their lives they knew that such a thing as "gourmet food" really existed in the world. Old comrades-in-arms talked about this past event with happiness, teasing each other friendly about their lack of ambition back then. Recalling the good times of those years together.

But they all knew one thing: not to mention this matter to Chen Ke. Because this was one of Chen Ke's "great humiliations." The troop-comforting activity caused riots in multiple units due to fighting for food. For gourmet food, they didn't care about anything at that time. The troops had to dispatch the Military Law Enforcement Team to "suppress" the riot.

This was in regular troops like the 359th Brigade. In other "Reclamation Brigades" composed of victims, fighting for food even caused casualties. Dozens of people were injured, and three died from stampede in the chaos.
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Chapter 15 Setting Rules

Chen Ke actually got angry too. Accompanied by an angry voice, his finger poked on the broken table of the Brigade Headquarters. Accompanied by that forceful action, the table tottered on the verge of collapsing.

"Organizing people to eat a meal can also result in human lives." This was something Chen Ke had never thought of, "Does everyone distrust us so much? Having eaten today, there will be no tomorrow?"

The comrades looked at Chen Ke with confusion, as if a raging fire was burning on his forehead. Which time did fighting for relief grain in a disaster year not cause human lives? Comrades who had seen such things felt Chen Ke was really making a fuss over nothing. Let alone tens of thousands of people, even disaster relief activities for a few hundred people could kill people. In comparison, this matter was nothing at all. Actually, everyone couldn't quite figure it out. Originally, the labor comforting activity was for the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade; why did the other reclamation "troops" also have to improve their food? Those "troops" were basically common people temporarily attached to the Insurance Corps. There were men, women, old, and young in the "Reclamation Brigades"; even if looking for people to send to death in war, such mixed troops were not the first choice.

They could think so in their hearts, but couldn't say it with their mouths. Everyone was a veteran of meeting venues and already knew that speaking carelessly wouldn't bring any good results.

Seeing that the comrades neither supported his stance nor felt they had done anything wrong, Chen Ke was also somewhat discouraged. Thinking about his own era, queuing was also something that only well-trained organizations could achieve. Chen Ke felt his anger was indeed somewhat untimely.

However, the mood wouldn't be turned around so easily. Chen Ke said with a dark face: "We have already reached an agreement with the landlords. They will lend their land to the county yamen within two years, and the county yamen will entrust us, the Insurance Corps, to manage these lands."

This news immediately triggered the enthusiasm of the comrades. Hua Xiongmao was so happy that he almost stood up, "It really succeeded!" His excitement was overflowing in his words and expressions. Hua Xiongmao's family was also a landlord; he knew how difficult it was to make landlords make such concessions.

Chai Qingguo looked at Hua Xiongmao with some jealousy. Although they were both comrades in the Party, and although he was a deputy regiment commander, he didn't know Chen Ke was conducting such negotiations. But Hua Xiongmao, as the regiment commander, could know beforehand. It was said that everyone was equal within the Party, but one could tell the distance and closeness at a glance. And at this time, the number of comrades holding this thought was really not small. Actually, they misunderstood. Such civil affairs work couldn't be notified to military cadres. The seven members of the People's Party Temporary Central Secretariat Committee all knew about this matter.

Although Yuwen Badu didn't read many books, he was much smoother in worldly wisdom. Seeing everyone's expression, he smiled: "This matter was discussed within the Secretariat Committee. At that time, we were afraid everyone might accidentally leak the news, so it was not notified temporarily. Since Secretary Chen has already accomplished it, only now is it being told to everyone." Hearing this explanation, the comrades felt somewhat relieved, and the originally complicated gazes softened a lot.

Chen Ke originally didn't think so much; Yuwen Badu's words reminded him well. The People's Party was no longer that small team in Shanghai. Accompanied by the division of the Party Central Committee and other ordinary Party members, one must be careful when speaking.

"Although landlords have much land, the people have equally much land. We got the landlords' land, but these lands are not to be distributed to the common people, not to rob houses and plunder, not to rob the rich to help the poor. Instead, we want to use the land of the entire Fengtai County centrally. Use a new system to let everyone live a good life. I hope comrades can be certain about this point. If you cannot accept this most fundamental starting point, then raise it now. Don't change your mind after getting to work. Once the organization's resolution is formed, everyone must execute it meticulously!" The last sentence was popped out of Chen Ke's teeth word by word. For every word spoken, Chen Ke's finger knocked on the table once.

Comrades could understand Chen Ke's sharp attitude somewhat, and some were very puzzled. Everyone had always executed Chen Ke's orders resolutely; what was the point of emphasizing this again?

"Brigade Commander Chen, what exactly do you mean by this?" Chai Qingguo had developed a habit in the past half year. As long as it was in a Party meeting, he would always ask to the bottom about things he didn't understand. As for the reason for doing so, whether it was the sequelae left over from being expelled from the meeting by collective vote at the Beijing Party meeting, or because he was somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's seemingly simple but actually far-reaching orders, he couldn't distinguish clearly himself. But Chai Qingguo knew that whenever Chen Ke spoke like this, big things would always happen.

Chen Ke had no intention of concealing either, "We are about to promote cadres on a large scale immediately, and conduct large-scale Party school training immediately. I want Comrade Xiong Mingyang to introduce a bit about the Manchu Qing officialdom. Comrade Xiong Mingyang, you speak."

Xiong Mingyang received the order and stood up immediately. He came from a bureaucratic background and knew the inside story of many things very well. His opening was simple, "Have everyone heard of *Dream of the Red Chamber*?" Half of the comrades shook their heads, half nodded.

Xiong Mingyang started from the "Talisman for Protecting Officials" (*Hu Guan Fu*). The Legal Advisors (*Shi Ye*) in the Ming and Qing dynasties were very developed, and the industry of "Legal Advisors" was often inherited from fathers, forming a very family-nature industry. Shaoxing Legal Advisors were particularly famous. An important reason for this situation was that Shaoxing Legal Advisors mastered the "rules and inside stories" of officialdom, and even had various secret pamphlets. These pamphlets narrated in detail how to deal with matters in officialdom. The relationship between various factions and families, and the amount of silver to bribe up and down for different matters. Only by mastering these things could officials "not break the rules" and be considered "one of us." The reason why Shaoxing Legal Advisors were famous was not that this place was naturally suitable for producing Legal Advisors, but because they accumulated the most knowledge and inside stories in these aspects, and the Legal Advisor industry organization was the most complete, so it formed a monopoly industry.

Most of the participating comrades knew about this for the first time. Among these people, there were also many who dealt with bureaucrats. They verified their past experiences in their hearts and all had a feeling of suddenly seeing the light.

After Xiong Mingyang finished speaking, Chen Ke took over the conversation and roughly narrated why the Legal Advisor industry had experienced a relatively large decline in the past twenty or thirty years. Because China's social system had also undergone not small changes. After foreigners fought in, the rules accumulated in the past were destroyed due to the rapid changes in the political situation. Especially the rise of the Westernization Movement (*Yang Wu Pai*) introduced many new production methods, which left blank areas for the Shaoxing Legal Advisors who could originally cover the national officialdom. Legal Advisors also had rules they couldn't know. And with the rise of the Westernization Movement constantly affecting the political pattern of the Imperial Court, the original rules were also constantly collapsing. Everyone spent money to support Legal Advisors to get things done. Legal Advisors who couldn't get things done naturally wouldn't be welcomed, so the Legal Advisor industry began to decline rapidly.

"Brigade Commander Chen means to set rules for us," Xu Dian asked excitedly. As a graduate of the law department, Xu Dian had a natural love for setting rules.

"Not setting rules for you, but establishing the People's Party's rules. I must be the first to obey the rules set," Chen Ke answered somewhat grumpily.

Xu Dian, who was criticized, didn't feel the slightest dissatisfaction at all. his face was still full of excitement and longing, "A new system must have rules for the new system. I firmly support it." As a student of the law department, Xu Dian always hoped to formulate a perfect law. Chen Ke's instruction had already let this brilliant student of the law department see the broad road to practice his ideal.

Other comrades were not as excited as Xu Dian. Of course, they couldn't imagine the legal provisions flying in Xu Dian's mind at this time either. For those comrades with sharper political brains, they were concerned about what kind of rules would be formulated exactly, what kind of authority they would get through this new rule, and what kind of restrictions they would be subject to. Comrades who were not so sensitive politically thought that if the new rules were not so harsh, they were ready to accept these provisions.

Chen Ke looked at the widely different reactions of the comrades, and his heart was also somewhat filled with mixed feelings. Finally reached this step! For more than a year, Chen Ke always dared not tell the comrades his true thoughts because without a base area, he couldn't have the final say in the base area. Political arguments would never have feasibility, just letting everyone brag in a round of empty talk. Now, Chen Ke could finally expound his political philosophy completely. Those willing to revolutionize would stay, and those unwilling to revolutionize would part friendly. This excited mood of being able to display his ambitions, although Chen Ke knew it actually had no meaning, still popped out uncontrollably.

"Calm down, calm down," Chen Ke said to himself silently in his heart. Even now, it was not the time to pour out all the beans from the bamboo tube and finish speaking. If he wanted to control the situation, he must first get the support of several important cadres. Or rather, get the support of the seven secretaries of the entire People's Party Temporary Central Secretariat Committee. To put it more simply, he must get the support of the army. He must firmly control the army in his hands. And this required convincing a few more people.

Chen Ke's gaze swept over the comrades, and several key figures—Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, He Zudao, Xu Dian, Xiong Mingyang, Kuroshima Jinichiro, etc.—these cadres who already held high positions in the army glided past Chen Ke's line of sight in turn. As well as newly promoted cadres Bai Bao, Dai Enze, and others also entered Chen Ke's line of sight.

Start with the army first, then convince Party and political cadres, and finally seek the opinions of civil affairs cadres. Chen Ke had already determined his strategy.

Thinking is really fast when it wants to be fast. Chen Ke had really thought it through during this process of "setting rules." He suddenly felt somewhat uneasy. "Setting rules" meant purging (*zheng su*). Someone would definitely rise slowly politically, and someone would be left behind. Chen Ke himself never liked movements like purging counter-revolutionaries (*su fan*), because these movements were very uncontrollable. If there wasn't a strong executive agency, it would become a terrible disaster. For the People's Party and Insurance Corps, where even comforting the troops could cause human lives in the "Reclamation Brigades" equivalent to "refugee camps," Chen Ke deeply understood the value of cadres.

Let's do it first. Chen Ke persuaded himself. But he knew very clearly that according to the current plan, as long as the cadre team was expanded on a large scale, the ensuing large-scale rectification (*zheng feng*) and even purging counter-revolutionaries (*su fan*) would be inevitable. With the mission of saving the people, he pulled many people onto the position of cadres, but human nature is not so easily changed. Once power is obtained, various depravities will inevitably float to the surface. Corruption and embezzlement, lining one's own pockets—treating these people, Chen Ke had to criticize and punish them with a stance of justice, and even cut off their heads with a stance of justice. This was really a speechless black humor.
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Chapter 16 Appeasement (1)

"The Brigade Commander also came to work." This news spread like a gust of wind throughout the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade. This was news announced at the Soldiers' Committee meeting. On the day of comforting the troops, the Soldiers' Committee meetings, which had been held intermittently, officially resumed.

The Soldiers' Committee of the Insurance Corps completely imitated the establishment of the Jinggangshan Red Army. Soldiers' Committees were set up in the brigade, regiment, battalion, and company. Officers were also members of the Soldiers' Committee. The whole company soldiers' assembly elected 7 people as the Executive Committee of the Company Soldiers' Committee and recommended one person as the chairman. Based on the number of people in the whole battalion, one representative was elected for every 5 people to form the Battalion Soldiers' Committee, electing 11 to 13 people to organize the Battalion Executive Committee, and recommending 1 person as the chairman. Based on the number of people in the whole regiment, one representative was elected for every 10 people to organize the Regiment Representative Assembly, electing 17 to 19 people to organize the Regiment Executive Committee, and recommending 1 person as the chairman. The whole brigade elected one representative for every 30 to 50 people to organize the Brigade Representative Assembly, electing 19 to 21 or 23 people to organize the Army Executive Committee, electing one person as the chairman, and the Army Executive Committee elected 5 to 7 people as the Standing Committee. The company had no standing committee organ; the regiment and brigade standing committees both set up organs for daily office work within the political department, and the battalion standing committee did not set up an organ.

Zhao Chengnian was an "old soldier" and had participated in quite a few meetings in the past few months. He knew the authority of the Soldiers' Committee lay in making suggestions and questioning problems within the army. Although he was not promoted, Zhao Chengnian was already a representative of the Soldiers' Committee in the battalion and also the Chairman of the Soldiers' Committee in the company.

Today's discussion agenda was the scrambling riot that occurred during this troop comforting. Why couldn't the most basic thing like queuing be strictly enforced?

When the Soldiers' Committee was held, it was not such a formal meeting. Everyone just found a place to sit casually. Now the environment was arduous, and there were no stools in the camp. The soldiers of the First Company of the First Battalion simply gathered around the dormitory of the camp, centering on the large communal sleeping platform, standing or sitting. The atmosphere was quite harmonious.

People's Party members must participate in the Soldiers' Committee meetings. The current Battalion Commander of the First Battalion of the First Regiment of the Insurance Corps was Kuroshima Jinichiro. As a Japanese, Kuroshima knew his name was inevitably a bit strange, so Chen Ke asked him to change it to a Chinese name, called Kuroshima Jin. As a member of the People's Party, he participated in the soldiers' meeting of the First Company. At this time, Kuroshima Jin stood casually by the straw shed acting as a dormitory like an ordinary soldier.

Seeing everyone had arrived, Kuroshima Jin smiled and said: "Comrades, in this meeting, I want to talk about the riot of snatching food."

Many soldiers felt a bit embarrassed hearing this topic of riot; most of them had participated in the queue-jumping riot. Kuroshima Jin followed the method Chen Ke said beforehand and smiled first, "As for this queue-jumping matter, it wasn't just everyone who was a bit chaotic. The meat was delicious; I also wanted to line up closer to the front to eat earlier."

Hearing this, the soldiers also roared with laughter. The awkward atmosphere was swept away.

Seeing everyone's emotions had calmed down, Kuroshima Jin asked, "Do comrades have any opinions on recent work? Everyone works very tiredly. Do you have any opinions or dissatisfaction with the requirements and practices of the troops? Have any cadres beaten or scolded everyone? Have any cadres had a very bad attitude?"

Mentioning this, the soldiers' expressions became a bit unnatural. Working so hard these days, the soldiers were full of grievances, and the cadres were also full of grievances. Everyone had a bellyful of grievances, so the attitude definitely couldn't be good. Although no one was beaten, there were plenty of people who were scolded. But this was one of the sources of Huai Army soldiers after all; everyone knew that getting beaten and scolded was naturally unavoidable when being a soldier. The Insurance Corps already treated everyone very well.

The meeting fell into dullness temporarily. Kuroshima Jin looked at everyone's appearance of wanting to speak but stopping, waiting patiently for the comrades to speak.

At this time, the representatives of various Soldiers' Committees were under great pressure. The comrades around looked at them one by one, hoping they could say the most critical words. Zhao Chengnian clearly felt someone pushing him from behind, and it wasn't just one person.

Just then, two people walked into the meeting circle of the company. Kuroshima Jin had sharp eyes and saw at a glance that it was actually Chen Ke and He Zudao. He hurried over to salute. There were many old soldiers in the First Company of the First Battalion, and they immediately recognized Brigade Commander Chen Ke. Watching Chen Ke return the military salute calmly to Kuroshima Jin, then wave to everyone. "Comrades, no need to get up. It's a soldiers' meeting; I am an ordinary soldier just like everyone else now."

Chen Ke's voice was loud and clear, so the soldiers who had already stood up or half stood up sat back down. But some of those who were sitting wanted to get up. There was a rumbling sound on the large communal sleeping platform, and it took a while to restore order.

"Brigade Commander, I am Zhao Chengnian, Chairman of the Soldiers' Committee of the First Company of the First Battalion." Zhao Chengnian finally squeezed out of the crowd and stood in front of Chen Ke. He saluted and said loudly. For some reason, when saying his identity as Chairman of the Soldiers' Committee loudly, Zhao Chengnian had an unspeakable sense of pride. Of course, perhaps saying this identity loudly could also make Zhao Chengnian feel he had the confidence to say the following words to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke stared at Zhao Chengnian for a glance, then returned the military salute. "Hello, Comrade Zhao Chengnian."

"Brigade Commander, I have a few questions to say." Zhao Chengnian's voice trembled slightly. Somehow, Chen Ke's calm eyes made Zhao Chengnian feel a bit guilty in his heart. After all, facing such a big figure, and the words to be said were so important, Zhao Chengnian suddenly felt a bit dry in the mouth.

"Speak, Comrade Zhao Chengnian," Chen Ke answered.

Zhao Chengnian felt even more cramped. Chen Ke's attitude was so serious and focused. Such attention made Zhao Chengnian suddenly worry whether his words would be wrong, whether it would cause any bad results. Next, he was actually tongue-tied and couldn't say anything.

The eyes of all officers and soldiers of the First Company gathered on Zhao Chengnian. Everyone was silent, and the simple venue was actually completely silent.

Swallowing a mouthful of saliva, Zhao Chengnian finally opened his mouth. He said loudly: "Brigade Commander, I want to ask, when can we get our original land back?"

The venue was very quiet. Everyone heard this question clearly. Almost everyone breathed a sigh of relief, like a gust of wind passing through the venue.

Chen Ke didn't get angry; he didn't even have any reaction. He still looked at Zhao Chengnian seriously, waiting for Zhao Chengnian's next words.

And Zhao Chengnian had also risked it all. In these few days, the troops were discussing the matter of getting back each family's land. There were various sayings. Some just wanted their own family's land back. Some raised the point that many lands had no owners; how to deal with them exactly? The idea of taking the opportunity to make a fortune was extremely blatant. There were also some soldiers who hoped to simply re-divide the land.

These discussions were all conducted privately. Everyone had seen floods, but after this flood occurred, a powerful group gathered everyone and led everyone to survive the flood. Everyone had never encountered such a thing.

Every great disaster is accompanied by various evils. The number of people directly drowned by the flood is actually not large; most deaths are caused by plague and hunger after the disaster. And most hatreds are formed in the snatching of land after the disaster. The appearance of the Insurance Corps allowed Fengtai County to maintain basic order after this flood. The various pains and evils of the past actually didn't happen. But whether it was the Insurance Corps soldiers or the victims surrounding the Insurance Corps, they all felt an inexplicable worry. For several months, they had become accustomed to the existence of the Insurance Corps and accepted the status of the Insurance Corps. But where would the Insurance Corps take everyone's future? This was something everyone didn't understand.

Zhao Chengnian stared at Chen Ke, and everyone at the meeting stared at Chen Ke. This person had saved them in the flood; this person had led them to kill Zhang Youliang, who was once famous in Fengtai County. Now everyone could stay on their native land with food and clothing settled after the great disaster without having to leave their homes. Being able to gather here alive, reasonably free of disease and disaster, was all thanks to this person. Most importantly, the soldiers might not have realized that in their hearts, they might already be expecting, or even beginning to believe, that this person could bring them new hope.

The venue became quiet again. Zhao Chengnian saw Chen Ke looking at him seriously and attentively, waiting for him to continue speaking. Such a demeanor made Zhao Chengnian feel one thing: no one had ever cared about him so much, cared about his words so much. Never respected him like this. This young man was valued by someone for the first time, and valued so much by a big figure who could lead thousands of people. An unspeakable feeling suddenly arose from Zhao Chengnian's heart. It was a warm feeling that made his nose a bit sour. In this instant, he suddenly forgot what he wanted to say.

"Comrade Zhao Chengnian, do you have anything else to say?" Chen Ke waited for a while before asking.

Hearing this, Zhao Chengnian woke up from the emotion, "Brigade Commander, I just want to ask this one thing."

Chen Ke looked at other soldiers. Everyone's gaze was equally concerned. This was everyone's common voice. Today, when the Insurance Corps already basically controlled Fengtai County, this was the number one major event everyone was so concerned about.

"Everyone rest assured! These lands, our Insurance Corps will preside over distributing them to everyone," Chen Ke said loudly.

"Oh!" Hearing this, almost everyone shouted from the bottom of their hearts. Every Insurance Corps soldier knew Chen Ke had no intention of taking the land for himself, but hearing Chen Ke promise this personally, everyone was still relieved.

"We will re-distribute the land in two years," Chen Ke continued.

As soon as these words came out, it greatly reduced everyone's excitement just now. "Why two years, Brigade Commander?" A voice of doubt came from the crowd of soldiers.

"Comrades all farm land. In such a disaster year, how long does everyone think it will take to be like before if you reclaim and cultivate the land yourselves?" Chen Ke asked.

The soldiers were silent. They knew the answer. It indeed took two years to barely restore to the level of normal years.

"Everyone wants to be distributed land; don't you all want to be distributed good land? If after two years, the land of the entire Fengtai County is irrigated land, and the land everyone gets is no longer scattered but whole pieces of irrigated land. Isn't this much better than before?" Chen Ke shouted.

The soldiers were shocked by these words. What Chen Ke told them far exceeded their expectations and imagination.

Chen Ke didn't leave time for everyone to let their imagination run wild. He immediately said: "If it were a normal year, it would be fine. Now it is a disaster year. Everyone is already so poor that there is nothing left. Now only land is left to farm. Since we are farming, why not use some better methods? Reclaim better land. Is everyone afraid of hardship, afraid of being tired? Or afraid of what?"

The soldiers didn't speak. Everyone had deeply experienced the hardship of farming. Natural disasters and taxes pressed heavily on them. Working hard for a year to be full, and then earning a little money, was a very good life. So hardship was not the problem. But if hardship was exchanged for a more miserable life in the future, it would be better to be like before.

"If I tell everyone, within the next two years, everyone can get seventy percent of the harvest they grow. Will you do it?" Chen Ke asked loudly.

"Hiss!" These words shocked the venue. Seventy percent? Many people wondered if they heard wrong. These local soldiers had never received such a high percentage of harvest since they were born.

And Chen Ke then dropped another heavy bomb, "Our Insurance Corps will set up a bank (*Qian Zhuang*). The annual interest will not exceed eight *li* (0.8 percent). Are you willing?"

The venue was instantly silent. Everyone looked at Chen Ke with disbelief, and also looked at each other. Everyone saw shock and a faint passion in each other's eyes. If it were half a year ago, even if Chen Ke had a lotus growing from his mouth (eloquent speech), it would be impossible to make everyone believe these words at all. The actions of the Insurance Corps in the past half year had unconsciously given comrades confidence. Although they still didn't believe what Chen Ke said. But something in many people's hearts couldn't help jumping. It made them hope very much that they could believe what Chen Ke said.

"If I tell everyone that I won't pay for all this myself, but it can be done by everyone working hard, do you believe it!" Chen Ke said the final inquiry.

A person suddenly stood up in the pile of soldiers. His face was tense, and he shouted in a trembling tone: "Brigade Commander Chen, I have always admired you. You are a character. I just want to hear you say how to do it. If you can explain it clearly, I, I will follow you even if I die!"
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Chapter 17 Appeasement (2)

Someone expressing loyalty is a good thing. But there is no free lunch in the world; the price of loyalty is that Chen Ke must give reasons for others to be loyal to him.

"Speaking reason? I usually love speaking reason to people. The reasons I want to tell everyone now are not many. Everyone surely understands them too." Chen Ke's voice was enthusiastic and cheerful. The comrades participating in the meeting stretched their necks to look at Chen Ke one by one. Everyone knew Brigade Commander Chen was a scholar. There were cultural classes in the troops, teaching cultural knowledge compulsorily. To put it plainly, it was teaching how to read characters. And the teaching materials for reading characters were not Chinese traditional basic textbooks like *Three Character Classic* or *Thousand Character Classic*, but pamphlets specially written by Chen Ke.

The textbooks were extremely targeted. The basic content was teaching everyone to write their own names and learn to write the names of other comrades in the same unit. Slightly higher content was the multiplication table. Besides these instrumental cultural knowledge, the core content of other cultural courses was nothing more than a few items: "Labor is the most glorious," "Distribution according to work," "The people are the masters of the country," "The people are the masters of the land," "Unity is strength," "The people want liberation."

During the learning process, comrades naturally asked the cultural instructors about the origin of the Insurance Corps. As the supreme commander of the Insurance Corps, comrades were naturally very concerned about Chen Ke's background. After the instructors' introduction filled with admiration, the comrades learned that Chen Ke was a returned student from overseas. What exactly a returned student was, these peasant soldiers who had never even left the local area naturally didn't know. Watching the cultural instructors introduce Chen Ke with an admiring tone, in the impression of these ordinary common people, cultural instructors who could teach them to read characters were scholars. And the higher the status, the higher the learning. Brigade Commander Chen Ke, who had the highest status in the Insurance Corps, was also a scholar returned from overseas, so he naturally had great learning.

Being able to understand the same principles as Brigade Commander Chen Ke, the soldiers felt very fresh. Many people had excited smiles on their faces.

"Only when the stomach is full can one not be hungry. Now we can't grow grain that can last until next year's summer harvest. Before next year's summer harvest, we will either starve to death or have to flee famine." Chen Ke's voice was loud enough for every soldier to hear.

This was indeed a principle every soldier could understand. Hearing this, everyone's face looked bad.

Chen Ke's attitude remained enthusiastic. He didn't care about everyone's face at all and said loudly: "Everyone comes from a farming background. Now, what can be grown in such a muddy land? Whatever is planted will rot; crops won't grow at all. Without draining the water clean, we definitely can't grow grain that can last until next year's summer harvest." In the past, these words were said to comrades within the People's Party. The reason Chen Ke had to say this to the middle and high levels was a very helpless difficulty. Most of these Party member comrades had no farming experience. If relying solely on farming, the money to let these people study could basically not be accumulated. So it was very important to let these comrades understand the significance of large-scale water conservancy construction.

Today was the first time Chen Ke expounded the reason for heavy work to grassroots comrades. As expected by Chen Ke, all grassroots comrades understood.

The soldier who stood up to express loyalty just now obviously understood Chen Ke's meaning. It seemed he already had a prepared question. As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, this soldier continued to ask, "Brigade Commander Chen, you said just now that only thirty percent rent will be collected in the future. Is that right?"

"That's right," Chen Ke answered loudly.

"You just said land will be distributed. Is that right?" the soldier continued to ask.

"That's right!"

"Then how long can this kind of life last?" The soldier asked the question he was most concerned about.

"This comrade, may I ask how to address you?"

"My name is Hua Wenyu," the soldier answered loudly.

"Comrade Hua Wenyu, I want to ask. Who do you think prevents everyone from living this kind of life?" Chen Ke asked back.

"Mn!" Hua Wenyu was speechless for a moment.

"It's landlords, it's the government!" Someone in the crowd shouted.

Hua Wenyu gritted his teeth, hardened his heart, and shouted: "Right! It's landlords, it's the government."

Hearing this, Chen Ke was happy in his heart. But his face remained calm, "Comrade Hua Wenyu, how long have you joined the Insurance Corps?"

"Three months."

"How many characters have you learned?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"More than two hundred," Hua Wenyu said proudly.

"Unity is Strength (*Tuan Jie Jiu Shi Li Liang*). Can you write these six characters?"

"Yes."

"Then you come up and write them on the blackboard for me."

As soon as Chen Ke's voice fell, Hua Wenyu strode out. Each company had two large blackboards. One was mainly used to write various announcements. The other was mainly used for cultural education. Hua Wenyu picked up the chalk and wrote the six big characters "Unity is Strength" properly on the cultural education blackboard.

Hua Wenyu's characters were written okay, and not wrong. Chen Ke pointed to these big characters and asked: "Comrades, why can landlords bully us common people? It's because we are not united. Zhang Youliang is an example. How many people did he have? Many of our comrades participated in the battle of breaking Zhang Youliang's fortified village, right? You say it yourselves, how many people followed Zhang Youliang to the death in the end? Who can talk about it?"

"Brigade Commander Chen, Zhang Youliang had a total of ninety-seven subordinates. I was responsible for counting at that time." A soldier stood up in the crowd and shouted with a face full of excitement.

A full-strength company of the Insurance Corps had more than two hundred people. Ninety-seven people were less than half of a company. Many soldiers participating in the meeting were recruits. Hearing this number, they immediately roared with laughter. Ninety-odd people actually dared to challenge the thousands of the Insurance Corps; this was really a big joke.

"Zhang Youliang really had guts." A soldier laughed loudly. Such ridicule immediately caused everyone's roar of laughter.

"Right. Zhang Youliang only had ninety-seven people. When we fought Zhang Youliang, the Insurance Corps had almost a thousand people. We were ten fighting one of him. Zhang Youliang counted as a fart. But why did Zhang Youliang dare to let out words at that time that he wanted to move against our Insurance Corps? Has everyone thought about it?"

This question was indeed deeper. Chen Ke's original intention was to hope everyone could understand that Zhang Youliang could be so arrogant by threatening and intimidating everyone. But this involved the scope of self-criticism. Chen Ke hoped everyone would stand up and mention this issue themselves. So he waited for the comrades to say it themselves.

The first to answer was Hua Wenyu, "That's because the Brigade Commander charged at the very front. With someone leading, we dared to fight."

Chen Ke really didn't expect Hua Wenyu to actually suck up (*pai ma pi*). "Motherfucker!" Chen Ke cursed in his heart. If it were before, Chen Ke would probably have fallen for this. This kind of "cunning" unique to Chinese peasants was really impossible to guard against. Hua Wenyu looked like he was flattering, but in a sense, he was "setting rules" for Chen Ke. If Chen Ke accepted this flattery and triumphantly thought "victory was because I led the charge," then would Chen Ke have to lead the charge in every battle in the future? If a battle was lost, someone would say, "This battle was lost because Brigade Commander Chen didn't lead the charge." Or say strange words, "If Brigade Commander Chen led the charge, we could win." How to do the work in the future?

"Comrade Hua Wenyu, your words are wrong." Chen Ke refuted decisively. "We defeated Zhang Youliang not because I was leading in front. It was because everyone in our Insurance Corps was charging."

What is called stressing principles, stressing politics. Chen Ke had not attended Party school, so he really hadn't been officially trained. But based on his current understanding, principles and politics were the organization's philosophy and system. Since he was the leader of the People's Party, Chen Ke must be responsible for his words and deeds at any moment. His words and deeds must absolutely not violate the political party's philosophy. Any of his words could not make mistakes.

And facing different periods and different objects for the same problem, different methods must be adopted. This is also where political work is complex. But in the final analysis, stressing principles and politics is the core. Right is right, wrong is wrong. For correct things, one must support. For wrong things, one must oppose. And the banner must be clear-cut.

"It's useless for me alone to lead. Why could Zhang Youliang, who originally only had ninety-seven people, commit crimes and tyrannize in Yuezhangji? Because everyone was not united. How many people could comrades gather at most originally? A dozen, twenty? Compared with Zhang Youliang, everyone couldn't match him in numbers. Moreover, once the leader was beaten down, others were afraid. Then scattered. So Zhang Youliang only had that few people. Tens of thousands of people in Yuezhangji dared not oppose him. This is because everyone was not united." Speaking of this, Chen Ke pointed to the characters on the blackboard and read loudly, "Unity is strength! Unity is strength! Comrade Hua Wenyu, I ask you, if you were asked to take the lead in charging, would you be afraid?"

Hua Wenyu was criticized to his face by Chen Ke just now, which made him lose face quite a bit. The envious gazes from other comrades originally also turned into an indescribable feeling. Hearing Chen Ke ask this, he immediately straightened his back and said loudly: "I'm not afraid?"

"Why not afraid?" Chen Ke pressed.

Hua Wenyu was speechless for a moment. He couldn't say he said not afraid because he wanted to save face now.

Chen Ke didn't mean to deliberately make things difficult for Hua Wenyu. He continued: "We fought Zhang Youliang to let everyone live a good life. Even if you unfortunately sacrificed, other comrades wouldn't be scared into fleeing in all directions. They would definitely fight on until Zhang Youliang was defeated, victory was won, and these lands were obtained. Let everyone have land to farm. If you unfortunately sacrificed, your family could also see the victory and get land. Because we are united, because everyone's thoughts are the same."

Hua Wenyu's originally somewhat awkward emotion disappeared. Chen Ke actually spoke his mood at that time. When charging towards the enemy with comrades, he really didn't have any fear. Because everyone around was charging, all comrades were shouting and running beside him. In such a torrent, Hua Wenyu had no fear. His emotion at that time was completely driven by a kind of high spirit, an inexplicable excitement. When victory was easily obtained, Hua Wenyu felt incredible. That high fortified village wall, those hundreds of captives—if he faced them alone, it would be unthinkable. But being with everyone, these were completed so easily.

"Unity is strength! Comrades, we must unite." Chen Ke shouted loudly, "But why unite? What do we want to achieve by uniting? What I want to say now is, in the next three months, we must grow grain that can be eaten until next year. One person, or one family, or people of one village, can't do it. Everyone comes from a farming background. In this situation now, wanting to grow grain for tens of thousands of people to eat until next year, it can't be done without unity. Do you say it is so?"

Among the Insurance Corps soldiers, the old soldiers who had participated in annihilating Zhang Youliang already had shining eyes. Chen Ke's words made them recall the battle not long ago. This was the first time in their lives they easily trampled such high-above local powerful figures under their feet. This was an experience they never had. This was an experience they were proud of. Although new soldiers didn't have such experience, they also knew Chen Ke was right. This muddy land after the flood now couldn't feed tens of thousands of people at all.

"Brigade Commander Chen, it's so hard; until when do we have to work? Doing this every day is really tiring people to death. I have never been so tired farming myself." A soldier looking forty years old stood up and asked. His appearance couldn't be seen clearly in the night and firelight, but that lackluster withered and wrinkled skin, and those bulging blue veins all proved that this soldier was a farmer who had undergone heavy physical labor.

"This comrade, why did you join our Insurance Corps?" Chen Ke asked.

This middle-aged soldier hesitated to speak upon hearing this.

Chen Ke smiled: "This is a meeting of the Soldiers' Committee. I am an ordinary soldier just like you. Speak straight if you have anything to say; this is the place for everyone to speak their hearts."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, the middle-aged soldier answered somewhat shrinking back: "I joined our Insurance Corps, firstly to have food to eat, secondly, our Insurance Corps will definitely preside over land distribution. After I joined, with our Insurance Corps backing me up, my land won't be bullied."

These words were the heartfelt words of the participating soldiers. Chen Ke smiled slightly after hearing them. This was what he hoped to hear.

"This comrade, you are right. First, the Insurance Corps will let everyone eat. Not only will our own soldiers eat, but we will also let the common people of our Fengtai County eat. Second, our Insurance Corps will inevitably preside over future land distribution. Moreover, I want to say this upfront: in this land distribution, the Insurance Corps will inevitably keep twenty thousand *mu* of land for ourselves. Our Insurance Corps will not leave Fengtai County; we will take root here."

With a "buzz," the soldiers boiled over then. Fear, joy, panic, various emotions mixed together. Twenty thousand *mu* of land; this number made all soldiers feel dizzy. How many families' land would be seized for such a number? But how much property would this allow the Insurance Corps itself to possess? Amidst gains and losses, the soldiers heard Chen Ke shout loudly: "Comrades, be quiet. Many comrades have been here for not just one or two days. Comrades have dealt with us for not just one or two days. Have you seen our Insurance Corps, up and down, take a single bit of things from the common people for ourselves? Have you?"

This question was asked solidly. The Insurance Corps never took a bit of things from the common people for themselves. This was the consensus of old and new soldiers of the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke's words effectively implied that the Insurance Corps didn't rob the common people. This calmed everyone's mood a lot.

"These twenty thousand *mu* of land are for our Insurance Corps to farm ourselves and eat ourselves. We won't levy grain or money from the common people. Our Insurance Corps is the team of the common people. Our Insurance Corps won't now, and won't in the future, take a needle from the common people, won't take a thread from the common people, won't take a grain of food from the common people. Then what do we eat? Just rely on farming ourselves to feed ourselves. Why is it so hard now? It is because we have to farm and reclaim wasteland. It won't work without being so hard. As the Brigade Commander, I will farm with everyone, harvest together, build houses together, and live together. Whatever everyone does, I will do. Our Insurance Corps officers and soldiers are one. There is no work that soldiers do but officers don't need to do. There is nothing that officers can eat but soldiers can't eat. We are a group; we are the army of the common people. We must unite. Otherwise, when our Insurance Corps presides over land distribution in the future, we won't be able to beat those enemies."

Everyone understood Chen Ke's words, but these words described a future that these common people, who had been in a loose state of society for generations, had never thought of. They couldn't imagine what kind of state such a future should be. But since Chen Ke arrived in Fengtai County leading that small team, he had never done anything to harm the common people. In this year of great disaster, the Insurance Corps actually maintained the order of Fengtai County and the livelihood of the common people. From this perspective, Chen Ke wouldn't have any other schemes saying this. Even if there were, they were things beyond the imagination of these farmers.

Everyone knew only three things: First, the Insurance Corps wouldn't leave. Second, the Insurance Corps would own twenty thousand *mu* of land. Third, such changes would completely change everything in Fengtai County. And this change couldn't be shaken by anyone.

"Brigade Commander Chen, I'll follow you." Hua Wenyu took the lead in expressing his attitude, "I'm not afraid of anything; I'll follow you."

With someone leading, old soldiers also stood up to express their attitude one after another.

"Brigade Commander Chen, I'll also follow you."

"Me too."

"Me too."

This is the Chinese common people. Facing irresistible forces, they will choose to obey. But these people may not necessarily understand that the power possessed by Chen Ke and the Insurance Corps comes precisely from these soldiers themselves.

About more than half of the people expressed obedience, and the rest didn't mean to oppose either.

"Comrades, I know what you are worried about. You are worried that your own land will be distributed away. If the land is gone, there is nothing left. You don't need to worry about this matter at all. What we have to worry about is whether we can grow grain that can be eaten until next year in these three months. Without grain to eat until next year, any superfluous words are nonsense. Moreover, in the next few days, I will tell everyone more detailed content. How exactly will this land be distributed?"

In the comrades' excited or puzzled gazes, Chen Ke ended his speech and left the venue. Leaving the soldiers discussing animatedly.

Chen Ke didn't break his promise. In the following few days, he participated in the Soldiers' Committee meetings of various troops on one hand, spreading his remarks widely. On the other hand, large posters were erected on various construction sites.

Hao Ju was almost the unique one in the Insurance Corps who studied Western painting. The reason this original playboy was involved in such an organization as the People's Party was quite simple. He participated in the parade in Shanghai and was unfortunately arrested. So he was swept along. After Chen Ke handed over the work of drawing large posters to this Propaganda Department officer who had been responsible for propaganda skin (leather?) printing work, Hao Ju finally returned to his old profession.

Drawn on the huge poster was a large landscape painting of a "New Countryside." Continuous flat land, water flow led by water wheels churning in silver-thread-like ditches. Two rows of beautiful big trees were on both sides of the flat road between the lands. Farmers and Insurance Corps soldiers worked in the fields. In the distance, three-story buildings were set off in beautiful tree shades. Chen Ke didn't create it either; he just sketched the rural scenery of the 21st century with a pencil. The coloring work was given to Hao Ju to do.

After Chen Ke spent seven evenings participating in all soldiers' meetings of the two regiments of the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade, this huge poster, which looked extremely rough in Chen Ke's eyes, was finally erected. Chen Ke could finally tell everyone what the future would look like exactly.

In the era of 1906, scattered land directly caused a result: the land was uneven, and a systematic irrigation system was even more unthinkable. Fengtai County was actually the same. And one of the "benefits" of the flood was that it flattened the land to some extent.

After the large poster came out, Hao Ju slept for a day before alleviating the extreme exhaustion caused by days of sleeplessness. And the cadres of the People's Party and the Insurance Corps could also point to the poster to narrate the construction purpose of various facilities and the efficacy brought after construction completion.

Soldiers might not necessarily like the style of Western painting, but explaining against the picture like this was much more convincing than empty talk. The once boiling resentment in the troops was comprehensively evacuated.

And most importantly, the hardest civil engineering work was initially completed. According to the terrain, the troops completed the construction of the first batch of drainage ditches. Surface and shallow groundwater entered the drainage ditches and then was led into the low-lying areas serving as water storage grounds. Although the ditches collapsed in many places during soaking, and because there were no good surveying tools, actually many ditches couldn't flow smoothly by themselves. But these were all small problems. Simple small water wheels ran, draining water through the newly dug shallow ditches. The wet ground began to dry quickly. The soldiers were all from peasant backgrounds; they knew the subsequent cultivation would become much easier. This year's rush-planting harvest had a new guarantee.

Just when Chen Ke was appeasing soldiers in the troops and pointing out the new road, Pu Guanshui, the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, boarded the boat to Fengtai County as agreed.

Anqing, the provincial capital of Anhui, is on the edge of the Yangtze River. Actually, it is a military stronghold rather than an economic center. Anqing is surrounded by mountains on three sides and faces the Yangtze River on one side. The sixty days of heavy rain ravaging Anhui did not affect Anqing. But after leaving Anqing and taking the boat to Fengtai County, only half a day out, Pu Guanshui seemed to see hell on earth.
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Pu Guanshui hadn't seen Chen Ke for almost half a year. Since the two parted in Beijing in 1905, they only met once in Anqing in early 1906. That time Chen Ke took the backbone of the Insurance Corps to Anqing to receive military training. In March, Chen Ke left Anqing with the Insurance Corps troops. Not long after was the great flood. Chen Ke did send someone over, asking Pu Guanshui to issue an official document for him, to the effect that the Insurance Corps was an organization affiliated with Anqing, responsible for disaster relief transportation, and local governments must not intercept them. Then the contact between the two sides was basically interrupted. A month ago, Pu Guanshui finally received the liaison officer sent by Chen Ke. The liaison officer brought a letter; Chen Ke invited Pu Guanshui to bring all the surveying personnel of the Anhui New Army to Fengtai County.

In China in 1906, as long as young people who had studied abroad and seen the world, even if they wouldn't participate in the revolution personally, they would support the revolution. Pu Guanshui knew half a year ago that Chen Ke was a revolutionary. As the nominal third-in-command and actual fourth-in-command of the Anhui New Army, Pu Guanshui not only didn't mean to report Chen Ke but also gave Chen Ke enough support.

Having seen the power of foreign countries and the corruption of the Manchu Qing, the vast majority of these overseas students whom the Manchu Qing Dynasty tried to cultivate for itself stood on the position of overthrowing the Manchu Qing. Pu Guanshui was no exception.

Although he wanted to fully support Chen Ke, Pu Guanshui was a leading figure in the Anhui New Army after all; he couldn't just leave. He waited for almost a month before finally finding an excuse. Anhui flooded, and the Anhui officialdom up and down knew it was impossible to rely on Anhui's own ability to provide disaster relief. These official masters also knew the Imperial Court itself was basically unreliable. But the superficial effort couldn't be omitted. After the flood ended, Anhui Governor En Ming finally proposed finding someone to patrol the disaster area.

This was a hard job. Moreover, when local officials saw officials from the provincial capital, they would definitely pour out grievances and ask for things. Although Anqing was the provincial capital of Anhui, it was actually a semi-military stronghold on the edge of the Yangtze River, located at the southernmost tip of Anhui. Mobilizing supplies from Anqing to go north was simply unrealistic. This patrol was just a formality. Moreover, these officials lived like princes usually; arriving in the disaster area, they had to "share weal and woe" no matter what. The food, clothing, housing, and transportation must be very inconvenient. Moreover, these people counted as having a minimum conscience of being human anyway, thinking that eating and drinking extravagantly in the disaster area would also make their conscience uneasy. So basically no one volunteered.

Pu Guanshui seized this opportunity and advised En Ming. The current urgent task was not to let civil unrest occur in various places. The matter of relief could wait until relief supplies arrived and be done leisurely. But Pu Guanshui believed military officers should be sent to patrol the disaster area to assist local governments in preventing civil unrest.

In the officialdom of the late Qing, everyone had no intention of doing things, only seeking no fault, not seeking merit. As soon as Pu Guanshui's suggestion came out, everyone up and down felt it was very correct. But which military officer should be sent? The Commander (*Xietong*) of the Anhui New Army, Yu Dahong, certainly couldn't go. Other Deputy Commanders (*Fu Xietong*) were also unwilling. Pu Guanshui, who had just arrived, was suddenly discovered to be loyal, brave, and reliable, and then was "entrusted with important tasks." Such a result was exactly what Pu Guanshui wanted. He took the opportunity to select technical arms of Anhui and soldiers he trusted. A total of 100 people were gathered to go out for patrol and joint defense.

Preparation took a few days. Pu Guanshui sent two waves of messengers to Fengtai County, asking Chen Ke to send a fleet to meet them. Since it was a disaster, Pu Guanshui planned to steal more weapons and equipment to transport to Fengtai County in the name of transporting relief supplies. Chen Ke's Insurance Corps couldn't manufacture weapons and ammunition. This time, in the name of patrolling civil unrest in various places, Pu Guanshui applied for a batch of weapons and ammunition. He prepared to give a large half to Chen Ke.

Late Qing officialdom was just going through the motions. After Pu Guanshui came out with his troops, wherever he went, he only needed to go through the motions formally. That group of people in Anqing didn't care what Pu Guanshui did outside. Pu Guanshui had no intention of going to other places at all. The destination of this troop was Fengtai County. Chen Ke's letter was written very politely, saying the People's Party now had a thousand troops in Fengtai County and urgently needed training for technical arms, especially surveying arms.

If it were a bureaucrat who didn't understand technology, even if the relationship with Chen Ke was good, seeing such a letter, he probably wouldn't be happy in his heart. After seeing this letter, Pu Guanshui not only wasn't unhappy but instead felt a great sense of having a confidant. After studying in Germany, Pu Guanshui deeply understood the significance of surveying and mapping for a modern army. Chen Ke's professional attitude made Pu Guanshui very satisfied. However, there were fewer than twenty people who understood surveying in the Anhui New Army at most. The other eighty people were artillerymen, signalmen, and grassroots officers. Pu Guanshui hoped to use this group of people as the backbone to conduct comprehensive training for the Insurance Corps in Fengtai County.

After departing from Anqing, Pu Guanshui's mind was full of calculations on how to build an army according to his ideal. As a Deputy Commander, Pu Guanshui still had official authority. Like European armies, Pu Guanshui advocated strict army management. The soldiers following him dared not speak loudly. Although they dared not speak, the soldiers going in and out strangely still proved that something happened outside. Because the soldiers all stood on one side of the ship's rail, so that the ship tilted somewhat.

Pu Guanshui glanced at the soldiers outside the small window and said to the guard beside him: "Go out and see what's going on."

The guard went out and soon returned to the cabin with a face full of uneasiness, "Commander Pu, someone outside threw themselves into the water to commit suicide."

"Oh?" Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised. If there were dead bodies in the river, it wouldn't be anything abnormal. But surviving tenaciously in the flood, yet throwing oneself into the water to commit suicide after the disaster—such a thing was greatly beyond Pu Guanshui's expectation. No wonder those soldiers ran outside. He stood up and walked out of the cabin. As soon as he exited the cabin door, he saw the soldiers all standing on one side of the ship's rail, looking gloomy one by one. Pu Guanshui pushed aside the soldiers blocking densely in front of him, and then he saw it.

He saw several people in ragged clothes on the edge of the river channel. At this time, they had been left behind on the rear side of the boat. The distance was relatively far, and their faces full of dirt couldn't be seen clearly. From the figure and hairstyle, it could be roughly distinguished that there was an adult couple inside, and the others were small children. The clothes on this family were extremely ragged; they shouldn't have been changed since the flood, and the clothes were thoroughly rotted by filth. Holes and tears made the clothes flutter in the river wind. The waists of this family were tied to the same long rope. The man and woman cried bitterly while holding the children, but swayed their bodies and walked towards the middle of the river without stopping. The water gradually submerged their legs, their waists, their chests. The children didn't know the purpose of their parents doing this. Pu Guanshui saw that the child held by the mother even wiped tears for the mother. But the older child looked at the water getting closer and closer to him with some panic.

Suddenly, that child let out a scream, "Dad, Mom, I don't want to. I don't want to die!" While shouting, he began to struggle. Pu Guanshui saw the couple pause for a moment. That man suddenly let out an inhuman howl, holding the constantly struggling child and plunging fiercely into the river water that had already reached the chest. Then the family disappeared into the turbid river water.

This was the first time Pu Guanshui saw someone throwing themselves into the river to commit suicide. He stared at all this dumbfounded, actually completely failing to understand what exactly this was about. Seeing the family sink into the water, a low sigh floated among the soldiers.

"Quick, quick, go save them quickly." Pu Guanshui finally stammered out the words.

"Sir, what do we do after saving them?" asked Ba Yougong (*Commander*), who was in charge of artillery, "We didn't bring much food. Saving them for a moment, then what? Take them with us? How long can we take them?"

These words entered Pu Guanshui's ears. The usually shrewd and capable Pu Guanshui unprecedentedly didn't understand what exactly these words meant, what exactly was going on.

Seeing Pu Guanshui just staring blankly at the place where that family threw themselves into the water, the artillery commander Ba Yougong, who was about forty years old, couldn't help persuading: "Sir, there have been three families throwing themselves into the water along this way. Counting up, there are a dozen people. Since they are forced to throw the whole family into the water, they must have no way out. We save them now; what do we give them to eat? Our boat can only accommodate these hundred people. When we came out, we didn't bring much grain either. It's only enough for ourselves to eat for less than two months. Saving them up, the grain we give them is not enough; they will still die after eating the grain. If we want them to live until next year, and we give all our grain to these dozen people, we won't have anything to eat. This is a disaster area; it's not easy for us to raise grain either. Sir, although your heart is good, we really can't save them."

Pu Guanshui barely understood after hearing these words. Ba Yougong was right, but such a tragic state was something Pu Guanshui had never seen. The great ambition of making contributions and establishing a career that filled his chest a few minutes ago vanished in an instant.

"Save them! Go save them now!" Although Pu Guanshui tried hard to roar, an indescribable thing oppressed his chest, making his voice low and somewhat trembling.

The relationship between Ba Yougong and Pu Guanshui was quite good. Seeing young Pu Guanshui so excited, if it were normal, he would have obeyed the order. But this time he couldn't help persuading again: "Sir, those people are already thin beyond human shape. Besides receiving them onto the boat, leaving them in place is also death. But there is really no space on our boat. Before coming out this time, I was responsible for loading the boat. Wherever grain could be loaded, I loaded grain. There is really no place. Sir, you doing this is a compassionate heart, but it only makes them suffer more before dying."

Fairly speaking, these were already words from the bottom of the heart. The victims throwing themselves into the river to commit suicide after despair was only momentary pain. But saving them without being able to save them to the end would merely prolong the pain of these victims for some time. Instead, it would be better to let them die now and suffer less. But Pu Guanshui had absolutely no intention of appreciating the kindness. He raised his arm and pointed at Ba Yougong's nose, "Order to save people!" Pu Guanshui finally roared out.

Ba Yougong sighed deeply and shouted to the boats behind: "Commander Pu has an order: save the family who threw themselves into the water."

Not only was the boat Pu Guanshui on full of soldiers watching the bustle, but the boats behind were also full of soldiers watching the bustle. After Ba Yougong shouted, the boats behind had already passed the place where the family threw themselves into the water. They continued to shout backward. On the few boats further back, soldiers already took out grappling hooks, fished randomly in the water, and finally saved that family up.

After a while, the boats behind shouted over. That family hadn't drowned for long and were all revived. No one died. Pu Guanshui listened to this news with an iron-green face, exhaled a long breath, and prepared to return to the cabin. But he suddenly remembered something again. He turned back and said to Ba Yougong: "If you see anyone throwing themselves into the water again, save them up. Take them along."

Hearing this order, Ba Yougong's face also changed a bit, "Sir, where are we taking them? If you really want to save them, you have to take them back to Anqing. If you settle them on the spot, local governments won't take these people seriously either. As soon as you leave, I'm afraid the local government will throw them out immediately. These people will still die. You saving people all the way like this actually won't be able to really save their lives. Moreover, local governments will blame you for meddling instead. Why bother?"

Pu Guanshui didn't answer immediately. He closed his eyes, but opened them again after a moment. He knew Ba Yougong was right. Such simple life-saving really saves for a moment but cannot save for a lifetime.

This young Commander's chest heaved, and his face was gloomy like heavy dark clouds before a thunderstorm. "Take them to Fengtai County. Fengtai County has already said they would send boats to pick us up. Let's squeeze for now. Wait until the boats from there meet us, and we'll put the people on their boats."

"Fengtai County? This big flood, Fengtai County is right in the center. The periphery of this flood is already like this; why should they be fine?" Ba Yougong was already angered by Pu Guanshui's "messing around," and his words were already very dissatisfied.

"A friend of mine is in Fengtai County. I trust him. He said Fengtai County is fine," Pu Guanshui answered.

Hearing this, Ba Yougong was also anxious. Ba Yougong was an old officer of the Anhui New Army but had never encountered any promotion. After Pu Guanshui arrived in the Anhui New Army, he vigorously supported technical arms. Artillery and surveying troops were the objects of Pu Guanshui's key support. And these arms couldn't quite enter the discernment of other commanders in the Anhui New Army, so Ba Yougong threw himself under Pu Guanshui's door. Seeing the young Commander speaking "nonsense," Ba Yougong was furious. He said loudly: "Lord Pu, along this way we have to save at least two or three hundred people. Leaving aside whether this boat can carry these people. How much surplus grain can your friend's family have? Can it let two or three hundred people eat until next year's summer harvest! Moreover, your friend invited you over; I'm afraid he relies on you to help him. He, he is probably a 'Mud Bodhisattva crossing the river—unable to save himself'!"

Pu Guanshui didn't get angry. He looked at Ba Yougong with calm eyes, "Commander Ba, my friend said tens of thousands of common people in the entire Fengtai County are all fine..."

"He is talking nonsense!" Ba Yougong completely lost patience and interrupted Pu Guanshui's words directly.

"My friend manages Fengtai County. Since he says it's fine, then it's definitely fine. Do as I said; save anyone throwing themselves into the water for me." Pu Guanshui was unwilling to say more. After saying this, he went directly back to the cabin.

Sitting in his seat, Pu Guanshui only felt chaos in his brain. He rested his left elbow on the table and pressed his left hand on his forehead. Warm breath blew gently on the edge of his palm. Ba Yougong's words just now echoed in Pu Guanshui's mind.

"Sir, you can save them for a moment, but you can't save them for a lifetime."

"Sir, I'm afraid your friend is a Mud Bodhisattva crossing the river, unable to save himself."

"Fengtai County is right in the center of the flood; why should they be fine!"

These words were definitely not Ba Yougong stalling; Pu Guanshui knew this very well. He wiped his face with his palm irritably. Yes, the edge of the flood area was already so terrifying; why could Fengtai County located in the center be safe and sound? Although Pu Guanshui appreciated Chen Ke very much, Chen Ke was just a mortal. Why could he make the whole Fengtai County safe and sound? Was Chen Ke deceiving him?

Before seeing this whole family throwing themselves into the river, Pu Guanshui actually had no understanding of the severity of the flood. Actually, he didn't care about this matter originally. Just leaving Anqing not far, it was already bad to this degree. The words Chen Ke said didn't reveal the disaster situation in Fengtai County at all. I'm afraid the real situation was far from what Chen Ke said. Pu Guanshui knew Chen Ke also had preparations for disaster relief this time and also asked for official documents. But Pu Guanshui didn't believe Chen Ke could really do anything too big. If so, I'm afraid what Ba Yougong said was really very possible.

Once the thought of doubting Chen Ke arose, various assumptions came out one after another. But amidst these numerous doubts, the memories of Chen Ke's interaction with Pu Guanshui also constantly emerged. That Chen Ke who could talk deeply about military development with Pu Guanshui, that Chen Ke who wrote the tune "Beiyang New Army Marching Forward" with a wave of his hand, that Chen Ke who led the backbone of the Insurance Corps to Anqing to receive military training. In dealings with Chen Ke, Chen Ke was always cautious, modest, and responsible. Absolutely not an arrogant person who deceived people with big talk. And the book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* written by Chen Ke, every time Pu Guanshui read it, he felt endless admiration. If such a Chen Ke really encountered difficulties, how could he not tell the truth? Why did he have to deceive him?

On one side was past trust in Chen Ke, on the other side was worry about reality. Pu Guanshui's mood was extremely chaotic, and he could no longer recall the train of thought on how to establish a new-style army.

Sure enough, as Ba Yougong said, in five days, the number of people throwing their whole families into the river exceeded three hundred. Pu Guanshui simply ignored Ba Yougong's advice and insisted on saving them all. And seeing this government fleet saving people, many more people knelt to beg for food, or even simply threw themselves into the river intending to be saved. Encountering such a situation, Pu Guanshui dared not mention docking either. The fleet moved forward day and night. Fortunately, the victims were generally physically weak and couldn't keep up with the speed of the boats, so at least no one deliberately threw themselves into the water in front to expect rescue. But the fleet originally planned to transport one hundred people was suddenly stuffed with three hundred more people. There was simply not enough space. Pu Guanshui also had to squeeze with others to live. But since the request to save people was made by himself, Pu Guanshui accepted it.

Pu Guanshui no longer considered army building matters. He asked the victims saved from various places. These victims with the backbone to throw themselves into the river to commit suicide were not bad people. Long hunger made these people skinny as sticks and dying. After eating a few meals of thin porridge, they recovered some strength slightly. Facing the life-saving benefactor and high official of the Imperial Court, the victims kowtowed repeatedly to thank him on one hand, and on the other hand, cried and complained about the disaster situation with tears and mucus flowing. Since the continuous sixty days of heavy rain, the Anhui disaster area was really too horrible to look at. Water was several feet deep on flat ground. The common people had nowhere to flee at all. These victims all held on until now, but seeing they could no longer live, they had to choose to throw themselves into the river to commit suicide.

Listening to the various human tragedies too horrible to look at in the flood, young Pu Guanshui couldn't help but burst into tears. Even among the New Army soldiers and officers gathered nearby, there were quite a few who couldn't help but cry loudly. They were mostly Anhui locals, and many people's families were also in the disaster area. Thinking that their relatives might also be encountering such terrible things, they were heartbroken one by one. The speakers were crying, and among the listeners, victims thinking of their own experiences also cried loudly. And the officers and soldiers of the New Army also couldn't help but cry loudly. The whole ship cried in a mass. Many New Army soldiers even emboldened themselves to cry and beg to go home and see.

If it were before, Pu Guanshui would not only reprimand the soldiers asking to go home with words but probably also punish them physically. But now, hearing the crying requests of these soldiers, Pu Guanshui said with an iron-green face: "We haven't reached Fengtai County yet. We'll talk after we arrive in Fengtai County and see."

At noon on the sixth day, Pu Guanshui's fleet finally met the Insurance Corps' fleet. Looking at the large red flags with hammer and sickle flying on the bows of four large black-awning boats, hope and worry emerged in Pu Guanshui's heart simultaneously. After signaling each other, the two fleets merged.
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Chapter 19 Meeting (2)

The leader of the Insurance Corps fleet was He Zudao. He had met Pu Guanshui and could be considered an "acquaintance." Pu Guanshui was a few years older than He Zudao. When he first met He Zudao half a year ago, he still felt this frail youth was just a half-grown child. But not seeing him for half a year, when He Zudao appeared in front of Pu Guanshui again, he was already like a different person.

Standing on the bow, He Zudao waved to Pu Guanshui on the opposite bow but didn't stand on ceremony. He just arranged the merging of the two fleets methodically. According to the letter Pu Guanshui gave Chen Ke at that time, after the two fleets merged, they needed to hand over arms and supplies first. He Zudao dispatched the ships completely according to such a predetermined plan.

The Insurance Corps fleet consisted of five large black-awning boats. The sailors on the boats seemed really well-trained. Although the river surface was relatively wide, the two fleets approaching side by side were still somewhat crowded. Fortunately, there were no other boats on the river. Plus the sailors manipulated the boats skillfully, the two fleets lined up in two columns. The sailors adjusted the positions of sails and oars to keep the fleet moving at the same speed.

Pu Guanshui sized up the Insurance Corps fleet and saw that the sailors were all wearing uniform dark blue clothes. There was a label sewn with white cloth on the left chest with some words written on it. A small number of sailors had short hair like He Zudao, which was very similar to Chen Ke's hair. That is to say, very much like monks, with extremely short hair. Most others still kept queues. The sailors didn't look much different from ordinary people, except they were cleaner and tidier, and their faces were washed. Wearing sun hats with hat straps tightly strangled on the chin, they looked neat and agile when moving. While watching, He Zudao's boat first docked with Pu Guanshui's boat.

The sailors nimbly fixed the two boats with ropes. He Zudao first looked around to see if the ropes were tied firmly before jumping onto Pu Guanshui's boat.

"Brother Guanshui, long time no see. Mr. Wenqing asked me to come and welcome Brother Guanshui." He Zudao smiled. This was not the smile carrying a bit of helplessness in Pu Guanshui's memory of He Zudao. It seemed He Zudao had experienced many things in this half year. This smile no longer carried his own emotions; on the contrary, this smile was full of confidence and frankness, but one could no longer see through He Zudao himself at a glance.

"Brother Zudao, long time no see. Is Wenqing well?" Pu Guanshui responded.

"Mr. Wenqing is very well. After receiving Brother Guanshui's letter, he has been looking forward to Brother Guanshui's early arrival."

After these words were spoken, the two fell into a strange silence. Pu Guanshui was slightly confused, while He Zudao waited very patiently for Pu Guanshui to speak.

Silence was maintained for a while. The New Army soldiers and Insurance Corps soldiers watched the two leaders say nothing and didn't interrupt. Except for the sound of river water flowing and the fluttering sound of the People's Party flag and New Army military flag flapping in the river wind, it was actually a silence. Until the cry of a baby came from Pu Guanshui's fleet, this silence was broken.

Pu Guanshui didn't mean to leave He Zudao hanging deliberately, but had a lot to say but didn't know where to start. Hearing the baby's cry, he said: "Brother Zudao, I saved some victims who threw themselves into the water along the way. Can we arrange some of them onto your boats first?"

He Zudao didn't have any expression of surprise. He smiled: "No problem. We also saved some common people along the way. Originally, the fleet had twelve boats; we sent seven boats to transport people back to Fengtai County first."

Pu Guanshui didn't quite believe He Zudao's words. But He Zudao's frank face had that kind of calmness unique to telling the truth. He couldn't help asking: "Wenqing said Fengtai County didn't have any major incidents in this flood; is it really so?"

"Life in a disaster year is definitely not easy, but everyone in Fengtai County has something to eat at any rate. There were no incidents of starvation," He Zudao answered.

"That's good, that's good." Pu Guanshui didn't know if he was praising Chen Ke or comforting himself.

"Brother Guanshui, shall we start receiving people now?" He Zudao didn't have any thought of wasting time. Chen Ke sent He Zudao to welcome Pu Guanshui out of trust in He Zudao. There were a large number of things to do in the base area. As a powerful figure who counted in the base area now, He Zudao's work was actually very heavy. Coming to welcome Pu Guanshui this time was considered a "holiday" given to He Zudao by Chen Ke, and He Zudao was now full of thoughts about hurrying back to the base area to continue work.

Since He Zudao requested to settle personnel now, Pu Guanshui also felt it was good. He said: "Good."

He Zudao issued orders to the sailors. The orderly stood at the bow, waving red and green signal flags, directing other boats to dock with Pu Guanshui's boat using semaphore. In comparison, Pu Guanshui's fleet didn't have such training. They relied completely on shouting. Shouts using the full strength of throats one after another, plus responses. The efficiency of Pu Guanshui's fleet was at least three times lower than that of the Insurance Corps fleet. And Pu Guanshui also noticed a detail. In the Insurance Corps fleet, the sailors always remained silent. It was completely different from the style of the Anhui New Army, who couldn't help commenting and whispering when seeing novel things.

"Zudao, how did you train these soldiers?" Pu Guanshui couldn't help asking.

"Training soldiers?" He Zudao was somewhat puzzled. As a Political Commissar, he actually didn't manage daily drills much.

Pu Guanshui laughed: "Look at your soldiers, one by one silent, not bluffing and blustering like my soldiers."

He Zudao understood Pu Guanshui's meaning then. He said indifferently: "Everyone practices boating besides transporting grain daily. Practiced much, naturally became good. Moreover, running far to transport grain, seeing many things, they are not surprised by strange things."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui just nodded. Just then, he heard crying and shouting. He looked over there and saw the victims on the boat refused to transfer to He Zudao's boat. These people simply didn't know what it meant to let them board these strange boats. In the traditional view of Chinese common people, good officials are encountered by chance but not sought. A good official like Pu Guanshui who was willing to save people and let everyone not starve to death was encountered not even once in a lifetime. Pu Guanshui's boat was their shelter, the only place where they could survive. So the common people were unwilling to board strange boats at all.

New Army soldiers advised them nicely at first, saying this fleet was their own boats. But the common people felt since they were own boats, wasn't it the same on which boat? Why change boats?

But the common people didn't listen to this at all. Some impatient soldiers began to push and shove the common people forcibly. Seeing this, the common people were immediately afraid, so they knelt down and begged. This caused a disturbance.

Pu Guanshui let the common people transfer to He Zudao's boat originally hoping everyone could live more spaciously. More than four hundred people squeezed on a dozen boats; it was unspeakably uncomfortable. His good intention couldn't be understood by the common people at all. Seeing the common people begging, it was as if he was going to do something bad. His face immediately turned gloomy. "Commander Ba, go make the common people change boats quickly. Everyone stuffed together, isn't it uncomfortable?" Pu Guanshui shouted.

"Brother Guanshui, wait." He Zudao stopped Pu Guanshui's grumpy order. "Brother Guanshui, these common people are scared. They believe you now. I think Brother Guanshui might as well take a small boat and talk to them one by one. The common people will naturally quiet down. This will be faster instead."

Pu Guanshui didn't expect being a good person once would be so hard. But looking at He Zudao's calm expression, he also felt there was no need to oppose.

Taking the same small boat with He Zudao, Pu Guanshui went to persuade the common people boat by boat. In order to let everyone on the boat live more comfortably, some people must be moved to the boats here now. As soon as Pu Guanshui appeared, the common people immediately obeyed the words of this life-saving benefactor.

After personnel exchange was completed, the Insurance Corps boats were in front, and Pu Guanshui's boats followed. The fleet accelerated towards Fengtai County. Pu Guanshui took the opportunity to go to the Insurance Corps boat and asked He Zudao in detail how exactly Chen Ke dealt with the flood. He Zudao started from Chen Ke and the others saving people first, then organizing the "Home of Common People" concentration camp to manage victims uniformly. Plus the expansion of the Insurance Corps, plus using boats raised from various places to rush transport supplies. Finally, everyone survived.

"Indeed, worry not about scarcity but about inequality," after listening to the hardships along the way, Pu Guanshui exhaled a long breath and sighed. But he also had words he didn't say. After this disaster relief, the common people of Fengtai County would definitely be grateful to the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke and the others were considered to have taken root in Fengtai County.

He Zudao was not moved by Pu Guanshui's praise. If he hadn't personally participated in the work beside Chen Ke, he simply couldn't imagine to what extent seemingly simple things could be complex. Pouring out bitterness to Pu Guanshui or showing off the Insurance Corps' toil was not He Zudao's job. Moreover, He Zudao had absolutely no thoughts in this regard. He continued to introduce Chen Ke killing Zhang Youliang and forcing local landlords to "lend land." The action of preparing to build a large farm.

Pu Guanshui's face became grave as he listened. Chen Ke's book had introduced the construction idea and construction method of large farms. Pu Guanshui didn't actually farm much at home; after reading it, he just felt it made sense. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke actually implemented such a strategy in this year of great disaster. Pu Guanshui couldn't evaluate this determination.

Moreover, Chen Ke obviously took advantage of the disaster year when the government was unwilling to intervene too much in the people's self-salvation, turning a blind eye to Chen Ke's practice. But once next year arrived, the landlords wouldn't be so quiet. The famous land borrowing event since ancient times was "Liu Bei borrowing Jingzhou." This was obviously a matter of borrowing without returning. What's more, once the large farm was built, how could one distinguish whose land it was? At that time, even if distributing land, it would be Chen Ke having the final say. Pu Guanshui didn't think landlords were very smart, but presumably landlords understood such a simple principle.

After He Zudao finished saying these, he stopped politely, waiting for Pu Guanshui to speak. But he saw Pu Guanshui frowning tightly, saying nothing. In such a large amount of work, He Zudao had learned patience. He was not anxious either, just waiting quietly like this.

Pu Guanshui thought for a good while but didn't come up with any good way to solve the landlords' counterattack. He asked: "How does Wenqing plan to deal with landlords?"

"Mr. Wenqing didn't say in detail about this matter. If Brother Guanshui wants to know, just ask Mr. Wenqing directly after arriving in Fengtai County."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui nodded. That was the only way. Although he couldn't rest assured about the landlord matter, knowing Chen Ke really held on in this year of great disaster, Pu Guanshui was also very happy in his heart. He no longer mentioned landlords but asked about more detailed things.

He Zudao didn't pick up this topic. He said seriously: "Brother Guanshui, since you mentioned the landlord matter, I have a favor to ask you."

"What matter?" Pu Guanshui looked at He Zudao's serious expression and also asked seriously.

He Zudao spoke very slowly, "This time Mr. Wenqing welcomes Brother Guanshui with a very big lineup. Local leading figures are all invited. So, I want to ask Brother Guanshui to perform a military salute to Mr. Wenqing first after seeing him."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui was slightly stunned. In officialdom, who salutes whom first indicates the height of status. If Pu Guanshui saluted Chen Ke first, it meant Pu Guanshui actively admitted his status was below Chen Ke. Although Pu Guanshui was the third-in-command of the Anhui New Army, even in the provincial capital Anqing, there were few people who could make Pu Guanshui salute first.

He Zudao looked at Pu Guanshui's expression carefully, but saw Pu Guanshui just pondered for a moment, then laughed: "Since Brother Wenqing can stand firm in Fengtai County, it is right for me to salute him. Zudao, rest assured. I will salute first."

All along, He Zudao had always been very calm and composed, but hearing Pu Guanshui's crisp answer, He Zudao breathed a sigh of relief.

"Zudao, besides this matter, did Wenqing entrust anything else?" Pu Guanshui continued to ask.

"No more," He Zudao said hurriedly.

"That's good; I have some things to ask clearly." Pu Guanshui continued to start asking about things he cared about.

Pu Guanshui asked countless questions until both He Zudao and Pu Guanshui himself were exhausted before stopping. As soon as Pu Guanshui returned to his own boat, Ba Yougong leaned over. "Commander, what is the background of this group of people?"

Pu Guanshui picked up the teapot and poured himself a bowl of water. The Insurance Corps didn't come with empty boats. At least the Insurance Corps brought enough clean tap water for drinking to Pu Guanshui's fleet. Pu Guanshui was very satisfied with the clear water quality. They dared not dock these days, and the reserve water on the boat was not sufficient. If they hadn't met the Insurance Corps, everyone would have had to drink river water. "This is the friend I mentioned."

"Are they living off the waterway?" Ba Yougong asked with great interest.

"No," Pu Guanshui answered.

"Then how do they have so many boats? These sailors are also very unusual." Ba Yougong was also an old soldier and saw the key at a glance.

"That friend of mine just occupies Fengtai County now. Visiting him this time, I also want to help him with a few favors." Pu Guanshui spoke very bluntly. Anyway, even if he didn't say it now, Ba Yougong could see it when they arrived in Fengtai County. Saying it now appeared more sincere instead.

"So that's how it is." Ba Yougong nodded meaningfully. This forty-year-old middle-aged officer didn't dislike Pu Guanshui originally. Although he stopped Pu Guanshui from saving people, it wasn't because Ba Yougong was cruel by nature. Facing such a natural disaster, Ba Yougong also had no choice. And Pu Guanshui's compassionate heart made Ba Yougong feel respect instead. Since Pu Guanshui spoke so sincerely, Ba Yougong felt that in this time of natural disaster, as long as it wasn't completely unacceptable, he would still fully support Pu Guanshui.

The next day, other boats of the Insurance Corps also came to merge. Everyone divided the load once again. Pu Guanshui could see that the Insurance Corps fleet was better trained and more familiar with the waterway here. He simply let the Insurance Corps people take over the operation of the fleet. As he expected, the speed of the entire fleet was faster.

In the evening of the fourth day, the fleet finally arrived at the Fengtai County dock. Having swayed on the boat for ten days, everyone had long wanted to go ashore. Seeing the hammer and sickle flag on the dock, the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army knew they had arrived at the destination. Even Pu Guanshui, dressed in a neat New Army Commander uniform, had a smile on his face. The boat got closer and closer to the dock. Pu Guanshui saw a figure standing there. That should be Chen Ke. He just stood there so naturally, yet one could see the difference from other people around. Not only Chen Ke's height, which was much taller than others, but that confidence, that steadiness, that patience, and that feeling full of vitality made people unable not to notice Chen Ke's existence.

He Zudao had talked about the development of the Insurance Corps. Chen Ke was now a hero commanding the land of Fengtai County with eight thousand troops under his command. Pu Guanshui never dreamed that Chen Ke could build a team of eight thousand people in half a year. Leaving aside the quality of this troop, the quantity alone already exceeded the 31st Mixed Brigade stationed in Anhui. Moreover, the Insurance Corps fleet gave Pu Guanshui enough confidence. As long as they could reach the level of the fleet soldiers, the Insurance Corps sweeping across Anhui was definitely not a fantasy.

Ba Yougong standing behind Pu Guanshui also noticed Chen Ke. From the standing position, one could see that Chen Ke was the leader of these people. But Ba Yougong's attention was attracted by those people behind. Among these, there were officials wearing magistrate uniforms, "Fake Foreign Devils" wearing western suits and leather shoes with short hair. More were gentry in long robes and mandarin jackets. This pile of people should be all the leading figures of Fengtai County. And Chen Ke wore dark blue clothes no different from the sailors on the boat, only with a belt around his waist. But he had short hair, appearing particularly unconventional in such a group of people.

As soon as the boat docked, Chen Ke walked down the steps. Pu Guanshui jumped onto the dock but felt his feet empty. As if the whole ground was shaking. Chen Ke grabbed Pu Guanshui, "Brother Guanshui, I longed for the stars and the moon, and finally longed for your arrival."

Pu Guanshui sized up Chen Ke up and down. He saw Chen Ke was much darker, presumably tanned by the sun from running around for days. Others were still the same as half a year ago, without the slightest appearance of being desperate. Instead, he looked more cheerful. Pu Guanshui laughed: "Brother Wenqing, I also wanted to come long ago."

"Good that you came, good that you came." Chen Ke finally laughed.

Chen Ke brought all the gentry of Fengtai County this time to let them see his relationship with the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, which was very helpful to Chen Ke's personal prestige. In fact, seeing Pu Guanshui's brand-new military uniform and the group of New Army on the boat behind, these gentry knew Chen Ke indeed had a big background. The original antagonistic psychology weakened a lot.

While the two were talking, He Zudao and Ba Yougong also jumped onto the dock. They came to the side of Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui. Ba Yougong originally thought Pu Guanshui was going to introduce himself and other New Army officers. But he saw Pu Guanshui take a step back, then seriously salute Chen Ke with a military salute. "Anhui New Army Deputy Commander Pu Guanshui, reporting to Brigade Commander Chen."

"Hiss!" Ba Yougong heard many of the gentry gasp. Not only them, Ba Yougong himself was also shocked in his heart. He sized up Chen Ke up and down, his mind confused. What background did this Chen Ke have exactly to make a Deputy Commander salute him?

Chen Ke returned a strange military salute seriously, "Comrade Pu Guanshui, welcome to Fengtai County."

Then both stepped forward and held hands tightly together. Behind Chen Ke, the official wearing the magistrate uniform started applauding first. He Zudao, wearing the same dark blue clothes as Chen Ke, and the soldiers also started applauding. One by one, the gentry also started applauding with different expressions.

Chen Ke turned his head back and laughed: "Come, beat the gongs and drums, welcome the New Army comrades to Fengtai County." Immediately, drums and music played loudly. Chen Ke in front, Pu Guanshui behind, the group ascended the steps.

Ba Yougong confirmed one thing in his confusion: Pu Guanshui was not wrong. This person named Chen Ke was not only the actual ruler of Fengtai County now but even the nominal ruler already.
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Chapter 20 Meeting (3)

Seeing Deputy Commander Pu Guanshui so respectful to Chen Ke, the Anhui New Army soldiers who came with Pu Guanshui naturally dared not act rashly. Led by Pu Guanshui, they lined up to be reviewed by Chen Ke. The background music for the simple review ceremony was folk music played by the drum band organized by the gentry of Fengtai County.

The New Army soldiers really hadn't been treated to such a welcome by local elders. They were somewhat cramped and somewhat triumphant one by one. The gentry who came to welcome them had never seen so many regular Imperial troops arrive in Fengtai County either. Not to mention that the leader was actually a Deputy Commander. They were also somewhat trembling with fear.

After the simple welcome ceremony ended, Chen Ke led Pu Guanshui and the others to stay in the Insurance Corps barracks. Pu Guanshui knew Chen Ke definitely wanted to have a long talk with him, so he declined the invitations put forward by several gentry who came up, on the grounds of travel fatigue.

After settling the New Army soldiers, Pu Guanshui took Ba Yougong and other main officers to the conference hall with Chen Ke. The main cadres of the People's Party were also waiting there.

The process of mutual introduction was simplified to the extreme. The organization of the Insurance Corps and the New Army was completely different. The New Army side was Division (*Zhen*), Brigade (*Xie*), Regiment (*Biao*), Battalion (*Ying*), Company (*Dui*), Platoon (*Pai*), Squad (*Peng*). The names of officers at each level were Commander (*Xietong*), Regiment Commander (*Biaotong*), Battalion Commander (*Guandai*), Company Officer (*Duiguan*), Platoon Leader (*Paizhang*), and Main/Vice Squad Leader (*Zheng/Fu Mu*). The Insurance Corps was Brigade (*Lv*), Regiment (*Tuan*), Battalion (*Ying*), Company (*Lian*), Platoon (*Pai*), Squad (*Ban*). The officer names were Brigade Commander, Regiment Commander, Battalion Commander, Company Commander, Platoon Leader, Squad Leader. The New Army officers roughly understood the officer names of the Insurance Corps, but the Insurance Corps officers didn't quite understand the officer names of the New Army. So basically, they just introduced their names and official positions.

"On behalf of the People's Party, on behalf of the common people of Fengtai County, and on behalf of the Insurance Corps, I welcome the brothers of the New Army to our Fengtai County." Although Chen Ke didn't like being represented by others in the 21st century, in 1906, he spoke righteously representing the tens of thousands of people behind him.

The New Army officers didn't have any resentment towards Chen Ke representing tens of thousands of people on his own initiative. On the contrary, if Chen Ke hadn't said so, it would have made them feel something was wrong instead. Listening to Chen Ke's welcome speech, everyone either smiled or quietly continued to listen to Chen Ke speak.

Chen Ke waved to Yuwen Badu in the distance, then continued: "I won't say polite words. We invited everyone here this time to ask everyone to be teachers. The brothers of the New Army also saw the miserable state after the disaster along the way. I heard everyone saved quite a few common people along the way. These few hundred common people, our Fengtai County can also settle them. But we, Fengtai County ourselves, also have tens of thousands of people rushing to plant. This rush-planting is a branch of learning; many things still need you brothers of the New Army to teach us."

As soon as his voice fell, Yuwen Badu and several Insurance Corps soldiers carried a large table over. A sand table was placed on the table. This was the terrain sand table of Fengtai County. Because of the lack of qualified surveying personnel, it was made quite roughly. The faces of the officers in the Anhui New Army engaging in surveying and mapping immediately showed contempt. Chen Ke turned his head to look at He Zudao, only to see He Zudao also staring at those few officers. Seeing Chen Ke look at himself, He Zudao nodded slightly, indicating he had already noticed those few people.

Chen Ke then stood up, pointing at the sand table with a pointer. "On this plain, we want to open up a large farm. Although engineering design personnel are lacking, we have some. We don't have personnel engaging in specific surveying. Inviting everyone here, on one hand, we have to trouble you gentlemen to help us survey, and on the other hand, we also want to ask everyone to train apprentices."

Time was urgent; Chen Ke didn't stand on ceremony at all. He went straight to the subject. Even if Pu Guanshui stayed in Fengtai County without leaving, he would stay for two months at most. In these two months, the things the Insurance Corps needed to learn were really too many. Although Chen Ke's knowledge was advanced and rich, his knowledge was built on the use of existing industrial systems, and there was a profound gap with 1906. To cross this gap, countless modern technologies and knowledge were needed. Chen Ke at most knew what to learn, but didn't know the specific content of this knowledge. That was why he strongly invited Pu Guanshui to bring the technical arms of Anhui here.

Pu Guanshui didn't seem to care about Chen Ke's eager thought of acquiring knowledge. He asked: "Wenqing, these areas you just pointed to are all under control?"

"That's right, we have the final say in these areas," Chen Ke answered decisively.

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui was silent for a while, then asked: "How many people do you plan to let learn surveying? All officers of my 359th Brigade must learn surveying. Moreover, there is an engineer company of more than two hundred people who will specifically follow you to study."

Hearing this, the faces of the Anhui New Army officers changed slightly. Chen Ke's boldness was considered big enough. The Anhui New Army officers didn't know how many officers were in a brigade. But an engineer company of more than two hundred people all coming to learn surveying—this number really scared the Anhui New Army officers. It should be known that the surveying power of the Anhui New Army was extremely weak. Even after Pu Guanshui strengthened these technical arms after arriving in Anhui, with more than half a year of intensive training, the surveying talents that could be pulled out until now were no more than twenty. Chen Ke put forward more than two hundred people as soon as he acted, ten times that of the Anhui New Army. This conviction made these New Army officers feel a bit chilled on their backs.

Pu Guanshui stared at Chen Ke and said in a deep voice: "I brought not only surveying troops but also artillery, signalmen, and officers responsible for basic military training that I could bring. What does Wenqing plan to let these people teach?"

"The 359th Brigade has eight thousand people; there are many people to teach. For instructors, I only complain about too few, not too many." Chen Ke answered simply.

Since Chen Ke expressed his attitude simply, Pu Guanshui didn't talk nonsense either. He turned his head and said to the officers: "Do you have any requests? Say them first."

The officers looked at each other for a while but dared not speak much.

"Wenqing and everyone present are one of us; there is nothing to worry about. Speak straight if you want to say something." Pu Guanshui said seriously, "Don't wait until after teaching starts to have any thoughts; that would be unseemly instead."

As soon as the voice fell, a young company officer stood up, "Lord Pu, my home is in Fengyang. I want to go home and have a look first."

Although the salaries of the New Army were not bad, except for middle and high-ranking officers, very few low-ranking officers could bring their parents and wives to Anqing. seeing the flood so fierce, everyone's worry about their families grew day by day. Having finally been able to follow Pu Guanshui out, these people naturally hoped to go home and have a look first.

Regarding this young officer's request, Pu Guanshui was noncommittal. He asked: "Does anyone else want to go home?"

Several people immediately stood up among the officers requesting to go home. Pu Guanshui's gaze swept over their faces. Not a single officer avoided Pu Guanshui's eyes; they all looked back at Pu Guanshui seriously.

"Wenqing, if there are a thousand more people here, can you afford to feed them?" Pu Guanshui turned to ask Chen Ke.

"As long as Guanshui helps me with a favor, let alone a thousand people, I can afford to feed five thousand people," Chen Ke laughed.

"What favor does Wenqing want me to help with?"

"During the flood period, checkpoints on various routes were basically abolished. We transported grain in the rain, which could be considered unimpeded. However, recently the checkpoints have been restored. Robbing grain can be said to use every means. We still have a batch of grain not transported in, so I want to ask Guanshui to help lead the team."

After hearing Chen Ke finish this request, Pu Guanshui nodded, "This is no problem. But I also have a matter I want to ask Brother Wenqing to help with. Since you already have eight thousand people, you might as well lend some people to me, let them go with these brothers who want to go home. If the families of these brothers can't survive locally, help them come to Fengtai County first. What do you think?"

"Of course."

The two sealed the deal instantly like this. The Anhui New Army officers participating in the meeting showed joy on their faces one by one. Those in the New Army who followed Pu Guanshui were those whose families had no power. Those children of big landlords with power either refused to be soldiers, or even if they became soldiers, they were very close to other old forces of the New Army and ignored Pu Guanshui, this newcomer, at all. So although fortified villages were everywhere in Anhui, the families of these officers didn't have the strength of Zhang Youliang. Once the flood passed, life would definitely be miserable. The New Army officers arrived in Fengtai County, although they hadn't had time to look carefully. But the general feeling Fengtai County gave everyone was that this place didn't look like it had suffered a disaster. It just looked a bit desolate. In this year of great disaster, just appearing desolate was already remarkable.

Moreover, from the answer between Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui just now, as long as Pu Guanshui went out, he could definitely transport a large batch of grain. Bringing families to Fengtai County to live temporarily, there would absolutely be no problem with livelihood. What's more, there were people helping, which was even better.

Although some soldiers felt Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui singing a duet like this was a bit weird. But this year of great disaster was abnormal originally. As long as families could survive, what did weirdness matter?

Pu Guanshui didn't care about everyone's emotion. He said: "You go and gather the brothers, ask who wants to go home. Where are their homes? Brother Wenqing and I can plan how to arrange people."

The New Army officers responded and went out together. Pu Guanshui waited until they walked far away before saying: "Brother Wenqing, I will stay here for two months at most. Even if I leave some people for you, they will stay for three months at most. You have to grasp firmly what you want to learn."

Chen Ke laughed: "This is natural. I won't let down Brother Guanshui's painstaking efforts."

Hearing that Pu Guanshui allowed them to visit home, among the one hundred officers and soldiers who came together, eighty-two asked to go home and have a look. This investigation and arrangement kept them busy until midnight.

Early the next morning, Chen Ke and the others took the New Army officers and soldiers to the Insurance Corps camp located in Yuezhangji. Along the way, they saw ditches crisscrossing on both sides. Simple water wheels rotating constantly shoveled the groundwater seeping out of the ditches into the drainage troughs. Large numbers of people were farming in the newly opened farmland on both sides of the muddy road.

Most New Army soldiers came from rural areas. Looking at this situation, they could see the knack. When wailing was heard everywhere in other places, Fengtai County actually took the lead in entering the stage of restoring production. It was only August now. As long as God opened his eyes and didn't rain heavily generally again, the grain grown could last until next year's summer harvest anyway.

While praising, they saw a huge painting nailed on a high rack in front. Walking closer to look, it was a painting with a strange style. Inside was a rural scenery that New Army officers and soldiers could understand, but also completely couldn't understand.

Chen Ke laughed: "Brothers of the New Army, this is the appearance Fengtai County will be built into in the next two years. Since I am in Fengtai County, I must benefit the locality."

New Army officers and soldiers looked at the endless flat farmland in the painting, and then looked at the crowd full of labor in front of them, but the uneven and undulating land. Many people felt Chen Ke's words were a bit too boastful.

Chen Ke saw everyone's thoughts. He laughed: "Brothers, the reason why we want everyone to teach us surveying is that we must first measure where exactly to level, how much earth to dig, and how much earth to fill. After calculating these, we calculate how much manpower is needed to complete these projects. How much grain and money is needed to arrange this manpower. Only then can things be done. This is no different from fighting a battle; calculation must come first."

Ba Yougong felt what Chen Ke said earlier made sense, but hearing the last sentence, he couldn't help laughing.

Chen Ke didn't respond to this laughter of unclear meaning. Instead, Pu Guanshui beside him asked: "Commander Ba, what are you laughing at?"

"I didn't expect Mr. Chen actually understands fighting battles too." Ba Yougong answered hurriedly. But next, Ba Yougong asked Chen Ke: "Mr. Chen, you said the Insurance Corps has eight thousand people, but I wonder if there is a Logistics (*Zizhong*) Battalion."

Ba Yougong felt this person Chen Ke spoke very boastfully, and Chen Ke's boasting was different from others; it looked really decent. But it sounded unreliable no matter what. For other civil affairs, Ba Yougong couldn't interrupt easily. But as soon as Chen Ke talked about military-related matters, Ba Yougong really couldn't hold back.

Chen Ke knew Ba Yougong was very suspicious of the Insurance Corps. "We don't call it Logistics (*Zizhong*) Battalion here; we call it Logistics (*Houqin*) Troops. I have a Logistics Battalion, one thousand people specifically responsible for logistical work. This doesn't include the soldiers of the fleet."

Ba Yougong listened to this, half-believing and half-doubting. "Mr. Chen, you wouldn't have confused the Logistics Battalion and the Engineer Battalion, right?"

"Commander Ba is very familiar with military affairs. I didn't confuse them. We also have a specialized Engineer Battalion. Also one thousand people." Chen Ke laughed. This was Chen Ke not revealing the bottom line to Ba Yougong yet. The 359th Brigade in history reclaimed wasteland and farmed in Nanniwan; it could be said that everyone trained the skills of engineers. The reason why Chen Ke named his first troop the 359th Brigade was also to use the name of "later generations" to add some luck to himself. At least it could constantly remind himself what kind of troop the 359th Brigade was.

Ba Yougong was a middle-aged man of forty after all. He knew that continuing to talk would hurt the harmony. Since Chen Ke said so, he just closed his mouth and accepted it.

Instead, a young New Army officer beside him asked: "Mr. Chen, if you really built the new Fengtai County according to the appearance in this picture, what about this land?"

"I will distribute the land to everyone to farm."

"Oh? Then if my family arrives in Fengtai County, can we be distributed a piece of land to farm?" The young officer immediately got interested. After asking this, he felt these words were not quite reasonable, so he hurriedly added a sentence, "We can pay rent."

After saying this, he felt it was still not right. The young officer asked: "Don't know how much the rent is here?"

Looking at the expectant look of the young officer, Chen Ke laughed: "Now this land is managed by our Insurance Corps; no rent is paid this year. Next year, the land rent is thirty percent."

"What? Thirty percent land rent?" The young officer looked at Chen Ke with an incredible look. Anhui had never had such low land rent. But the officer thought again; it should be Chen Ke giving special preferential treatment to these New Army soldiers.

Other officers and soldiers also got interested hearing this. They asked Chen Ke one after another if these words could be taken seriously.

Chen Ke explained: "I have no necessity to deceive everyone. I said collecting thirty percent land rent, then collect thirty percent land rent."

"Then can we buy land?" A New Army officer asked.

"If the land is distributed, then naturally there is no reason for buying and selling. Otherwise, wouldn't it be making it clear that our Insurance Corps wants to make a big fortune ourselves? We won't do such things."

"Mr. Chen, you said the Insurance Corps has eight thousand people. But you only collect thirty percent land rent. I think you might not be able to eat your fill." Ba Yougong couldn't help making trouble again.

Chen Ke answered with a smile: "Our Insurance Corps is also distributed land ourselves. We feed ourselves, so this thirty percent rent is not collected for us."

Hearing this, Ba Yougong was really a bit baffled. This person Chen Ke's actions were completely different from the local powerful figures Ba Yougong had seen. If what Chen Ke said was true, Ba Yougong couldn't imagine what exactly this Fengtai County was like now no matter what.

The group continued to walk forward. They saw hard-working common people and Insurance Corps soldiers wearing dark blue clothes everywhere. Ordinary common people were doing ordinary farm work. While digging ditches, filling earth, transporting supplies—these heavy jobs were mostly done by Insurance Corps soldiers.

Ba Yougong held back this time. He looked left and right until he was sure he wasn't mistaken, then he wanted to speak. But he couldn't gain any advantage several times he opened his mouth. Chen Ke seemed not to get angry at all because others targeted him. But such a style that should have made people feel good made Ba Yougong particularly dissatisfied. Actually, his dissatisfaction with Chen Ke had been there for quite a few days. Starting from Pu Guanshui's inexplicable trust in Chen Ke, Ba Yougong was somewhat dissatisfied with Chen Ke whom he had never met. Seeing the well-trained Insurance Corps fleet, seeing the young but shrewd and capable He Zudao. Seeing Fengtai County actually able to persist on its own in the disaster year, and encountering various things that should have made people admire Chen Ke. Ba Yougong's feeling about Chen Ke became worse and worse. This mood made Ba Yougong himself feel strange.

But the mood of wanting to see Chen Ke embarrassed was so strong that Ba Yougong finally couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, I see those doing the hardest work are all Insurance Corps people, right?"

"That's right."

"Soldiers eat grain (to fight); it's unalterable principles. But I look at your place; being a soldier not only has to grow grain oneself. But also do the heaviest work. Then what are these people after being soldiers of your Insurance Corps? On what basis do you make these people follow you dead set?"

As soon as the three words "On what basis" (*Ni Ping Sha*) came out, Ba Yougong suddenly felt enlightened in his heart. He finally found the reason for his dissatisfaction with Chen Ke. On what basis did Chen Ke make Pu Guanshui, the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, so respectful? On what basis could he own a capable fleet? On what basis could he possess such strength and status in Fengtai County? This youth in dark blue short clothes, with short hair like a "monk," on what basis could he have everything Ba Yougong didn't have? Ba Yougong had strong incomprehension and strong jealousy.

Chen Ke didn't know Ba Yougong's thoughts. He laughed: "Our Insurance Corps was distributed a large piece of land. If we don't do more work and create more benefits for the common people, how can the common people submit to us? As for on what basis these people follow me. Because our Insurance Corps is the team of the common people, the sons and brothers of the common people. That's what it is."

Hearing this answer, Ba Yougong stared at Chen Ke dumbfounded. As if looking at a monster never seen before.

"Mr. Chen is talking about protecting the territory and comforting the people (*Bao Jing An Min*), right?" A New Army officer beside him interrupted.

"No. Protecting the territory and comforting the people is us leading the common people to do things. But in this Fengtai County, the biggest is neither the magistrate nor our Insurance Corps. Our Insurance Corps is the people's army, doing things for the people." Chen Ke expounded the political stance of the Insurance Corps to members of other military organizations for the first time. And the result was really somewhat beyond Chen Ke's expectation. Hearing Chen Ke's words, the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army neither roared with laughter nor asked this and that. They just fell into a somewhat confused silence.

Arriving at the Brigade Headquarters of the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke asked Hua Xiongmao to arrange the matter of Insurance Corps soldiers and Anhui New Army soldiers returning home together. Taking advantage of other New Army officers and soldiers not being around, Chen Ke met with Pu Guanshui again. Chen Ke asked: "Guanshui, during your time in Anqing. Do you know Xu Xilin?"
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Chapter 21 Sending Off

Among the uprisings in the late Qing Dynasty, the Anqing Uprising led by Xu Xilin was an extremely famous one.

To achieve the anti-Manchu goal, Xu Xilin and others gradually developed the idea of "overturning the Qing court with tactics." They intended to use the method of buying official titles to let members of the Restoration Society (*Guang Fu Hui*) learn military affairs and take the opportunity to infiltrate the Qing court to master military power. So he bought a *Dao Yuan* (Intendant) title from the Qing court, designated as an expectant official in Anhui. Through various activities, in the winter of 1905, funded by Xu Kecheng of Shaoxing and recommended by Xu Xilin's cousin-uncle, Hunan Governor Yu Liansan, Xu Xilin, Ma Zonghan, and Chen Boping each bought an official position and were approved to go to Japan to study the army. But after arriving in Japan, due to the obstruction of the Qing court's minister to Japan, the plan to study the army was destroyed, and they returned home helplessly.

After returning to China, Xu Xilin and others intended to further infiltrate the government, "using power to overturn the barbarian court." By mobilizing and utilizing various relationships, Xu Xilin sought the matter of preparing the Anqing Army Elementary School. Later, due to the recommendation of his cousin-uncle Yu Liansan and Xu Xilin's own shrewdness and competence, he finally received the heavy trust of Anhui Governor En Ming in the thirty-second year of Guangxu. In winter, he arrived in Anqing and reported to the Governor's Yamen. After En Ming met him, he appointed him as the Anhui Police Intendant. He carefully ingratiated himself, bowing to En Ming as his teacher. En Ming regarded him as a trusted aide and appointed him concurrently as the Co-Director of the Police Academy. Xu Xilin ate the salary of the Qing court but never changed his revolutionary ambition for a moment. In February 1907, Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin agreed to hold anti-Qing armed uprisings in Anhui and Zhejiang simultaneously. The uprising was originally scheduled for July 19. Because a triad member was arrested in Shanghai and confessed some aliases and secret codes of the revolutionaries, Liangjiang Governor-General Duan Fang telegraphed En Ming to arrest and punish them. En Ming summoned Xu Xilin to discuss the plan. Seeing his alias on the list, Xu Xilin knew the situation was pressing, so he decided to rise up on July 8 when the Police Academy held the graduation ceremony. Unexpectedly, En Ming had something to do on this day and asked to advance the graduation ceremony by two days. Helplessly, the uprising had to be held on the 6th. External aid did not arrive, preparation was not complete, and the uprising was worrying.

On July 6, 1907, Restoration Society member Xu Xilin, Co-Director of the Anhui Police Department and Supervisor of the Police Academy, planned and organized the assassination of Anhui Governor En Ming in Anqing, and led the student army to rise up, capturing the Arsenal. After 4 hours of fierce fighting, the uprising failed. Xu Xilin and others were arrested and died heroically.

But now Chen Ke had returned to 1905 and had quite a few dealings with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. Yet he didn't know how Xu Xilin's recent situation was, whether it would still develop the same as in history.

"The Xu Xilin Wenqing mentioned is the Chief Instructor of the Anqing Army Elementary School, right?" Hearing Chen Ke ask about Xu Xilin, Pu Guanshui thought for a while before answering.

"That's him." Chen Ke was somewhat excited.

"Oh, this Xu Xilin runs to the New Army often when he has nothing to do. Moreover, he has a relative named Qiu Jin, who also came to Anqing and opened a girls' school. It is quite famous in Anqing."

History has indeed changed! Chen Ke thought somewhat helplessly. In history, Qiu Jin prepared to rise up simultaneously with Xu Xilin in Anhui and Shaoxing. As a result, Xu Xilin failed, and news leaked. Qiu Jin was arrested at the Datong School in Shaoxing and died two days later. Now Qiu Jin actually arrived in Anhui too, and opened a girls' school in Anqing. This variable made Chen Ke somewhat puzzled.

"Does Wenqing know these two people?" Pu Guanshui saw some clues.

"Know them. Both of them are revolutionaries. But they belong to the Restoration Society. Not on the same path as us."

"No wonder Xu Xilin always runs to the New Army. Contacting up and down, very active. It seems he wants to incite the New Army to rebel." Pu Guanshui's voice contained quite some malicious intent.

Chen Ke could understand; Pu Guanshui regarded the Anhui New Army as his own territory. Regardless of whether Xu Xilin was a revolutionary, first of all, Xu Xilin tried to incite the New Army to rise up, which disrupted Pu Guanshui's calculation. Pu Guanshui naturally wouldn't have any good impression of Xu Xilin.

Pu Guanshui suddenly laughed: "Since Wenqing mentioned Xu Xilin, presumably you already have a plan. Might as well tell me."

"Although Anqing is the provincial capital of Anhui, it is located in a corner of Anhui. I want to take the route of the common people, starting from the countryside, surrounding the cities with the countryside. So Anqing is of little significance to me. However, if Anqing is captured by the revolutionary army, Anhui will inevitably be in chaos. Wouldn't we be able to save a lot of trouble?" Chen Ke had no bad feeling towards Xu Xilin personally, and could even be said to have a good impression. But Chen Ke believed that on the road of revolution, personal feelings must never play an important role. Sometimes, sacrifice is also necessary.

Pu Guanshui was a smart person; he understood Chen Ke's meaning as soon as he heard it. He laughed: "Wenqing wants me to lend this Xu Xilin a hand? Once Anqing is occupied by the revolutionary army, Wenqing can attack Fengyang Prefecture immediately. With these eight thousand people in your hand, taking down Fengyang Prefecture is really a piece of cake. At that time, you can gallop freely east or west. While the revolutionary army in Anqing has to guard against the Qing army on the Yangtze River on one hand. Moreover, Anqing is surrounded by mountains on three sides; marching and fighting is very inconvenient. As long as they can persist for a year, no, as long as they can persist for half a year, Wenqing can take down quite a lot of territory here."

"Roughly so. But Guanshui, you can stay here for two months. I suggest you take a good look at what kind of new world the Fengtai County base area is to be built into. After you finish looking at the base area, you will know how to help Xu Xilin." Speaking of this, Chen Ke suddenly sighed. "Mr. Xu is a revolutionary with lofty ideals; I admire this very much. But this time we can only let Mr. Xu launch the uprising himself. I'll hide behind and take some advantage."

These words were so implicit; Pu Guanshui laughed loudly after hearing them. "Wenqing, don't be afraid. Even if this Mr. Xu becomes the forerunner for the king (*Wang Qian Qu*), I won't think Wenqing deliberately pitted him. Although I am not familiar with Mr. Xu, I have heard of seeking benevolence and getting benevolence. Since he wants to rise up, he naturally carries his head and charges forward. If he succeeds, he is a true hero. Those who only think about inciting others to die, or engage in conspiracies and tricks like assassination, deserve to die."

Regarding these words of Pu Guanshui, Chen Ke didn't know if they counted as Pu Guanshui's encouragement or something else. After all, this was calculating against people behind their backs, which also belonged to the category of conspiracies and tricks.

Pu Guanshui saw that Chen Ke still looked somewhat unbearable, so he couldn't help saying: "Wenqing, don't feel you let this Mr. Xu down. If you didn't tell me first now, just based on this Mr. Xu making trouble in the New Army, I would want to destroy him. Actually, what I dislike most are revolutionaries like Sun Wen. Wenqing, you have also been to Beijing; you should know how many people want revolution. But why are these people unwilling to associate with Sun Wen and the others? Because those bullshit words about democracy and republic are the same as not said. Many people are actually watching now, waiting to see who can shoulder the heavy responsibility. Those guys who only let others rebel die if they die. Wenqing, you are doing practical things, completely different from them. I won't feel Wenqing you have no morality."

Since Pu Guanshui said so, Chen Ke could only believe it. After lunch, Hua Xiongmao had basically selected the personnel to send out. Going home to have a look seemed like a very simple thing, but actually, it was as complex as large-scale combat. First, these eighty-two officers and soldiers were scattered in sixteen counties. How to send these soldiers and the accompanying Insurance Corps soldiers to the destination, how to contact each other. How to get news within the agreed time, how to pick up and drop off the families of these New Army officers and soldiers.

Ba Yougong felt his military ability was quite good, but actually, the first thing completely stumped Ba Yougong. There was no map of Anhui. The quality of Pu Guanshui's New Army map was very poor. The one providing the Anhui map was Chen Ke. He Ying hadn't done anything else these days; under Chen Ke's guidance, she traced a lot of the hiking map atlas Chen Ke brought from the 21st century using translucent paper. Especially the map of Anhui was basically finished tracing. These base maps were then made into relatively detailed maps by the Surveying Section of the Insurance Corps. As soon as such a detailed map was taken out, Ba Yougong was stunned. Compared to the map brought by Pu Guanshui, this map was more than a little bit precise. The New Army officers and soldiers faced the mountains, hills, and many place names on the map, and after comparing with memories, they could actually roughly find the specific location of their homes.

With specific locations, there were march routes, where to assemble, how to go home. How far the road was, roughly how much time was needed. Among the personnel brought by Pu Guanshui was the staff department he personally trained. Plus the Insurance Corps' staff department, the Insurance Corps' first modern combat in the true sense began.

Officers above company level of the 359th Brigade all came to attend the military meeting. These soldiers without modern military knowledge listened to the content Chen Ke narrated and felt a confusion. Every sentence Chen Ke said made sense, but every sentence made everyone feel incomprehensible. Why make things so complicated? This was the common confusion of the Insurance Corps officers.

"Brigade Commander, isn't it just going home? Everyone exert some effort, work harder. Is it worth such trouble?" Wu Xingwang asked. He was a local of Fengtai County. He had followed Yuwen Badu since the Shanghai era. Now he was the Company Commander of the 413th Company of the Second Regiment. Regarding various data calculations and route planning, Wu Xingwang completely couldn't understand the significance of this matter.

Chen Ke laughed: "I hope everyone can complete this matter within one month now. After one month, the transportation power of the Insurance Corps will shift to other work, and it is impossible to invest more power to do this."

"One month?" Wu Xingwang was stunned. More than a dozen areas, some areas were four or five hundred *li* away from Fengtai County. Completing a round trip within one month, and bringing back an unknown number of people when returning. The comrades immediately felt the complexity of the matter far exceeded the operation on paper. Not only Wu Xingwang, but other people's brows also frowned.

This was already a huge plan beyond the imagination of these comrades. Everyone knew that it was absolutely impossible for them to complete the planning work of such a scale alone. The comrades looked at Chen Ke with different eyes.

It wasn't that there were no people who could maintain a serious attitude consistently. Shang Yuan, He Zudao, Xiong Mingyang, Kuroshima Jin, Lu Huitian, and several other comrades were like this. While most comrades either felt the matter was simple or felt the matter was complex.

"Neither humble nor arrogant," "guard against arrogance and rashness," these words were admonitions against attitudes that could not face problems realistically (*Shi Shi Qiu Shi*). Grandpa Mao specially wrote various articles to narrate being able to "seek truth from facts." Chen Ke always felt he didn't understand it before. This time he suddenly had a realization why some comrades looked either arrogant or rash, while some comrades were completely different. In Chen Ke's view, those comrades whose emotions were unstable wanted to achieve a certain goal first. As long as this goal could be achieved, they would do anything.

But Chen Ke didn't get angry. Having such performance only explained one thing: these comrades lacked experience. Chen Ke also had such impetuous days back then. First advancing rashly, then hitting a wall lightly or bleeding heavily. Then he began to fear. Shrinking back when doing things. These were all human nature. Chen Ke didn't think there was a problem with such an attitude. If the comrades could have enough experience, they naturally wouldn't have such performance.

The attitude of the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers was very consistent; they all hoped to return home as soon as possible to settle family affairs. Everyone was anxious to return home like an arrow.

The Staff Department with Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke as the core began to operate. The Staff Department was first divided into three departments: Route Formulation Department, Distance Calculation Department, and Logistics Planning Department.

The Insurance Corps enforced education of knowledge. Those who could enter the Staff Department had to master culture, arithmetic, and basic military skills. Pu Guanshui's Staff Department focused more on professional training, and basic knowledge training was much worse. The Insurance Corps was much stronger.

First was looking at the map to determine the orientation. Then various data collected by the Insurance Corps in the past half year came in handy. It couldn't be said that drawing a straight line on the map was the route. Humans are not birds; saying flying a straight line can fly a straight line. Crossing mountains and rivers required detours. Besides the constraints of these natural environments, the constraints of human factors were equally important. Where there were checkpoints, there were difficulties. The data collected by the Insurance Corps, as well as the data provided by the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers, needed to be considered carefully and calculated into the plan.

Once a route was determined, dozens of abacuses crackled. How long the journey was, how fast each person moved, all these needed to be calculated.

Hua Xiongmao and Chai Qingguo contributed greatly to this military plan formulation. Both were people who had traveled extensively and had very practical experience and views on long-distance marching. Hua Xiongmao was relatively steady; he acted as the "Red Face." For those overly radical plans, such as those who thought they could walk more than a hundred *li* a day, Hua Xiongmao would look at the other party very seriously and raise doubts, "How can you walk a hundred *li* a day where there are no roads?"

Chai Qingguo ridiculed those conservative plans greatly, "Walking thirty *li* a day? You can crawl there too."

As Pu Guanshui's deputy, Ba Yougong also participated in the plan review. However, Ba Yougong spoke little. This artillery commander was not good at this kind of planning, and he held himself very high, so he was unwilling to make mistakes in public.

After spending two days summarizing everyone's route, they had to be grouped together for integrated planning. On sheets of scratch paper and blackboards, various one-variable, two-variable, and three-variable equations were listed. In the Staff Department, only Chen Ke and a few people understood higher mathematics, so everyone didn't do calculus for the time being. If a long list of equations including various professional symbols and a dozen important parameters were listed on the blackboard, it was estimated that most people in this Staff Department would go crazy.

Spending four days, a set of primary plans was calculated. Chen Ke felt this plan was outrageously rough. Many factors were not calculated. Even this rough plan made Chen Ke thoroughly understand the power of industrialized China in the 21st century. If the Chinese army in the 21st century planned, there were computers in software, highways, railways, and airplanes in hardware. There were satellites, wireless phones, and wired phones in communication. The plan could be formulated extremely detailed.

The current plan merely told everyone when to set off, when to merge, and to achieve this goal, how long to walk every day, and how much distance to cover. As for the specific situation along the way, these comrades had to rely on their own subjective initiative to overcome various difficulties and emergencies.

The Staff Department taught these plans to the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers on one hand, and on the other hand, prepared transport capacity and supplies and dry food along the way according to the plan. They also had to teach everyone some methods of filtering drinking water and provide portable drinking water equipment.

The Insurance Corps officers realized for the first time that fighting a battle was actually such a complex thing. And the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers originally thought the Insurance Corps was just a group of country bumpkins who needed them to teach military knowledge. After seeing the Insurance Corps' ability to formulate detailed plans, they looked at the Insurance Corps with new eyes, and were even somewhat convinced wholeheartedly.

Whether the Insurance Corps or the Anhui New Army, they admired Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui, who led everyone to formulate the plan, prostrate on the ground.

Before setting off, Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui repeatedly emphasized discipline, as well as the attitude of exerting subjective initiative, overcoming all difficulties, and completing the goal.

The newly formed temporary mixed unit had more than four hundred people. Everyone lined up neatly, listening to the departure mobilization. Pu Guanshui issued instructions with a serious expression. "There is no hurdle that cannot be crossed, but if you stop in front of this hurdle and don't move, you will never cross it."

Chen Ke was not as excited as Pu Guanshui. After all, these soldiers were going home to save their families. They would absolutely not shrink back before the battle. The problem now was whether the main transport troops could withstand the checkpoints and difficulties on various routes.

At this time, they heard Pu Guanshui say loudly: "I will personally lead everyone. I'll say this upfront now: along the way, whoever dares to block us, we will beat them to smithereens. Did you hear me!"

"Heard!" All officers and soldiers participating in this action shouted together.

Pu Guanshui's voice was loud originally; hearing everyone's reply, his tone became even higher, "In addition, I don't care how the New Army did it before. Now everyone is going to save people; these are all brothers. Have you learned the song *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*? After setting off this time, everyone sing it ten times first. This time we will do as sung in this song. Officers and soldiers as one, united from top to bottom. Settle everyone's relatives well and save them all."

During the operation of the Staff Department, everyone couldn't work without stopping. During breaks, Chen Ke taught military songs of the Insurance Corps like *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention*, *Unity is Strength*, and *Little Poplar* to the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers. These classic songs of later generations, healthy, upward, and full of vitality, quickly captured the hearts of New Army officers and soldiers in 1906. Also captured Pu Guanshui's heart.

"Comrades staying in Fengtai County must obey Brigade Commander Chen's orders. Teach what should be taught properly to others. Learn what should be learned from others properly. Don't feel that they are local and we from the provincial capital are better than them. This time everyone has also seen that there are plenty of places where they are better than us. Teach well, learn well! Did you hear me?"

"Heard!" The New Army officers staying in Fengtai County also responded. This was their true attitude. The operation of the Staff Department this time indeed dispelled the arrogance of "I am number one in the world" of these New Army officers and soldiers.

"Go eat now; leave after eating. Dismiss!" Pu Guanshui shouted.

"Kill!" The Insurance Corps officers and soldiers shouted in unison. Only a small half of the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers remembered this rule during the training during the two days of rest. They also shouted in unison.

"Look, look! This is what you have to learn." Pu Guanshui said loudly. Many New Army officers and soldiers were red in the face. They heard Pu Guanshui shout again: "Once more. Dismiss!"

"Kill!" More than four hundred people shouted in unison. Then, everyone began to disperse to eat according to order.

Lunch was simple and eaten fast. Luggage was ready. Soldiers carried marching packs and lined up neatly. According to the plan, two hundred people set off in the first batch. Pu Guanshui watched the comrades line up in good order. Only then did he turn his head, "Wenqing, then I'll go first. I will handle the things outside well. I will grasp firmly to transport grain back."

Chen Ke nodded slightly, "Guanshui, you've worked hard."

"This time I originally wanted to come and help Wenqing, but instead let Wenqing help us a big favor. really ashamed."

"Haha, haven't even walked out of the barracks yet. What help? If you want to say such polite words, wait until the New Army comrades settle their families. I'm waiting for Guanshui you and the New Army comrades to finish work early and come back early."

"I will do my best." After speaking, Pu Guanshui saluted Chen Ke. Chen Ke returned the salute seriously. The two were not affectedly unconventional either. Pu Guanshui strode to the comrades of the first batch setting off and waved his arm. The team started immediately.

At the very front of the team was the Anhui New Army military flag displayed to deter checkpoints everywhere. Pu Guanshui led the team striding proudly. The troops had just walked a few steps when they heard a burst of singing coming from behind. This was a song they hadn't heard before. The Insurance Corps soldiers of the second batch setting off sang the sending-off song together. This was also a song Chen Ke taught the Insurance Corps—*Camel Bell* (*Tuo Ling*).

*Sending off comrades, embarking on the journey. Silently tearful, the sound of camel bells rings in the ears.*

*The road is long, the fog is vast. In the revolutionary career, parting is common; the same parting, two kinds of feelings.*

*Comrades, ah comrades, dear brothers, beware of the cold north wind at midnight, take care all the way.*

The melody was melodious, and the lyrics were sincere. Hearing this song, the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers knew this was the blessing from Insurance Corps soldiers to the departing Insurance Corps comrades-in-arms. But they equally hoped, or rather believed, that this was a blessing for themselves. The Anhui New Army officers and soldiers didn't even notice the word "revolution" in the song.
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Chapter 22 Firing Cement

On September 7, 1906, the day Pu Guanshui led his troops away from Fengtai County to pick up the families of the New Army from various places, You Gou also led members of her development team to the newly built cement kiln for a scaled-up production test.

Since studying in Germany, You Gou had always believed she would be an outstanding chemist. She just never thought she could really realize this ideal one day. In this era of the late Qing Dynasty, although women were gradually intervening in social activities and many people began to publicize women's liberation issues, in actual operation, these women pursuing liberation were mostly "focusing on participation" in social work, and there was no one who could truly take charge of a department alone yet. So Chen Ke entrusting the work of firing cement entirely to You Gou to execute could be said to set a precedent for women's social work in the late Qing Dynasty.

This was not just assigning work. Chen Ke followed the scientific research project method of the late twentieth century. You Gou wrote a formal project application plan, which was reviewed, discussed, and approved by the People's Party. According to the project plan formulated by You Gou, supplies and personnel were allocated to her. This advanced process made the People's Party, who had never seen this mode, very unaccustomed, and You Gou also felt very unaccustomed.

What if things are messed up? You Gou worried about this, and the comrades of the People's Party worried equally.

However, a large-scale irrigation system required a large number of water channels. Without cement, the leakage problem of these water channels would be extremely serious. If using materials from 1906 to prevent leakage of water channels, the volume of the water channels would be unacceptably large. For this reason, in You Gou's initial project application, she only proposed needing ten people to help. Chen Ke waved his big pen and increased the number from a squad to a company. These personnel were not only responsible for the cement firing test but also for firing red bricks and glass. Engaging solely in cement firing was too inefficient; since it was all firing kilns, they might as well do red bricks and glass together. Moreover, this company also had to undertake project research on how to use red bricks and cement to build water channels.

There were formulas for firing red bricks and glass, and even cement formulas were available. The problem You Gou had to solve lay in the craftsmanship and control flow required for large-scale production. In this respect, neither Chen Ke nor You Gou understood. One studied chemistry, the other studied polymer materials. Chen Ke had also studied mechanics, while You Gou had no engineering experience. Doing experiments in the laboratory was no problem, but You Gou knew nothing about how to carry out mass production.

This is the gap between industrial countries and agricultural countries, the gap between early-industrialized countries and late-industrialized countries. The foundation of old industrial countries lies in those data, those past experiments. Whether successful or failed, scientific and technological experience means scientific and technological investment. Agricultural countries originally have lower productivity levels than industrial countries, plus lack of experience, making the direction of scientific and technological investment even harder to grasp. This will only lead to an increasingly larger gap between industrial countries and agricultural countries.

Chen Ke had seen a photo of an African tribal "war" in the 21st century. Tribal warriors killed each other with bows, arrows, and spears, while jet airliners, the crystallization of modern high technology, flew in the sky.

According to Chen Ke's historical research results, China was completely pulled away from the world after the Second Industrial Revolution, that is, after 1919. In 1906, China still possessed some technologies and equipment of the steam age. But the Manchu Qing collapsed, and warlords fought in chaos, leaving Chinese science and technology far behind the times in the electrical age. After the establishment of New China, China restarted real construction. Having witnessed the arduous scientific and technological development process of New China, Chen Ke knew that on this incredibly firm path, besides conducting arduous research according to the development laws of science and technology itself, there was no way to be opportunistic.

So Chen Ke used his authority to give You Gou great support in manpower and material resources when supplies and personnel were not sufficient. He not only wanted to complete this project, but more importantly, he wanted to establish the base area's own scientific and technological research and development system.

Before the final approval and signature, Chen Ke held the last review meeting. At the meeting, Chen Ke expounded his overall thoughts to the participating comrades. Chen Ke wasn't quite sure how much the comrades understood. He could only say very seriously to the solemn-faced You Gou: "Comrade You Gou, if you undertake this project, it is putting you on the fire to roast. Everything you do is an exploration. Exploration has success and failure. But I require you to succeed this time, and I require that no matter what problems you encounter in the process, you must explain these problems one by one clearly in your final debriefing report. The People's Party stresses the word 'serious' (*Ren Zhen*) most. In the affairs of the People's Party, there are the two words failure and success. But there are no three words 'don't know'. Can you accept it?"

You Gou was also an old Party member and an old comrade. When she researched new drugs with Chen Ke, she personally experienced Chen Ke's rigorous and serious scientific research attitude. She knew what a huge workload was needed to implement such an attitude; it was an endless pursuit and study. After learning that she would be granted full authority for scientific and technological research, that kind of excitement and high spirit, that feeling as if something hot was poured into her soul, making the whole soul burn, You Gou could recall clearly many years later.

You Gou's eyes shone, and extreme excitement made her beautiful face turn bright red. A chest full of passion turned into a simple sentence, "Resolutely complete the task."

The cement Chen Ke required now was not that kind of high-grade cement, not even Portland cement. The base area lacked mineral exploration capabilities extremely at this stage, so they could only use what they had. After discussion, Chen Ke and You Gou chose the simplest formula: mixing limestone and clay in proportion, firing into clinker, and then grinding it to use. Fengtai County didn't lack coal, and there were also limestone and clay, so the experiment unfolded like this.

The research team was divided into three groups. One group engaged in infrastructure, which was firing kilns. One group engaged in data testing, which was testing the products in various ways. One group engaged in production with You Gou.

The Party has always attached extreme importance to cultural education, which was the case since the Red Army era. Chen Ke himself firmly supported this practice. An army without culture is an army without a future. In order to create a modern army with discipline, culture, and knowledge, besides leading soldiers who knew nothing about chemistry to carry out production, You Gou also had to popularize culture among these soldiers. The two assistants assigned to You Gou were named Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing, both liberal arts students from Fudan Public School. In the People's Party and Insurance Corps, there was an obvious trend in manpower use: those from science and engineering backgrounds held high positions and became leaders of certain projects. If liberal arts students wanted to stand out, they could only switch to military or political work at this stage. Otherwise, they could only be assistants to science and engineering students or engage in cultural education work. Chen Ke said clearly at the meeting that the People's Party and Insurance Corps did not raise "idle scholars" (*Xian Sheng*). Either go engage in production or fight battles. Or provide services for engaging in production and fighting battles. Those who thought they could command others high above just because they recognized a few broken characters could choose to go home now.

Those who followed Chen Ke to Anhui were all young people, energetic, aggressive, hoping to do a career. Liberal arts students certainly felt Chen Ke's words were quite harsh, but facing the situation of the flood, these people also admitted these words were not unreasonable. No matter how amazing one felt oneself to be, everyone knew a simple fact: if one didn't eat, the stomach would soon be hungry.

Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing were not very interested in military affairs but wanted to switch to industrial construction. You Gou led the research department, so they applied to work on You Gou's side, hoping to completely switch to the chemical industry through this research and development work. This was considered learning a craft. No need to work as hard as ordinary soldiers anymore.

But they were soon disappointed. Working under You Gou, the hardship level was only higher than ordinary daily work. Although You Gou was a woman, she worked desperately enough. In the days of researching drugs with Chen Ke, You Gou learned a lot, especially resting anytime and working anytime. Following the mode of the Shanghai laboratory, You Gou set up a lounge next to the laboratory. Others could work in three shifts, but she lay down and slept during experiment intervals herself, getting up anytime when work was needed.

As You Gou's assistants, Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing didn't have the ruthlessness of You Gou back then. Besides conducting daily cultural education for soldiers, they also had to learn chemical knowledge with You Gou and participate in experiments. Life was unspeakably bitter. In their view, You Gou graduated in chemistry herself; she only needed to worry about experiments. Soldiers didn't understand anything; they just needed to obey orders and listen to commands. Caught between these two layers, they had to learn and work. They couldn't compare with You Gou in knowledge, nor with soldiers in physical strength, yet they had to pay brainpower and physical strength simultaneously, acting as both teachers and students. This life couldn't go on.

After living like this for more than a month, the two were exhausted by this heavy pressure. They felt they might have chosen the wrong direction. They even really had the intention to beat a retreat.

The soldiers below had a vastly different attitude towards engaging in scientific research work. Soldiers didn't understand chemistry and had no concept of these things at all. What everyone knew was merely that a female teacher named You Gou was their head from now on. This teacher would lead them to work.

In the company affiliated with You Gou, no one dared to look down on "Female Teacher" You Gou. Actually, from the beginning, no one dared to despise Female Teacher You Gou. Soldiers were just curious about a female leader. The organization of the Insurance Corps was originally a very rare organization in the eyes of ordinary people in 1906. Many soldiers assigned to the cement factory construction work had participated in the construction project of the water plant. That water treatment design was also You Gou's responsibility. Turbid river water became clean drinking water after layers of filtration and precipitation. This item alone made soldiers who had never drunk tap water feel very magical. You Gou, who commanded everyone to complete this work, naturally received everyone's approval.

Although Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing served as assistants, when You Gou was in low spirits during experiments, she would also teach everyone to read characters. Not only reading characters, You Gou also narrated hygiene and chemical knowledge. In Shanghai, You Gou had given the lecture "The Story of a Candle." Giving it again in Anhui was a familiar road. You Gou's magic-like numerous experiments, as well as those numerous basic knowledge never contacted before, opened a door of knowledge never seen before for these soldiers, and simultaneously made these soldiers develop a sense of awe bordering on superstition towards You Gou.

However, everyone was male after all. Although they admired her to death in their hearts, they refused to soften their mouths. After all, working under a woman, no matter how outstanding this woman was, was not a glorious thing worth boasting about. Soldiers being able to obey orders and listen to commands, never talking back to You Gou, was already the greatest respect. But You Gou couldn't quite understand this point, and she didn't have the energy to pay attention to this matter. As long as subordinates could obey orders, could build and assist experiments as she said, You Gou would thank Heaven and Earth.

Cement sample testing was very simple. Mixing cement with sand to make some cement blocks, they could be tested in various environments. The cement fired in the laboratory was basically qualified. Or rather, cement mixed with sand and bamboo reinforcement could remain without cracking problems for two weeks. Someone tested and checked every day. Two weeks ago, stable products of 300 *jin* scale had entered testing. Two weeks passed, and these products themselves still maintained sufficient stability.

This was the one hundred and fourteenth experiment, and also the first scaled-up test. When firing cement, glass firing was carried out along the way, and the initial goal was basically achieved, firing glass that wasn't quite transparent.

But these were all small-scale productions, producing more than three hundred *jin* of cement at a time. Once entering large-scale production, there would definitely be many quality control problems. Especially how to crush cement clinker into usable products; using stone rollers and other methods couldn't satisfy people. Machines had to be used. Chen Ke asked Qi Huishen to produce four sets of crushers at the Jiangnan Arsenal. Qi Huishen had replied that eight sets of machinery, including crushers, had been built. But transportation to the disaster area was very difficult. One of the important purposes of Pu Guanshui and the others going out this time was to transport the crushing machinery over. And You Gou's work was to complete the volume test before these machines arrived.

The Insurance Corps uniform didn't distinguish between men's and women's wear. To avoid trouble, after getting up and washing simply, You Gou bound her chest tightly with chest-binding cloth in her female lounge, then put on a shirt and dark blue military uniform. Her hair was cut short, very much like that Hepburn short hair. This wasn't because she had such advanced aesthetic vision, but because firing cement involved flying dust, and long hair was inappropriate at all.

The cement kiln was a small kiln of about three tons. Chen Ke didn't know, and You Gou didn't know either, that in 1889, near the Kaiping Coal Mine in Tangshan, Hebei, China, a Tangshan "Fine Cotton Earth" factory using vertical kilns for production was established. In 1906, based on this factory, the Qixin Cement Company was established, with an annual output of 40,000 tons of cement. A cement kiln of about three tons wasn't a very big thing, and the technology couldn't be called advanced. But even if they knew, Fengtai County was at this level; being able to produce cement was already a very remarkable achievement.

The furnace fire was raging. Whether You Gou or the soldiers, they all wore soft hats made of blue cloth and masks. They even had to splash water on their clothes to get close to the kiln. Early industrial production was so hard. Without so much auxiliary equipment, except for a few main production equipment, others needed to be completed by manpower. Filling coal and handling fire required manpower. Although You Gou didn't need to do physical work personally, having worked with Chen Ke for so long, You Gou knew well the necessity of the leader visiting the front line personally. As long as You Gou stood near the cement kiln where heat waves were boiling, others wouldn't say much anymore.

Halfway through the experiment, someone ran to tell You Gou that a relative came to find her. You Gou thought she might not have heard clearly. She took off the uniform mask same as the soldiers and asked strangely: "Say it again."

"Teacher You, a relative of yours came to find you," the messenger soldier said.

Could her own brother run to Anhui to find her? You Gou felt incredible. This time she basically ran away from home. Although she left a letter saying she went out with Chen Ke to do some big things, You Gou didn't bid farewell to her parents formally. In You Gou's imagination, her parents would definitely think this unfilial daughter just pissed off and that was it. She really didn't expect that her letter didn't write where she went, yet her family actually found Fengtai County.

You Gou couldn't say whether she felt guilt or some other emotion at this time. Anyway, her heart felt empty.

"How old are the people who came?" You Gou asked.

"Seven or eight people came, all looking twenty or thirty years old," the soldier answered.

Hearing the soldier say this, You Gou knew her father probably didn't come, and her heart relaxed a lot immediately. Since it was her brother who came, You Gou immediately felt there was no need to be so polite to her brother. She said: "Bring them over."

The soldier received the order, and partly because he couldn't stand this intense heat, ran away like a wisp of smoke.

Putting on the mask again, You Gou continued to direct production work. The key to firing work was how to maintain a constant temperature during the process. Chen Ke could only provide the concept of a regenerator; You Gou was responsible for researching the rest herself. Although the Insurance Corps claimed to have many university students, the problem was that the number of science and engineering students was very limited. Moreover, among these people, there were basically no chemistry majors. The comrades in Beijing whom Chen Ke never forgot were said to arrive at the base area only in October. Chen Ke was already busy enough to have his feet in the air. You Gou knew she couldn't count on others and could only fight alone.

Work is like this; once started, one can't think of anything else. You Gou quickly forgot about her brother coming. Not knowing how long she directed everyone to be busy, when she really couldn't stand the heat wave and walked back, pouring a bucket of water on her hot clothes, she suddenly heard a familiar voice shouting: "Sister?"

Turning her head, she saw several people not far away. The leader was You Gou's eldest brother. Among the others were You Gou family's servants, and some she didn't know; they looked capable one by one. Only the young man standing beside You Gou looked like a child from a rich family in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Delicate skin, but tanned quite dark.

Although You Gou originally intended to act strong towards her brother, and the relationship between You Gou and her brother wasn't that harmonious. Seeing her brother actually found Fengtai County thousands of *li* away, and hearing that "Sister," tears surged up somehow. Wiping her tears, You Gou wanted to walk over with a smile and greet her brother. But the tears couldn't be held back no matter what. You Gou suddenly covered her mouth and cried *wu wu*.

You Gou's eldest brother was originally not sure that the familiar figure in dark blue coarse cloth clothes, wearing a soft hat and mask, was his sister who ran away from home. Especially this free and easy looking youth was directing a large group of strong men to work. That posture of issuing orders didn't look like a female at all, but a male with high status.

The reason that made him shout was You Gou's short hair. Insurance Corps soldiers kept queues; only You Gou had short hair alone. With the brother's understanding of his sister, his sister could do such a thing. That was why he mustered up courage to shout. But seeing his sister take off the mask with her own eyes, her beautiful face full of surprise, and then actually crying, You Gou's eldest brother's heart softened immediately. Since You Gou left without saying goodbye, You Gou's parents were panicked. Searching for their daughter's whereabouts everywhere, and counting You Gou's family having many connections, they actually spent three months to roughly determine that You Gou went to Anhui with Chen Ke and the others. When they confirmed it, Anhui flooded. Although the old couple loved their daughter dearly, they couldn't send their son to the disaster area and risk losing the son too. As a result, after the flood receded, they actually got news that their daughter was safe and sound. So they sent the son to come, hoping to bring You Gou back.

Although seeing his sister cry softened You Gou's eldest brother's heart, thinking of his father's sighs and mother's sadness these days, You Gou's eldest brother was still furious. He stepped forward ferociously and wanted to slap You Gou.

Two soldiers, one left and one right, suddenly blocked in front of You Gou. They asked: "Who are you? What do you want to do?"

"Who am I? Who are you?" You Gou's eldest brother was even more annoyed seeing someone block him. Plus seeing You Gou commanding these people very impressively, he didn't take these two soldiers seriously. While speaking, he used his hands to push these two soldiers.

The military training of the Insurance Corps never slackened, and the style of officer-soldier equality in the troops violently improved the soldiers' self-esteem. As soon as You Gou's eldest brother's palm pushed on the soldier's chest, the military boxing the two soldiers trained for several months came in handy. One grabbed You Gou's eldest brother's wrist, and with a twist of the wrist, twisted You Gou's eldest brother's arm behind his back. Another soldier pressed down You Gou's eldest brother's other arm.

"Don't move!" the soldier shouted.

Those helpers following You Gou's eldest brother saw the young master arrested and immediately wanted to come up and get him out. They rushed forward, and immediately twenty-some soldiers rushed up and surrounded them. Suddenly a soldier shouted: "Someone here wants to hit Teacher You!" As soon as these words fell, soldiers in the distance became furious one by one, running here with their respective tools in hand.

The rich family child originally standing beside You Gou's eldest brother didn't move. Seeing such a group of strong men killing their way over, his face turned white with fright. And those people following You Gou's eldest brother saw these people obeying You Gou's orders were so fierce, and their numbers were far greater than them. More importantly, more people were killing their way over continuously. They also looked at You Gou's eldest brother with ashen faces. Many people looked at You Gou fiercely, hoping she would come out to resolve this "misunderstanding."

Originally You Gou thought it would be a tender meeting, but suddenly it became swords drawn and bows bent. She was also somewhat at a loss. She heard soldiers shouting all at once, "Who are you?" "What do you want to do to Teacher You?" "Coming to our Insurance Corps to act wild?"

Someone also said to You Gou: "Teacher You, how to deal with these people? Beat them first?"

You Gou saw the soldiers were filled with indignation and knew her brother's reckless action caused a misunderstanding. She said hurriedly: "This is my eldest brother! Release him first."

As soon as these words came out, the soldiers still didn't quite believe it. "Teacher You, this person is your own brother?"

"Is my own brother!" You Gou said.

Since You Gou said so, the soldiers couldn't say anything else. But that anger couldn't be quelled no matter what. Someone actually wanted to use force against Female Teacher You Gou whom everyone respected very much. Even if this person was You Gou's own brother, the soldiers still couldn't accept it.

"Teacher You, we are right next to you. Call us if anything happens." This was a polite way of saying it.

"You, not allowed to use force against our Teacher You. Don't think because you are Teacher You's brother." This was a very impolite way of saying it. Not only that, when the soldier said this, he pointed at You Gou's eldest brother with his index finger.

Being pointed at by country bumpkins like this, You Gou's eldest brother felt he lost all face. But there were at least fifty or sixty Insurance Corps soldiers. You Gou's eldest brother also understood the principle that a wise man doesn't fight when the odds are against him. So he turned his face aside and ignored it.

You Gou had never been defended by so many people like this. She felt warm in her heart. She suddenly remembered a sentence of Chen Ke, "Treat comrades as warm as spring."



★


Crisis 1

Volume 3 - Chapter 23

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 23 Crisis (1)

According to You Gou's brother's assumption, wailing was heard everywhere in this disaster area, and Chen Ke was no immortal. Even if he saved his life, his subordinates should have scattered. He brought seven or eight people; forcibly taking You Gou home shouldn't be a problem. Even he didn't need to use force at all; his sister would probably follow him voluntarily. But reality ruthlessly shattered You Gou's brother's fantasy.

Fengtai County was completely different from other disaster areas. Along the way here, wailing was heard everywhere in other places, and dead bodies could be seen in the river every day. People selling their sons and daughters were everywhere, and many victims were migrating towards Fengtai County. After entering Fengtai's territory, suddenly everything became better. The corpses were gone, and not a single victim could be seen. Before he met Chen Ke, just his sister You Gou was leading a hundred or so people working. You Gou's brother had always been clear about his sister's little entrepreneurial ideal. Now that she could finally command hundreds of people to work, the possibility of pulling his sister home was basically non-existent.

It seems I have to go to the Magistrate. You Gou's brother suddenly thought. Maybe the government can control this bunch of people?

Completely ignoring her brother's thoughts, You Gou just took these few people to the edge of the open space beside the test site, then said: "Brother, let's talk here. I am very busy these days and have no time to receive you. After we finish talking here, you go home."

What's there to talk about? You Gou's brother felt very helpless. Being soft definitely wouldn't work. Being hard... his sister was harder than him; waving her hand, a hundred or so strong men would come over to beat people. This trip seemed to be in vain. Unless going to the government...

"By the way, Brother, don't go to the government either. Our People's Party is the leader of Fengtai County now. The government is still under the leadership of our People's Party. If you go to find Comrade Shang Yuan, the Magistrate of Fengtai County, Comrade Shang Yuan will send you back to me. I think you shouldn't waste this effort," You Gou knew her brother very well and dispelled his unrealistic fantasy right from the start.

"You just brag to me." Hearing his sister's words, Young Master You really couldn't hold back and retorted sarcastically.

You Gou just smiled. She asked the two comrades who acted just now to come over. These two were You Gou's guards. "You take my brother to see Comrade Shang Yuan."

Hearing this order, the two guards saluted You Gou, dragged Young Master You up, and left. Young Master You originally wanted to struggle, but gave up after thinking about it.

An hour later, Young Master You was brought back by the guards with an iron-green face. Shang Yuan was very polite to Young Master You. He took time out of his busy schedule to see Young Master You and left a sentence, "Since you are Comrade You Gou's brother, I'll speak frankly. No one here can forcibly take away People's Party and Insurance Corps people. If you insist on doing this, just try. Anyway, if caught by us, we'll beat you a hundred strokes first. You can leave now. Oh, by the way, when you go back and see Comrade You Gou, say hello to her for me; she works hard."

Watching his sister lead her subordinates to work, Young Master You said nothing. Thinking angrily, what kind of world is this Fengtai County? Is there still royal law? Although thinking so in his heart, some inexplicable joy also existed in the anger. His sister could actually make the Magistrate regard her so highly now; this ability... if it could be so in Shanghai too, that would be great.

Thinking of this, Young Master You couldn't help but scan these few people who came with him arrogantly. Those subordinates acting as thugs already knew the severity and stood still honestly one by one. And the one beside him looked at You Gou's every move with longing eyes. This fiery look made Young Master You's mind move.

The one beside him was the live-in son-in-law (*shang men nv xu*) Old Master You found for You Gou, named Huang Renshi. News in Shanghai spread fast. Everyone in the comprador circle of Shanghai knew that You Gou, who always did things crazily, owned shares in a pharmaceutical factory. Old Master Huang and Old Master You were good friends. He knew that although this girl You Gou did things a bit outrageously, her character was still very reliable. Old Master Huang had many children. Old Master You hinted that if one of the Huang family children came to be a live-in son-in-law, he was very likely to get a certain share of this pharmaceutical factory. So Huang Renshi, as the sixth boy, was selected.

Before this marriage was formally proposed, You Gou left without saying goodbye. Things having come to this, Young Master You came to Anhui hoping to bring You Gou back. Old Master Huang also agreed to the You family's request and let Huang Renshi come along. If Huang Renshi felt You Gou was not bad, this marriage could still be discussed. If he felt it wouldn't work, the Huang family was considered to have done their best.

Looking at it now, the passion revealed in Huang Renshi's eyes was enough to prove that the Sixth Young Master of the Huang family had feelings for You Gou.

"Renshi, what are you staring at my sister for?" Young Master You asked knowingly.

"Sorry, Brother You." Being said so, Huang Renshi blushed. But You Gou's attraction to Huang Renshi was so strong that Huang Renshi still couldn't move his eyes away. "Heard people say Miss You always does things... always unexpectedly. Seeing it with my own eyes today, she is truly unparalleled in the nation (*Guo Shi Wu Shuang*)."

At least use "heroine" (*Jin Guo Ying Xiong*). What is this "unparalleled in the nation"? Young Master You thought. But since the other party said so, he had to be polite with his mouth, "My sister just loves to mess around. Mess around."

"Not so, Brother You. My family runs factories. Let alone these more than a hundred people, leading a dozen people to work in such a hot place is extremely difficult. What's rarer is, look, none of these people slack off." Huang Renshi praised.

Young Master You was originally full of anger at his sister, but seeing his sister working in such a hot place, he was actually somewhat happy in his heart. Being far from the kiln, he still felt the heat pressing. And his sister wearing thick clothes and being so close to the kiln, it must be even hotter. Including You Gou, everyone poured water on themselves to get close to the kiln. Just looking at it, one knew how hard it was. Yet these people, including his sister, worked in full swing. This attitude, being said so by Huang Renshi, made Young Master You also admire a bit.

Huang Renshi continued to praise: "Although I don't know what Miss You is doing, it is definitely not an ordinary thing. Unexpectedly, such a person can exist in this place of Fengtai County; it's really an eye-opener."

"Renshi, don't just praise my sister; isn't your family's factory also run well?"

"Although I know work has to be done like this, I absolutely can't do such hard work myself. Miss You, a woman, can do such hard work; ashamed, ashamed." Huang Renshi shook his head while speaking.

"Then Brother Renshi, it seems you feel about my sister..." Young Master You was just about to ask Huang Renshi's attitude towards this marriage, but suddenly closed his mouth. He saw several people wearing dark blue clothes run here quickly, stop beside You Gou, and say a few words. You Gou's face changed, and she hurriedly shouted: "Assemble!" While shouting, You Gou took out a whistle from her pocket and blew it. The shrill whistle attracted everyone's attention. In the surprised sight of Young Master You, Huang Renshi, and others, soldiers ran over. Soon they lined up on the ground.

You Gou turned her head to look at her brother, then ordered: "First Squad! Three steps forward, march."

Hearing the order, the twelve soldiers of the First Squad walked three steps forward. Stepping out of the rank neatly.

"First Squad Leader, take these people to the barracks and guard them."

"Yes." The First Squad Leader responded and took his troops to Young Master You and the others. "These gentlemen, please follow us."

Although he didn't know what mystery his sister was playing, Young Master You dared not refuse. For a sister whom even the Magistrate had to yield to a bit, Young Master You had lost the courage to resist.

Watching the idlers leave the field, You Gou shouted: "We received an order; someone wants to storm the grain depot in the county. We are going to protect the grain depot. Second Squad stays to guard the cement kiln."

"Teacher You, who is so bold?" Soldiers couldn't help asking. There were still people who dared to target the Insurance Corps now; such behavior really puzzled the soldiers.

"It's refugees from other places. Now gathered in the county, requesting to open the warehouse and release grain. And someone is inciting trouble. There isn't much grain in the county grain depot either; Comrade Shang Yuan asked us to maintain order."

Hearing that refugees from other places came to make trouble and even wanted to storm the grain depot, the local comrades of Fengtai immediately got angry. This Fengtai County had stabilized with great difficulty; how could it withstand the tossing of outside refugees.

Under You Gou's leadership, the troops ran towards the barracks.

After the headquarters of the Insurance Corps transferred to Yuezhangji, only a total of one battalion force remained in the county town. This battalion was not a standing regular army but temporarily patched together by four companies with different affiliations. Among the four companies, two were logistics companies, and the company affiliated with You Gou engaged in cement, glass, and red brick production R&D. Another company was responsible for the breeding farm. Although there was daily basic military training, the purpose was more to cultivate discipline, not any formal training. Encountering such an emergency, the commanders of the four companies met. Although everyone was anxious, they also had to act urgently.

According to regulations, three waves of messengers were sent to deliver letters to Chen Ke. The Insurance Corps must hold the barracks. The combat effectiveness of the two logistics companies was passable, so they undertook this task. The combat effectiveness of the breeding farm company was very weak. You Gou found that only her company could go to battle. Things having reached this point, the commanders of the other three companies panicked a bit. You Gou didn't force these useless men to move out. After all, now only troops were needed to make a gesture; the regular army of the Insurance Corps would arrive soon. As an old Party member, You Gou felt it necessary to take responsibility.

There was no dispute. You Gou asked the troops to bring the long sticks for daily military training. Before appearing, she emphasized obeying discipline and not hitting people on their own initiative. Then she led the troops to set off.

The grain depot in the county was located on higher ground. Just after walking through half of the county town, they saw so many refugees in front unknown when. After the Insurance Corps took over Fengtai County, refugees hadn't been seen for a long time. As if gushing out from underground, suddenly there were many people in the county town. Under various eaves, many mothers with children and old people sat or leaned. All were equally dark and thin, all equally ragged. Young children looked listless, leaning weakly in their mothers' arms, crying a few times occasionally. Mothers unbuttoned their already tattered fronts, revealing shriveled chests, breastfeeding their children completely without any effect.

Seeing hundreds of people walking over neatly with sticks, these people didn't even have surprise. Instead, someone said with a hoarse voice: "Do a good deed, give something to eat."

All shops closed their doors and put up door boards. And residents closed their gates tightly. No matter how noisy outside, how begging, no one dared to show their faces. Judging from the accent, most of these people were from nearby, and some were from further places. Fengtai County was not a transportation hub originally, and there had been no large-scale influx of refugees after the flood. But don't know what happened now; suddenly so many people came.

These people stranded in the county town were slightly better. Further forward was the county yamen. When still more than a hundred meters away, a noise was heard.

"Lord Magistrate, beg you to release grain to save lives!" This was the most heard voice. Men, women, old people were all shouting and begging.

"Mom, I'm hungry." In between was the crying of children.

You Gou was a girl after all. Although ten minutes ago her chest was full of obligation and responsibility to the People's Party and Insurance Corps, and she could lead her team to come and protect the grain depot. But really seeing these miserable states, especially hearing the children's crying, this girl who was originally not hard-hearted just felt her nose sour.

"Teacher You, how about we take a detour," the guard protecting You Gou whispered.

"How to detour?" You Gou asked subconsciously. Her gaze swept over those skinny children but couldn't help avoiding them. But wherever she looked, she could see these pitiful children. Hearing a detour was possible, she was moved.

"Turn left, go around a street, should be able to pass."

"Oh?" You Gou felt this plan was passable. But she suddenly remembered something and asked: "Just now when you brought my brother here, didn't you see so many people?"

"Teacher You, you forgot? Magistrate Shang Yuan is not in the county yamen today, but sending people off at the dock."

"Sending people off?" You Gou didn't understand for a moment, then thought again and remembered that today was sending off that group of Anhui New Army people. Chen Ke couldn't run so far personally; naturally, Shang Yuan was responsible for seeing them off.

"How could so many people come suddenly?" You Gou was very puzzled.

"If you ask me, it's all caused by that bunch of Anhui New Army people this time. They saved quite a few people along the way and came all the way to our Fengtai County. Doesn't this make it clear that there is food in Fengtai County? These common people probably followed those New Army boats here. Just that those New Army people took boats and ran fast. These people are all from nearby; I'm afraid more will come in a few days."

"Who told you this?" You Gou was very strange. Although her guard was loyal, he wasn't such a clever person. If someone hadn't told him this, then she had misjudged him.

"This is what I heard from the two teachers Zhu Guangzu and Zhong Shunqing when I went to deliver a letter yesterday." The guard told the truth.

Hearing this news, You Gou was dissatisfied then. Since they had such a view, why didn't they explain it clearly to her? She pursued a question, "Then did these two teachers tell others this idea? Or just said it to you casually?"

"This I don't know," the guard answered.

Just then, they heard copper gongs sounding at the entrance of the county yamen. "Porridge distribution!" "Porridge distribution!"

A joyful shout erupted immediately in the crowd composed of refugees. The begging sound disappeared immediately; as long as there was a bowl of porridge, they could last one more day.

"Fellow villagers and elders, I am Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan. We will distribute porridge in the south of the city immediately. It's useless for everyone to squeeze at this county yamen entrance; all go to the south of the city." Shang Yuan's voice came from afar.

Many of the refugees stood up immediately and walked south. But some refused to leave. Those walking south then noticed the team wearing dark blue clothes appearing nearby all along, everyone holding a long stick. Although still afraid in their hearts, to fill their stomachs, everyone couldn't care so much. They bypassed You Gou's company and hurried towards the south.

You Gou didn't know whether to go to Shang Yuan's side or continue to the grain depot. But she heard the sound of copper gongs ringing one after another. It seemed Shang Yuan sent out quite a few people. She heard several people shouting: "Porridge distribution! Porridge distribution! Porridge distribution in the south of the city." These people went in different directions.

While thinking, she saw someone squeeze through the stream of people composed of refugees rolling away. He also wore a dark blue "military uniform," but was Shang Yuan's guard.

"Teacher You. Teacher You, Lord Shang Yuan asks you to go to the grain depot quickly. By the way, Lord Shang Yuan asks you to put on all the masks." The guard shouted.

Although You Gou didn't know what idea Shang Yuan was playing, she followed the suggestion and ordered the troops to put on all masks. Everyone didn't quite understand what this meant exactly, but the effect was immediate. The refugees' eyes looking at this team instantly carried fear. Many people looked away, daring not look at the Insurance Corps team anymore.

You Gou was in the team, so she couldn't see. But since the refugees dared not squeeze over anymore, the action was much more convenient. Shang Yuan stood on the high ground in front of the county yamen; he saw it very clearly. A team all in blue clothes, holding sticks, wearing blue soft hats, especially wearing blue cloth masks on their faces—even knowing deeply this was his own team, Shang Yuan felt his eyes couldn't easily get rid of the attraction of this team no matter what. The neat attire, especially "masked," gave this team a very evil and fierce feeling. Just looking at it was scary enough.

Shang Yuan exhaled gently. This time Pu Guanshui came; everyone originally thought they got strong aid. But following them were refugees who found the direction; everyone came to Fengtai County to beg for a mouthful of food. Shang Yuan hoped very much to save the common people, but he knew better how much grain reserve Fengtai County exactly had. Maybe a few thousand more people was okay; if tens of thousands more people poured in, Fengtai County's grain would definitely not be enough to eat.

Facing such an urgent situation, Shang Yuan knew he couldn't conjure up grain. The only thought in his heart was for Chen Ke to come up with a solution quickly. Just like in the past, Chen Ke easily solved all dangerous problems encountered.
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Chapter 24 Crisis (2)

Shang Yuan was never a person who got excited easily, at least not since he turned twenty-five. Even during the flood, Shang Yuan didn't feel terrified. But looking at the crowd at the porridge distribution site in the south of the city, Shang Yuan only felt a chill rushing up from his spine to his forehead.

It wasn't because of the few hundred common people on the site; Fengtai County had settled tens of thousands of common people in the "concentration camp" during the flood. Nor was it that the common people were unreasonable; the regular army of the Insurance Corps had arrived. Everyone had experience in porridge distribution, and the site was orderly. No one fought or made trouble; the common people were just queuing up to receive porridge.

What made Shang Yuan feel fearful was that new refugees kept appearing at the porridge factory, which meant Shang Yuan's worst expectation had become reality. This was no longer an accidental flow of refugees; this was the beginning of a large-scale migration of refugees.

The terribleness of floods and droughts lies not only in the time of the disaster but in the tide of refugees after the disaster. Refugees flow everywhere to "seek food" for livelihood. These refugees have a clear purpose: to find something to eat. When everyone is on the verge of starvation, they naturally do their best to survive. First begging; if begging fails, they sell their children, wives, and themselves. When even doing this cannot keep them alive, various desperate actions will erupt. Theft, robbery, even arson and murder. Thus, wherever refugees go, they will trigger various terrible man-made disasters.

Shang Yuan was not afraid of those common people who threw themselves into the river to commit suicide and were saved by the Insurance Corps and Pu Guanshui. These people had backbone anyway; they would rather commit suicide than become those roving refugees. The Insurance Corps settled them and gave them some work to do. Although these people were physically weak, at least they were grateful and sought to repay the kindness. As long as they could work, they also felt they had to be worthy of this ration, and they worked very hard. But these flowing refugees... Shang Yuan didn't have confidence in these people.

"Didn't Brigade Commander Chen come?" Shang Yuan asked Kuroshima Jin, who led the team this time.

"Brigade Commander Chen is assigning work and didn't come," Kuroshima Jin answered respectfully.

"Did he say whether he would come or not?" This was what Shang Yuan cared about most.

"This... sorry, I didn't ask," Kuroshima Jin said apologetically.

The corner of Shang Yuan's mouth twitched, but he didn't speak. Did Chen Ke not know how serious this matter was? Shang Yuan didn't even have anger anymore. In these days of revolution with Chen Ke, the two basically talked about everything. Before every action, Chen Ke would always discuss with Shang Yuan first, or at least notify the content and plan of the action. No matter how outrageous the plan looked, it always allowed people to be prepared. And Chen Ke could always put this plan into practice.

But this time, Chen Ke neither anticipated it beforehand nor started to solve it immediately after it happened. This made Shang Yuan feel very dissatisfied. More importantly, Shang Yuan could see the final result of this situation. This would be a result leading directly to a breakdown. He forcibly suppressed his emotions and put his mind on deducing the evolution of things.

It is hard to leave one's native land. Unless they have absolutely no other way, the common people will absolutely not choose to leave their homes and wander. And the movement law of refugees in disaster areas is simple. When they leave their hometowns, their bodies are already very weak, so they often can't go far. They can only go to surrounding areas where the disaster is not too heavy. Areas where the disaster is not too heavy can hardly take care of themselves; how can they have the ability to feed so many people? So refugees crush the fragile economy of areas where the disaster is not too heavy, creating new refugees. And these new refugees are physically much better than refugees in severely hit areas. They can go further. They spread to other areas. The general trend is spreading from areas with strong disasters to areas with weak disasters. Finally forming a huge wave.

Excluding refugees from severely hit areas, new refugees formed by other chain reactions are often caused not by natural disasters but by man-made disasters. The anger of the common people towards natural disasters is actually often powerless; man cannot conquer nature. What can you do even if you curse God constantly? But for refugees forced out by man-made disasters, the anger in their chests is directed at "people." So if someone raises their arm and calls, Chen Sheng and Wu Guang can appear immediately.

Having clarified this train of thought, the fear in Shang Yuan's heart became even stronger. Fengtai County was also located in the area with the heaviest disaster, and could even be said to be in the central zone of the flood. Fengtai County is densely covered with rivers and has numerous water systems. If Chen Ke hadn't led everyone to provide disaster relief, Fengtai County would have been completely destroyed in this flood.

Facing the new situation of refugees pouring into Fengtai County, how exactly did Chen Ke plan to respond? Even if Chen Ke had outstanding ability and noble character. Even if Chen Ke was a saint, Chen Ke was still human. He couldn't scatter beans to turn them into soldiers (*sa dou cheng bing*). Nor could he conjure up grain out of thin air. Refugees actually didn't know where to go. They often followed others. If Fengtai County had no grain like other places, it would be fine. But Fengtai County could still barely maintain itself now. According to the current situation, within a month, it is very likely that more than 200,000, or even more refugees would gather in Fengtai County. Refugees are not local farmers. For them, the purpose of coming to Fengtai County is to find food and survive. People will do anything to survive. This will inevitably trigger a series of fierce conflicts. For Fengtai County locals, there is no reason to let refugees eat and drink here for free. And Fengtai County doesn't have so many job opportunities to provide to refugees.

The solutions Shang Yuan could think of were nothing more than three. First, organize the Insurance Corps to use force to prevent refugees from pouring in. But refugees left their homes to survive. People dare to do anything to survive. Refugees will definitely try every means to obtain rations to survive. To survive, the common people of Fengtai County must protect their own rations. This will inevitably trigger a terrible bloody conflict between the two sides, burying terrible hatred. Shang Yuan couldn't accept such a result. He came from a big landlord family in Shangqiu, Henan. Like other landlord families, Shang Yuan began reading books from a young age, passed the exams for *Xiucai*, *Juren*, and with the operation of the whole family, finally became an official, serving as a magistrate of a place.

If there was a difference between Shang Yuan and other officials who also embarked on this path, it was only that Shang Yuan had a strong sense of responsibility. He believed he had an obligation to this country. Serving China, making China the most powerful country in the world, letting China no longer be bullied by foreign countries—this was a mission. Shang Yuan firmly believed this was his lifelong mission.

And because of self-protection in the flood, raising a butcher's knife against refugees—Shang Yuan could absolutely not do such a thing. Shang Yuan would rather die himself than do such a thing.

Then the second way was to ask for help from the prefecture city, or even the provincial capital. Let them support grain and supplies. Or guide refugees to settle in other places. But Shang Yuan knew this was also absolutely impossible to realize.

Shang Yuan's family was also considered an official family. He knew the ways of officialdom very clearly. Encountering such things, even if the superior officials sincerely hoped for disaster relief, leaving aside whether they could do such practical operation work well, most of those officials who only knew how to ingratiate themselves with superiors didn't even have the ability to make an overall plan to plan disaster relief work.

Even if a rare official with ideas and ability to command subordinate "petty clerks" appeared occasionally. The Manchu Qing itself had completely rotted. No one didn't harm the public to benefit private interests; no one didn't grab great benefits from the government. Even if they wanted to mobilize now, the prefecture city and provincial capital also didn't have supplies that could be called upon at any time. The Manchu Qing government had completely rotted. This was not a problem in a few places, but an overall corruption.

Shang Yuan was born in the late 1860s and grew up during the "Tongzhi Restoration." He once thought China could get rid of the fate of being bullied. But the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895 and the Boxer Rebellion not only didn't rid China of the fate of being bullied, but on the contrary, it also suffered more violent invasions by foreign countries. When other intellectuals turned to hope to learn from foreign countries comprehensively, Shang Yuan took a different path.

As a believer in Confucianism, Shang Yuan also studied under a famous teacher. Although Mr. Li Hongqi was not famous, he was a true Confucian master. In Mr. Li's favorite Confucian classics, a passage from Mencius ranked extremely high. "If you love others but they are not close to you, reflect on your benevolence; if you govern others but they are not governed, reflect on your wisdom; if you treat others with propriety but they do not respond, reflect on your respect. If one fails in what one does, one should always seek the cause in oneself. If one is upright, the world will turn to him. The Book of Songs says: Always speak in accordance with the mandate of Heaven, and seek much blessing for oneself."

"If one fails in what one does, one should always seek the cause in oneself." In vernacular, it means—whenever an action does not achieve the expected effect, one should reflect and examine oneself. If one's own behavior is upright, the people of the world will naturally submit.

Saying Shang Yuan believed that China was so broken today, learning from foreign countries and trying to copy foreign experience was completely going astray. Just as the Book of Songs said, "Always speak in accordance with the mandate of Heaven, and seek much blessing for oneself." So Shang Yuan calmed down to focus on the study of Chinese traditional culture. Studying China's system, the result was that Shang Yuan was completely disappointed with the Manchu Qing.

The current system up and down was powerless against various challenges and willing to degenerate. Even if holding the ideal of saving the country and the people, in this system, being able to keep oneself clean and not act recklessly was already top-grade character.

Before meeting Chen Ke, Shang Yuan didn't even know where China's future lay exactly. Shang Yuan didn't think foreign things were suitable for China. Shang Yuan was not blindly xenophobic; on the contrary, Shang Yuan looked at foreign knowledge and culture from a critical angle. Such a serious attitude made Shang Yuan feel an extreme confusion. Where exactly was the foreign advantage? Why could they surpass China?

Until he met Chen Ke and engaged in revolution with Chen Ke in Fengtai County, Shang Yuan finally really knew what "the power of organization" was about. Although the People's Party was basically dominated by Chen Ke in the overall situation, the Insurance Corps was a complete organization after all. Not only united from top to bottom, but more importantly, the Insurance Corps did not have the class of "clerks" (*Li*). "Leading cadres" equivalent to "official status" in the Manchu Qing bureaucratic system directly engaged in the work of "petty clerks" in the Manchu Qing bureaucratic system.

Such a result was different from the situation of unclear responsibilities and overstaffing in the Manchu Qing. The Insurance Corps had strict responsibilities. Chen Ke was simply a genius in constructing the organization of the new government. Shang Yuan sometimes even suspected whether Chen Ke had worked in some government, or even held a high position. If not so, how could Chen Ke know how the "organization" should be constructed before doing things?

The bureaucratic organization of the Manchu Qing was unreliable. Even if they really had the heart, they were powerless. At least within half a year, disaster relief could basically not be carried out on a large scale. Shang Yuan knew very well that the government didn't care about the life and death of the people at all. If the rich areas around the disaster area were impacted, the government might act faster. But if Fengtai County in the center of the disaster area was impacted, I'm afraid many officials would gloat in secret. Since ancient times, refugees have spread from the disaster area to the surroundings. Now refugees gathering towards the center of the disaster area appeared; this was a situation officials could only wish for.

Even if hundreds of thousands of refugees starved to death in Fengtai County located in the center of the disaster area, or refugees and the common people of Fengtai County had a life-and-death fight and hundreds of thousands of people died. The bureaucratic system only needed to pull Shang Yuan out to "punish" him and give an explanation to the world. Anyway, they didn't need to bear any responsibility themselves. Their hearts must be blooming with laughter.

If the first two roads were blocked, then the remaining third road was what Chen Ke had emphasized countless times—People's Revolution! God is unreliable, the government is unreliable; except relying on oneself, there is absolutely no object to rely on in this world. Except revolution, Shang Yuan couldn't see a way to solve these problems.

Whether refugees or the common people of Fengtai County, everyone should live well. This has nothing to do with natural disasters. Didn't Chen Ke still maintain the basic operation of Fengtai County during the natural disaster? Didn't everyone survive arduously and can even see the hope of next year? If the system promoted by Chen Ke could be promoted to other disaster areas, the common people could be kept alive somehow.

In Party member education, Chen Ke always emphasized that revolution is not suddenly letting everyone enter a "new life," but gradually replacing the old system with a new system. Changing the world is only the final result of the revolution, not a state that can be completed suddenly. So the revolutionary road is to follow the direction pointed out by revolutionary theory and use the new system to solve the most daily things one by one. If this can't be done, don't talk about more radical revolution. Chen Ke said so to Shang Yuan, and also said so to other comrades.

In the revolutionary process, Chen Ke gradually showed the ability matching his theory. What Shang Yuan appreciated most about Chen Ke was that Chen Ke never created revolution. Revolution is the mandate of Heaven (*Tian Ming*). The power of one person is insignificant compared to the whole society. Shang Yuan believed that China's fall to such a state was because it had problems itself. The mandate of Heaven is the people's heart. Instead of clamoring all day to beat the visible foreign devils out of China, it is better to really solve China's internal problems. Although Chen Ke was a revolutionary, Chen Ke never clamored to beat away foreigners but devoted himself to liberating the Chinese common people. This was also the reason why Shang Yuan, who detested revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen extremely, would support Chen Ke.

And Chen Ke's "revolutionary journey" opened Shang Yuan's eyes even more. On the surface, Chen Ke was just trying hard to make various preparations. Gathering manpower, hoarding supplies, training cadres. Relying on the manpower and material resources in hand, he provided disaster relief when encountering a flood. While providing disaster relief, he integrated the common people of Fengtai County. After the disaster relief ended, the Insurance Corps, whose strength expanded violently, had the ability to suppress the landlords of Fengtai County and launch production self-salvation. In production self-salvation, Chen Ke had the opportunity to promote the new order he formulated in Fengtai County.

The materialist dialectics taught by Chen Ke to the comrades believed that things are dialectically unified. The world is flowing, not static. Anything is both cause and effect at the same time. While Chen Ke solved existing problems, he was also preparing for the next step. This practice was the most brilliant. Stepping on the beat of the trend of the times.

"Better to rely on oneself than on others." The common people now call to heaven but no answer, call to earth but no spirit. Natural and man-made disasters forced them ruthlessly. Since so, let's revolutionize. Since everyone wants to live, it is impossible for the common people to only kill the Fengtai people who are also in the natural disaster. If the common people know that the high-above government itself cannot save the common people at all. If the common people know that breaking the government, breaking the old system supporting the government, breaking the old system supported by the government's great benefits, can let them live. If the common people know that the old system will inevitably make them wander, live miserably, and die miserably. Shang Yuan believed that the people would follow the People's Party to revolutionize.

But as soon as this thought arose, Shang Yuan hesitated again. Asking himself, he didn't hope the revolution would turn into "rebellion." Eliminating a landlord like Zhang Youliang, Shang Yuan had no pressure in his heart. Forcing the landlords of Fengtai County, Shang Yuan, as the magistrate, could also handle it freely. At any rate, he was a local magistrate, a Marquis of a Hundred Li. On his own turf, it was naturally easy to do things.

But once the revolution was pushed outside Fengtai County, it would be a real "rebellion." Things that could originally be solved peacefully by various means must now be promoted relying on force as the background. Such war disasters, such slaughter... Shang Yuan suddenly felt he didn't have enough confidence.

Or just hold on like this first, waiting for Pu Guanshui to transport supplies in? This thought popped up immediately. But a moment later, Shang Yuan denied this idea. As the saying goes, sitting and eating will empty the mountain. Shang Yuan knew very clearly how much grain Fengtai County had. Most of the things Chen Ke asked Pu Guanshui to transport were mechanical equipment. Even if those boats all transported grain, it was still far from enough. With the efficiency of the Manchu Qing, when this disaster relief grain and money arrived in the disaster area, it would be half a year later.

Then rely on ourselves, will it work? Shang Yuan knew the situation of the People's Party and Insurance Corps extremely well. The timing of refugees entering Fengtai this time was so bad. Chen Ke had just spread out the work; the original accumulation had been exhausted, and the income had not been seen yet. Don't look at the Insurance Corps making a fuss now; actually, it was the time of greatest exhaustion. Now the Insurance Corps had two choices. First, shrink the existing stall. Strive to protect the core points. But as the saying goes, it is easy to pick up but difficult to put down. Having built such a big stall with great difficulty, it's not like you can put it down just by saying put it down. This means an overall collapse.

Thinking over and over again, Shang Yuan felt that besides crisis, it was still crisis. There was no path that could solve these problems relatively safely.

He exhaled a long breath, hoping to adjust his mood. "Wenqing, can you really come up with a solution? Can you achieve victory for sure?" Shang Yuan was very worried.

In such annoyance and anxiety, Shang Yuan suddenly remembered a sentence of Chen Ke, "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."
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Chapter 25 Yuezhangji Meeting (1)

Refugees began to move towards Fengtai County; the People's Party couldn't ignore such a big matter. When Shang Yuan was arranging to settle refugees into the original "Home of Common People" concentration camp, the meeting notice had already arrived. And this meeting was considered a death order; all People's Party members must attend regardless of what work they had at hand.

Comrades who knew the actual situation naturally had to attend, and comrades who didn't know the actual situation also knew something big must have happened. Before Chen Ke entered the venue, all Party members had already assembled.

Because of Shang Yuan's special identity and calm personality, everyone dared not interact with him much. As a woman, everyone was not very willing to talk too much with You Gou either. Not because of dissatisfaction with You Gou, but because they felt it was inconvenient, like tying shoes in a melon field or adjusting a hat under a plum tree (*Gua Tian Li Xia* - avoiding suspicion).

Seeing the solemn faces of these two, plus some grapevine news, everyone basically knew the news that a large number of refugees were pouring into Fengtai County. At first, it was private conversation; everyone's face changed greatly upon hearing this news. With the spread of the news, the conference room changed from buzzing to a hubbub of voices.

There were also many among the Party members who didn't know the severity. "What can refugees do? Didn't we survive the flood too?" someone said.

But how could comrades who knew the severity be bluffed by such childish thoughts, "Do you know how many mouths that is? Now only a few people came; wait until tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of people come, you will know the severity. Those are human beings; our little family property is not enough to eat at all."

"Really?"

With the deepening of communication, the comrades' emotions became lower and lower. Impatient military cadres already clamored to lead troops to intercept refugees.

Timid ones were at a loss, either speechless or asking continuously: "What should we do? What should we do?"

"We should have prepared earlier and not let refugees from other places run to us this time," such complaints also appeared.

Some people were completely confused and incoherent, and some even began to question why Chen Ke didn't appear.

Shang Yuan was originally annoyed in his heart; hearing the noisy voices, his emotions became even more unstable. He was just about to get up to maintain order, but saw You Gou get up one step ahead, roaring, "Everyone be quiet!"

You Gou was an old Party member, everyone knew. Moreover, the work You Gou undertook usually was more than most male comrades, so everyone still admired this very much. You Gou suddenly got angry, and the noisy conference room quieted down immediately. You Gou ignored everyone's eyes gathering on her; she strode to the chairman's position, pulled open the stool behind the chairman's position, and then scanned the People's Party members around.

Now the number of People's Party members had reached more than 180. The mode of the venue was a "big table" made of two square tables in the middle. On the periphery, comrades' tables and stools surrounded the central conference table circle by circle. Besides the seven secretaries, there were also clerks who could sit at the central table. Sitting behind the circle of tables near the center were Politburo members, and further out were other comrades without positions in the Party.

You Gou suddenly got angry, and then actually walked behind the chairman's position widely recognized as Chen Ke's exclusive use. Comrades were really startled. Everyone forgot the heavy pressure brought by refugees for a moment and couldn't figure out what scene You Gou was playing.

"Look at your appearances; scared when encountering such a little thing. What are you clamoring about!" You Gou still roared.

Scolded like this, comrades not only didn't quiet down but on the contrary, some people already rebounded. "Such a big thing, is it possible not to be anxious?" As soon as You Gou's voice fell, someone retorted sarcastically.

"On what basis do you stand at Secretary Chen's position?" Someone simply confronted directly.

"On what basis? Based on the fact that I am one of the seven secretaries in the Party." Hearing the questioning of herself, You Gou shouted immediately.

"So what if you are a secretary? You are not Secretary Chen." Someone immediately clashed with You Gou.

"Although Secretary You Gou is not Secretary Chen, Secretary You Gou is also a secretary. The Secretary of the Central Secretariat itself has the authority of the Discipline Inspection Committee. Secretary You Gou asked you to be quiet; comrades have the obligation to obey this order." A clear and bright voice backed You Gou up.

The Party member questioning You Gou was Zhang Xiuqing. Hearing this, he was even more angry. But this voice itself had a power that Zhang Xiuqing couldn't resist; this was caused by habit. Zhang Xiuqing's boiling angry brain suddenly realized that this was Chen Ke's voice. Chen Ke finally arrived at the venue. Turning his head to look, he saw Chen Ke in front, Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao following behind. The three strode towards their respective positions in the middle.

Comrades looked at the supreme leader of the People's Party as if seeing a savior. Chen Ke led the number one military cadre of the People's Party, Hua Xiongmao, and the number one political work cadre, He Zudao, into the venue together. All comrades had a situation of finding a backer.

You Gou walked back to her position. The reason she stood up and got angry just now was not entirely dissatisfaction with the comrades' panic. What really triggered You Gou's anger was some people's questioning and complaining about Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke finally appear and firmly support her, You Gou suddenly felt her nose sour, but she didn't feel like crying at all. Facing the severe situation, as a People's Party member and secretary, You Gou herself must be firm.

Chen Ke didn't sit down. He smiled and said to everyone: "Comrades have heard the general situation, right. Refugees are already coming towards our Fengtai County."

No one answered. Such words had no effect on solving the problem. Everyone hoped Chen Ke would come up with a way to solve the refugee problem.

Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao didn't sit down either. They were busy hanging a map of Anhui on the blackboard behind Chen Ke. After hanging it, they returned to their seats.

"If you ask me, this matter proves one thing. Comrades, our work in Fengtai County is fruitful. Although our Fengtai County is also the center of the disaster area, we can let the common people eat and drink. Today, when people in other places can't survive without fleeing famine, we did very well. Everyone shouldn't panic; first of all, you should feel satisfied with the results of your work," Chen Ke said with a smile.

Shang Yuan was very surprised by Chen Ke's opening remarks. He never expected Chen Ke to still have the mood to joke with everyone. But looking carefully at Chen Ke's calm and composed manner, these words didn't look like pretending to be calm and magnanimous. If Shang Yuan wasn't anxious in his heart, he would firmly believe Chen Ke was really praising everyone.

Even so, these unexpected words still made the comrades feel a burst of relief. Chen Ke didn't tell lies or big words; what he expounded was precisely the fact of the base area. In such a disaster year, the situation in Fengtai County was indeed outstanding.

"Secretary Chen, then what should we do next?" An impatient comrade continued to ask.

"Yes, even if we do well, one place like Fengtai County can't feed so many refugees. If tens of thousands of refugees come, they will crush us all at once."

"Comrades, encountering a problem, first of all, we must know how the problem happened. Whether you like it or not, you must face the problem realistically and analyze the problem. Does everyone know how refugees are formed?"

"No food locally, naturally have to go out to find food. This creates refugees," someone answered.

Chen Ke asked: "Then why don't refugees go elsewhere but come to our Fengtai?"

"This..." The speaker was stumped.

"Because they know our Fengtai County has food," other comrades added.

Regarding this question, Chen Ke asked: "How did the refugees know? Who told these refugees?"

"This..." The speaker was stumped again.

In such questions and answers, others discovered that they actually didn't understand the reason for refugees moving towards Fengtai County. The original blind panic mentality immediately reduced a lot.

Chen Ke patted the table and said loudly: "Comrades, no investigation, no right to speak. Encountering a problem, don't just look at the surface and then take it for granted yourself. Taking it for granted won't do. People say there are no two identical leaves; everything has its regularity and its uniqueness. Just thinking blindly here is useless."

Zhang Xiuqing offended You Gou just now and was also criticized by Chen Ke. Hearing Chen Ke's words, his heart also settled down at this time, and a sense of shame arose spontaneously. The thought of wanting to make amends for his faults immediately popped up. He stood up hurriedly and said: "I apply to go now to understand how the refugees knew Fengtai County has grain."

"No rush. The matter of refugees is not a small matter. If you go rashly like this, it's just extorting confession; the common people may not tell you the truth. Let's research the refugee problem thoroughly first. Only by clarifying the problem can we shoot the arrow at the target. Flustered like this, I'm afraid instead of solving the problem, new troubles will arise."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Zhang Xiuqing felt very puzzled. He suspected Chen Ke deliberately cut his face (embarrassed him) as retaliation for his gaffe just now. In the discipline of the People's Party, problems should be spoken to the face. Zhang Xiuqing couldn't help asking: "Secretary Chen, I go to ask a question and can cause trouble? How do you explain this?"

"How do you plan to ask? What preparations to make?" Chen Ke asked bluntly.

"What preparations are needed for this? Mn, I won't find many people to ask at the same time. But ask one by one. For preparation, I need a batch of soldiers to go with me," Zhang Xiuqing answered.

As soon as the voice fell, a sneer was heard. Zhang Xiuqing looked towards the laughter; it was You Gou. He saw You Gou turn her head and say: "Secretary Chen also said just now, now we have to block the news that Fengtai County has grain. You should at least block the refugees' residence first. In case your questioning scares some people away. Isn't this clearly making the news leak faster?"

This "face slapping" was loud and crisp. Zhang Xiuqing's face didn't just turn white, but turned iron-green.

Chen Ke saw Zhang Xiuqing's face change greatly. He said: "Comrade Zhang Xiuqing, don't feel I want to target you, and don't feel Comrade You Gou targets you. We must first analyze the cause of the problem clearly. Only in this way can we come up with effective methods. So don't be anxious to act. Clarify the cause of the matter first. Listen attentively now. If there is anything wrong with what I say, you must remind me in time."

After speaking, Chen Ke didn't care so much and began to narrate the problem of refugees. The formation and spread of refugees is a vicious circle. Heavily hit areas impact lightly hit areas; after lightly hit areas are eaten up, refugees continue to spread. Although this principle is simple, comrades had never really considered it like this. After Chen Ke finished explaining these, except for a few people like Shang Yuan, most people had expressions of suddenly realizing.

Chen Ke saw everyone basically understood the basic law of refugees, and answered a few more questions. Seeing no one continued to ask, only then did he say: "This place Anhui, especially this place Fengyang, is known as nine years of famine out of ten. Anhui has a tradition of fleeing famine; Fengtai County is absolutely not the first choice. Why large groups of people come to our Fengtai County definitely has a reason. Generally speaking, Anhui fleeing famine goes to Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Some go north to Henan or Hubei. This time we must first investigate clearly what situation exactly made refugees start coming to our Fengtai. Comrade Zhang Xiuqing, are you willing to participate in this investigation team?"

Zhang Xiuqing didn't expect to be assigned a task by Chen Ke so quickly. He said hurriedly: "I am willing."

"Very good. We will discuss how to form this team later." Chen Ke smiled encouragingly at Zhang Xiuqing. Seeing this smile, Zhang Xiuqing suddenly felt his heart put back into his stomach. Chen Ke was originally a tolerant person; as long as his recklessness just now was forgiven, Zhang Xiuqing believed he could definitely restore Chen Ke's confidence in him through work.

Chen Ke continued: "Comrades, I want to ask a question now. Do you think the common people of Fengtai County should starve to death?"

This question was really greatly beyond others' expectations. If such a question like nonsense came from other comrades, the participating People's Party members, especially these comrades whose nerves were highly excited by the refugee problem now, would definitely curse loudly. Isn't this obvious? Why should the common people of Fengtai County starve to death? The People's Party recruited many local comrades in Fengtai County. Although the absolute number was not large, the proportion in the People's Party was not low. Everyone naturally didn't think Fengtai common people should starve to death. And other comrades from outside spent half a year in Fengtai County, racking their brains and shedding blood and sweat to build Fengtai County. For a place where they poured so much effort, everyone naturally didn't think the common people of Fengtai County should starve to death.

But the person asking this question was Chen Ke, the recognized leader of the People's Party. Everyone felt there must be deeper meaning in Chen Ke's words.

Chen Ke continued to ask: "Those who think the common people of Fengtai County should starve to death, please raise your hands."

Someone raised a hand. The astonished eyes of all comrades in the venue immediately fell on that person. Seeing everyone's gaze was by no means kind, that comrade thought about Chen Ke's words again and hurriedly put his hand down. He shouted repeatedly: "I heard wrong, I heard wrong. I thought it was raising hands for thinking they shouldn't starve to death."

Chen Ke was furious. He suppressed his anger forcibly and shouted, "Keep your attention focused; don't take it for granted for me." No one laughed in the venue; more than half of the people didn't even have a wry smile.

Calming down his anger, Chen Ke continued to ask: "Those who think common people in other places should starve to death, raise your hands."

Hearing this, all comrades' faces became graver. Many people had already guessed the meaning Chen Ke didn't say. Since the common people of Fengtai County shouldn't starve to death, then there is no reason for common people in other places to starve to death either. But the current situation was that Fengtai County simply couldn't feed so many common people. For comrades, if someone must die, they would rather the common people of other places die. However, although the reasoning was so, no one dared to raise their hands. Such immoral things could be done when forced, but absolutely couldn't be said.

Someone tried to divide the matter into two aspects to speak, "Secretary Chen..." As soon as they opened their mouths, Chen Ke, with a stern expression, interrupted their words directly, "If you have any opinion, raise your hand to indicate. No need to tell me reasons of having no choice."

Everyone remained deadlocked like this for a full five minutes. No matter how cloudy or sunny the comrades' faces were, although some people's arms moved back and forth, not a single person raised their hand.

"Comrades, what is the name of our political party?"

"Chinese People's Party," You Gou answered.

"Why is it called this name?"

"Because we represent the interests of the Chinese people, representing the vanguard of the Chinese people pursuing revolution and justice." It was still You Gou's clear and bright voice echoing in the conference venue.

"This time, why didn't a single comrade ask why not ask the government for help through Comrade Shang Yuan, asking them to allocate grain to us?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

No one spoke. Although some people's eyes lit up, they soon dimmed. Everyone knew the government simply couldn't save the common people. If it could save, the disaster relief grain should have been transported to Fengtai County long ago.

"Our People's Party is a revolutionary party. How is our People's Party defined in the Party Constitution?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

Reciting the Party Constitution is the basic obligation of Party members. The words in the Party Constitution had already emerged in many people's minds, "The Chinese People's Party takes the comprehensive liberation of all Chinese people as its sole goal."

Chen Ke recited word by word, "The Chinese People's Party takes the comprehensive liberation of all Chinese people as its sole goal." This was the Party Constitution he participated in drafting personally.

"We are in Fengtai County now, but it doesn't mean we will be in Fengtai County, this one place, forever in the future. To liberate the people of the whole of China, we have to travel all over China. Now facing refugees from surrounding areas coming to us to beg for a living, if we ignore them and let them live or die, or even use force to prevent refugees from surviving. When this flood passes completely, when we have grain and can go outside. At that time, in the areas surrounding Fengtai County, do we dare to say to the common people that we are here to liberate you? If the common people shut out by us didn't starve to death, hearing our words about liberating them, and then spitting on our faces, do we dare to wipe it? Even if we wipe the spit on our faces clean, do we dare to say we have a clear conscience in our hearts?"

These words were very heavy, but no one expressed the slightest dissatisfaction. Because Chen Ke was not wrong.

"Comrades, when we first arrived in Fengtai County, our People's Party and the Insurance Corps were mostly outsiders. When we fought Zhang Youliang, most of the Insurance Corps soldiers were locals. But until now, has anyone said we are outsiders inciting locals to fight locals? Has anyone?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, still no one answered.

"We forced the landlords of Fengtai County to lend their land. Have any Insurance Corps soldiers told local common people that we outsiders want to make a fortune in Fengtai County and get land for ourselves? Has anyone?"

The venue was still silent. If an outsider couldn't see the venue full of people, he would even think it was empty here.

"The common people are not stupid. The common people know we are mostly outsiders. The common people know we rely on the support of the common people to suppress the local people who were once insufferably arrogant. But the common people didn't come out to oppose us. Why? Not because the common people don't know those landlords are their fellow villagers. It's because the common people know who is good to them. The common people know we really seek happiness for the common people."

Still no one spoke.

"I know what everyone is worried about. Now Fengtai County is indeed unspeakably suffering." After Chen Ke finished speaking, he raised his own palm. These days of labor had worn calluses and blood blisters on Chen Ke's hands. The blood blisters had almost gone down, but the purple-black marks had not completely disappeared. Many comrades looked at their own palms. In these days, except for comrades who really couldn't participate in labor due to work reasons, everyone had worn calluses on their hands. There was finally some movement in the venue.

Seeing comrades all looking at their own palms, Chen Ke continued: "I am not saying how hard I, Chen Ke, worked myself. Compared with comrades, I didn't go to the fields much these days, and didn't do as much work as comrades. Comrades are harder, and have more blisters on hands. I still remember Comrade Chai Qingguo came to me at that time, let me see the blisters on his hand, saying soldiers eating grain is unalterable principles, now working to death every day, blisters on hands. The soldiers of our Insurance Corps are all soldiers with blisters on hands. All are Blister Soldiers (*Pao Bing*). I told Comrade Chai Qingguo at that time, not enough blisters; after a few more layers, there will be no blisters. At that time I was to boost morale for everyone. Actually, I know everyone is working hard. Very hard. Just because of everyone's hard work, Fengtai County can have today. I want to say, everyone did a good job." Speaking of this, tears couldn't help flashing in Chen Ke's eyes.

Chen Ke's words came from his heart. Comrades could hear it. Thinking of their own toil, tears also appeared in the eyes of many comrades.

"We can stand firm in Fengtai County not by relying on our large numbers. Compared with the common people of Fengtai County, our few people count for nothing. Not by relying on us having read books; common people don't recognize this. We rely on solid work. Relying on Party member cadres taking everyone to work on the front line. And working much, working well. Seeing us working so hard and having some results, the common people believe that we really want to make Fengtai County good. If we all went out sitting in sedans, with concubines in the sedans, holding opium pipes. Hugging while smoking. Speaking to common people through the sedan curtain. Everyone say, can the common people work with us? Probably would have driven us away long ago."

"Pfft," many comrades couldn't help laughing out loud, and some even laughed with tears in their eyes. There was finally some atmosphere in the venue.

"Everyone can't eat enough. Sun scorches during the day, mosquitoes bite at night. Dug ditches with great difficulty, and the land is basically opened. And a new batch of grain will be transported in a while. This life finally shows signs of improvement. Everyone feels able to breathe a sigh of relief. If our People's Party were not a revolutionary party, not wanting to liberate the whole of China. This kind of thought is understandable, and can even be done. But our People's Party is not a political party wanting to die of old age in Fengtai County. Our People's Party is a political party with liberating the whole of China as our sole goal. Then we cannot leave other common people in the lurch. If we leave common people in the lurch, we are not the People's Party. We are not worthy of being called the People's Party." At the end of Chen Ke's speech, his expression became solemn again.

"Why can we accomplish current things in Fengtai County and let everyone have food to eat? Why didn't a single comrade propose asking the Manchu Qing government for relief now? Why, comrades? Who can answer me?"

Comrades exchanged glances. Indeed, no one believed government relief could be counted on. But without government relief, why could the People's Party create such a situation? There was an answer everyone felt they could vaguely grasp in their hearts, but this answer was so vague that they could vaguely feel it when not paying attention, but couldn't find it when thinking carefully.

"Because the government is unreliable. The common people are reliable." You Gou said loudly. These were her heartfelt words. When her brother wanted to use force against You Gou, those who stepped forward to protect You Gou were these soldiers of peasant origin. When You Gou worked forgetting food and sleep, those who could always follow her were also these soldiers of peasant origin. At any time, no matter how many shortcomings and deficiencies the common people looked to have, when you sincerely sought benefits for the common people, the common people were always reliable.
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Chapter 26 Yuezhangji Meeting (2)

"There is absolutely no such thing in the world as love without reason or hate without reason." This is Grandpa Mao's teaching. Chen Ke deeply agreed with this. He believed that a revolutionary absolutely cannot and is impossible to create "revolution." Revolution is originally bred within social contradictions and exists in class oppression. The reason why the people cannot see through these is just that they are deceived by various complicated social appearances and deceived by the twisted explanations deliberately fabricated by the old system. The reason Chen Ke became a communist was that the thoughts of Marx, Lenin, and Grandpa Mao pointed out the true status quo of society to him. Telling Chen Ke how to see the core contradiction from complicated appearances and be able to solve this contradiction effectively.

Learning the new situation that refugees began to pour into Fengtai County, Chen Ke didn't say a word when working in the fields all afternoon. For him, what exactly to do was not difficult to determine. The common people in the disaster area pouring into Fengtai County, even if the total number reached two hundred thousand, as long as everyone was united from top to bottom, holding on until the first batch of grain harvest wasn't too big a problem. Moreover, those who could flee famine here were mostly young and strong. An eight-thousand-strong Insurance Corps could force the landlords of Fengtai County to hand over their land obediently. If there were fifty thousand people, the landlords in other areas would probably have to hand over even their underpants.

The current difficulty was how to make the comrades of the People's Party genuinely agree with the path Chen Ke chose. After thinking over and over again, Chen Ke felt he must make the comrades completely sure that only the common people were the truly reliable force. As long as policies and methods were operated reasonably, refugees were not only not a burden but the greatest wealth of the revolution.

But this first required the comrades to firmly believe that only the people were reliable. This required People's Party members to stand on the position of the working masses. Since he called himself a believer of Grandpa Mao and a revolutionary of socialist revolution, Chen Ke wouldn't wishfully think that People's Party members could really have this consciousness. Consciousness is forced out under circumstances of having no choice. At the current stage, the People's Party was not so much a revolutionary party as a small group with Chen Ke as the core.

The degree of advancement of Party members was actually the strength of loyalty to Chen Ke personally. Just like comrades who performed very excellently like Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao, they were merely full of trust and loyalty to Chen Ke. Then they implemented what Chen Ke hoped them to achieve. Moreover, many Party members just had no way out during the flood and had to work desperately to survive. After the flood, because they poured huge efforts into the revolution in Fengtai County, they felt it would be a loss to leave after investing so much effort for nothing. Moreover, the rapid advance of the revolutionary situation in Fengtai County allowed these comrades to see hope. But Chen Ke knew very clearly that the biggest difference between these people and those exploiters in the old era was merely that they did too much work and had become accustomed to the working state.

In any case, facing this challenge of "refugees pouring into the base area," Chen Ke would absolutely not allow anyone to stand on the exploiting class at this critical moment, especially not allowing the People's Party to consider itself as new power holders and a new exploiting class. The People's Party must stand on the position of ordinary workers. This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted Party members to undertake such hard work. As the saying goes, big waves wash away the sand; the hard work necessary for revolution will eliminate all those who are not firm. And those remaining after the washing of revolutionary work will all be gold.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke expected, the earliest one to think the common people were reliable was You Gou. You Gou had always undertaken hard work. As far as Chen Ke knew, You Gou consistently adhered to the leading role of a Party member. Chen Ke had always regarded You Gou highly; there was the consciousness of a "soldier" in You Gou. As long as a job was given to You Gou, then You Gou was like a pawn crossing the river, advancing without retreat. People are like this; without the slightest retreat, they will think of every means to complete the mission. No one is born knowing everything. As long as the attitude is serious and subjective initiative is exerted, a person will progress and awaken quickly. You Gou was like this.

When You Gou publicly stated that the government was unreliable, the comrades of the People's Party all felt it was very correct. But You Gou stated "the people are reliable." Chen Ke saw different opinions in the expressions of many people.

"That's right, the common people are the only reliable force." He Zudao continued to speak. His speech made the corners of many comrades' mouths twitch slightly. Quite a few people knew about He Zudao admiring You Gou in his heart. This was not only shown in details in daily life; in Party meetings, the first person He Zudao supported was Chen Ke, and the second person he supported was You Gou. Everyone saw it in their eyes and was clear in their hearts.

Of course, this could only be said to be prejudice. He Zudao's speech was not to support You Gou. As the number one person in the army's political work now, He Zudao sincerely believed that the common people were reliable.

"Do comrades feel very hard leading the people to work, so have a bellyful of grievances?" Chen Ke asked with a smile, "Everyone think about it; you did do a lot of things. But without the common people, without the masses, relying on just us few people, could we accomplish such big things in Fengtai County? Comrades, the vast majority of work was not done by ourselves. It was done by the common people. If the people are unreliable, who can be reliable?"

Chen Ke's words had a realistic basis that couldn't be refuted. At least the local Party members in Fengtai County agreed deeply. They all knew how much work their fellow villagers did. These people could become People's Party members; without exception, they all performed excellently in work. Although other Party members might not necessarily be convinced by this statement, Chen Ke had spoken to this extent, and the Party members already understood Chen Ke's meaning. No one had the intention to oppose anymore.

Seeing everyone accepted his attitude willingly or unwillingly, Chen Ke continued: "We must maintain the current working method. Party members must take the lead. Without doing so, our Party and our revolution have no future."

Seeing no one opposed, but many people had expressions of disapproval, Chen Ke laughed: "Just talking about these things, everyone definitely feels very empty. Let me tell everyone my vision. How to solve this grain problem."

Chen Ke's plan was not complicated. Nothing more than raising grain, raising money, opening land, and rush-planting. But the first plan surprised the comrades. "It's not that there is no grain in the disaster area; there are plenty of fortified villages around Fengtai County. Which fortified village doesn't have three years of grain? We fought Zhang Youliang; how much grain did we wipe out? Since the refugees want to live, we have to lead them to fight back. Relying solely on our Fengtai County definitely won't work."

"Secretary Chen, we fight back? What if the local government moves out? Our Insurance Corps are not bandits." Someone asked urgently.

"Not us fighting over, but the common people wanting to fight back, asking us to help. Wait for me to finish speaking first."

"Second, raising money is not quite the same as raising grain. On one hand, conquering fortified villages will yield grain and also some money. But raising money requires the government to contribute. Comrade Shang Yuan will come forward to ask the government for money. The government has no grain, but it won't lack money. With money, we can go to other places to buy grain."

"As for opening land and rush-planting, there is so much land outside Fengtai County. As long as we rush to open land now, we can definitely rush-plant some results. Just do what we did in Fengtai County again in other counties. This is my general plan."

After the comrades listened, military cadres were all rubbing their fists and wiping their palms. Breaking fortified villages, grabbing money, grabbing grain—they were most enthusiastic about these things. With the example of Zhang Youliang, everyone was very confident about obtaining combat victory.

But civil affairs cadres all showed bitter faces. Current work was already so hard; doing it in other counties too, to what extent would the workload increase?

Chen Ke laughed: "Comrades, this is hard work, I know. The army has to face bloodshed and sacrifice. Civil affairs will be even harder. I can tell everyone now; everyone will only be harder than now in the future. But why do we do this? Why do People's Party comrades have to work so hard? Because we have the ideal of liberating the whole of China. Crying out in pain just after stepping out of Fengtai County, what does this count as?"

"We are not afraid of hardship." Hua Xiongmao stood up. As the number one person in the army, Hua Xiongmao was very happy to be able to fight fully. Army Party members sat on Hua Xiongmao's side. Seeing Hua Xiongmao stand up, Chai Qingguo immediately followed to stand up. "Breaking fortified villages, fighting big households. I am willing to lead the charge." Following Chen Ke for so long, Chai Qingguo finally waited for large-scale combat. Although it was not the cavalry battle he was used to, Chai Qingguo was still terribly high-spirited.

Looking at the enthusiastic military cadres, other comrades also had nothing to say.

"Then everyone discuss according to my plan," Chen Ke said, striking while the iron was hot.

In the Party history of the People's Party, the meeting held between September 7 and September 9, 1906, is called the "Yuezhangji Meeting." This is an event of great commemorative significance. In this meeting, the People's Party formally reached the program of "liberating the whole of China through armed struggle" within the Party for the first time. Since the People's Party paid special attention to the preservation and management of materials, the meeting materials were very rich. After the meeting materials were declassified, historical researchers could get a glimpse of the content of the meeting at that time.

Party history researchers easily discovered that although this meeting established the line of military struggle, the military part was not much. Relatively, education and training establishing the stance of people's revolution occupied a huge space. In the rich meeting minutes, researchers saw that those predecessors with illustrious names didn't have very high revolutionary consciousness in the early days of joining the People's Party.

Euphemistically speaking, most early Party members hoped to achieve their life values through revolution. Speaking bluntly, everyone hoped to gain status and prestige through joining the revolution and through revolutionary victory.

And Chen Ke, as the leader of the People's Party, completely grasped everyone's mentality. He emphasized "People's Revolution." The People's Party is the vanguard of the revolution, wanting to create tomorrow for the Chinese working people. Wanting to serve the working people. The people are the masters of the country; the People's Party is the servant of the people, not the master of the people.

As for the revolutionary armed force Insurance Corps, firstly, this was not an old-style army in the traditional sense, but a new-style army. The Party is the leader of the army. And the Insurance Corps is the army of the people's sons and brothers. In this "Yuezhangji Meeting," Chen Ke proposed renaming the Insurance Corps to "Chinese Revolutionary Army" (*Zhonghua Geming Jun*). This proposal received the unanimous consent of the participating comrades.

The meeting discussed Chen Ke's plan in detail and subdivided it. The first stage, first investigate the refugee situation. And organize these refugees as soon as possible to reclaim wasteland nearby and restore agricultural production. At the same time, send reconnaissance troops to conduct a comprehensive investigation of the surrounding areas.

The second stage, expand the area of restoring production rapidly. Unite local common people and strike at stubborn opponents.

The third stage, prepare to liberate Fengyang Prefecture next year. And penetrate the Huainan Plain to the maximum extent.

The "Yuezhangji Meeting" only lasted for three days, but this meeting determined the action plan of the People's Party for the next half year. So it is generally considered the beginning of the People's Party's formal revolution. Although the formal revolution had not unfolded with real swords and guns yet, the sparks of revolution had already burned in Anhui, where wailing was heard everywhere in 1906.
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Chapter 27 Disaster Victim Investigation

"Brigade Commander Chen, this is the latest data." He Zudao put a thick stack of documents in front of Chen Ke while speaking. Chen Ke picked up the documents and read them quickly. This was a refugee investigation report. The handwriting was ugly, and the writing style was wordy. In Chen Ke's view, the standard question mode completely adopting vernacular was the biggest advantage of these manuscripts.

These refugee investigation reports had basically no literary value, but they were invaluable treasures in practical significance. The twenty-odd questions listed in the investigation report were divided into four categories: First, the origin of the refugee. Second, the refugee's family situation. Third, whom the refugee had begged for help. Fourth, why the refugee came to Fengtai County.

The leader of the investigation team was originally Zhang Xiuqing. At this critical juncture, Chen Ke had to boldly start promoting and using cadres. Since Zhang Xiuqing volunteered to undertake the work of the investigation team, Chen Ke handed the work over to Zhang Xiuqing. The result was indeed as Chen Ke expected; the plan proposed by Zhang Xiuqing simply failed to grasp the key point. In Zhang Xiuqing's view, investigating clearly how the refugees thought of coming to Fengtai County was the key. Not only that, Zhang Xiuqing actually formulated multiple sets of questioning strategies for different people. For the able-bodied, be gentler. For the elderly, youth, and women, the attitude should be stricter.

After this set of plans was shown to Chen Ke, Chen Ke's evaluation was just two words, "Bullshit!"

Zhang Xiuqing was unconvinced. He first asked Chen Ke, didn't Chen Ke mainly propose in the meeting to investigate clearly why refugees came to Fengtai County, and insist that blocking the refugees' communication channels to avoid more refugees coming to Fengtai County was the top priority?

Chen Ke almost wanted to curse. He said so much at the meeting; did Zhang Xiuqing only remember these few sentences? But Chen Ke held back. Now was not the time to waste precious time on restating meeting minutes. He sent someone to call He Zudao and asked He Zudao to write a set of questionnaires.

He Zudao was a few years younger than Zhang Xiuqing. After receiving this task, he pondered for a moment and wrote a new questionnaire. Except for not considering the category of whom the refugees had begged for help, the other three items were all as Chen Ke thought. Chen Ke finished explaining his opinion. Zhang Xiuqing looked blank, while He Zudao said nothing and directly added the point proposed by Chen Ke, and even perfected the specific details. The objects of begging for help were neighbors, clans, landlords, big households, and the government. These five categories. Chen Ke's only supplementary content was temples. Thus, this set of questionnaires was basically completed.

He Zudao's work was very busy. Seeing the questionnaire completed, He Zudao asked if he could leave. During the whole process, He Zudao didn't ask a single superfluous question. Chen Ke really didn't feel assured letting Zhang Xiuqing be responsible for this matter. He simply let He Zudao temporarily responsible for leading the questionnaire work. Do it for a day first, to set an example for Zhang Xiuqing.

After the first day of work ended, He Zudao brought back a thick stack of questionnaires. Chen Ke finished browsing and asked: "Zudao, asking Comrade Zhang Xiuqing to summarize the questionnaires, do you think he is competent?"

"Should... should... Probably not quite capable." He Zudao's answer was very hesitant. If it were before today, He Zudao should still have confidence in Zhang Xiuqing. But Zhang Xiuqing's performance today disappointed He Zudao greatly. Although He Zudao kept telling Zhang Xiuqing that the attitude should be gentle, Zhang Xiuqing's condescending attitude couldn't be changed no matter what. The refugees were now mostly from areas surrounding Fengtai, so young adults and old/weak/women each accounted for half. Regardless of who the questioning object was, He Zudao only asked the questions on the questionnaire. Speaking less, listening more. Only when the refugees were too emotional would He Zudao appease them according to the other party's emotions. The purpose was to get the questionnaire results better.

During Zhang Xiuqing's questioning, it was unknown if he did it intentionally, but the flavor of suppressing the refugees as a benefactor was really too blatant. Refugees were under the eaves and had to bow their heads. So on the surface, they cooperated, but the resistance emotion was already very obvious. Many refugees thought Zhang Xiuqing was going to drive them away, and some were scared into begging continuously. And facing the refugees' begging, Zhang Xiuqing seemed to enjoy it very much. He even had some tendency to deliberately make refugees beg him. Such practice made the questionnaire survey unable to proceed smoothly instead.

Even if He Zudao ordered Zhang Xiuqing to just read, whether it was eyes or tone, that condescending flavor could never be eliminated. Such practice also played a very bad leading role in the atmosphere of the investigation team.

So when Chen Ke asked if Zhang Xiuqing could summarize the questionnaires, He Zudao, who had always been extremely tolerant and kind, lost confidence. A day of questionnaires was indeed very tiring. A young man with vigorous energy like He Zudao couldn't bear it a bit. And Zhang Xiuqing's practice made his emotions relatively excited in the morning. By the afternoon, overly excited emotions triggered considerable fatigue. Zhang Xiuqing had already withered. Although this was a good thing, at least he was reading the questionnaire dryly, and that arrogance was much less. But this directly led to a very unserious work attitude. Zhang Xiuqing didn't raise many questions that should be pursued in detail. By evening, when the investigation came to an end, Zhang Xiuqing was already yawning continuously. He Zudao personally took the documents to report to Chen Ke. Zhang Xiuqing had already gone back to rest.

If letting Zhang Xiuqing summarize the intelligence overnight, He Zudao really had no confidence. Chen Ke said clearly at the meeting that the investigation work was important material for the external expansion the People's Party was about to carry out. Zhang Xiuqing already had problems in questioning. If he didn't put his heart into the summary work again, the entire set of data would have major deviations. He Zudao really dared not let Zhang Xiuqing make mistakes again.

He Zudao was originally a very upright and gentle young man. Asking him to speak ill of others behind their backs, he really couldn't do it either.

Chen Ke knew He Zudao too well. He Zudao could be said to be an apprentice brought out by Chen Ke single-handedly. In this more than a year, seeing He Zudao grow up with his own eyes, Chen Ke felt very gratified. Among the comrades Chen Ke regarded very highly, Hua Xiongmao, Qi Huishen, You Gou—these people were naturally enthusiastic and very serious in doing things. Their current growth relied more on themselves. Chen Tianhua and Shang Yuan had enough achievements before meeting Chen Ke; their ability to take charge of a department alone was even more logical. But more than a year ago, He Zudao was just a frail youth, looking like he couldn't have much achievement. Now he had faintly become the number one among the People's Party political commissars. Chen Ke spent a lot of effort on He Zudao. Watching He Zudao's growth, Chen Ke not only learned a lot of experience from He Zudao's growth but also had a sense of satisfaction. Like the joy and expectation felt by a simple old farmer watching his carefully planted crops grow sturdily.

He Zudao had a weaker temperament and dared not evaluate comrades; this was his shortcoming. Even He Zudao dared not vouch for Zhang Xiuqing, showing that Zhang Xiuqing was really not good. Chen Ke's brows had frowned. "Zudao, you observe today who can lead the task of the investigation team. Your work is busy; I can only give you tomorrow one day. You observe carefully for a day for me. Who can lead this team, who can do the basic work. Moreover, don't do anything else tonight. Select the comrades you think can do this work. Transfer these people to you early tomorrow morning."

"Brigade Commander Chen, this isn't good, right," He Zudao was somewhat hesitant.

"What's not good? You don't need to be afraid of Comrade Zhang Xiuqing getting angry. We are doing work now. If he can't do this job well, we'll change him to a job he can be competent in. There is nothing to be angry about. This is not doing something behind Zhang Xiuqing's back against him. You choose people boldly," Chen Ke said.

Hearing Chen Ke's words, a person immediately emerged in He Zudao's mind. If he could work with that person, the work could definitely be done well, and He Zudao would feel very happy.

Looking at the look of longing and expectation that couldn't help emerging on He Zudao's face, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing, "Don't have designs on your Sister You Gou; the work on her side absolutely can't let her go."

Having his mind spoken out by Chen Ke, He Zudao's face turned red immediately. Looking at He Zudao's appearance of being at a loss, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing loudly. "Zudao, how about this? Wait until the end of next year, when we have development here. I'll find a chance to talk to your Sister You Gou."

"No, no. Absolutely not." He Zudao waved his hands repeatedly in embarrassment, "I am not worthy of Sister You Gou."

"Alright, alright, stop talking nonsense. Hurry up and select people for me," Chen Ke urged.

He Zudao thought for a while and asked: "Some soldiers can do it, but they recognize few characters. I'm afraid they still can't do recording."

"This is not a problem. Let those who can do recording be assistants to these soldiers. Asking questions won't do, but doing recording should be fine, right? If they can't even do recording well, all go farm for me." Chen Ke said seriously, "This matter is left to you, Zudao, to arrange. In short, the investigation work must be done well. The information must be accurate. If this matter is not finished, you can't go back to do other things."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao didn't look anxious at all. He nodded very seriously, "I will work hard."

Chen Ke knew He Zudao's work was busy now, but facing such a very tricky job as investigation, He Zudao didn't show any performance of stalling with other work. On the contrary, he wanted to do this job well wholeheartedly. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this. He stood up and patted He Zudao's shoulder, "Zudao, when I was the same age as you, I was far inferior to you. Maintain the current state and work hard."

He Zudao nodded, "Brigade Commander Chen, is there anything else?"

"No more, you go get busy," Chen Ke answered.

He Zudao saluted Chen Ke. After Chen Ke returned the salute, He Zudao turned and went out.

*Really a good child.* Chen Ke thought. But a few seconds later, Chen Ke suddenly thought of another thing. It is 1906 now. According to the normal lifespan of that era, when Chen Ke was born, He Zudao would have already passed away. This "good child" remark was really a bit nondescript.

Chen Ke sat back on his stool. Only then did he discover that the stack of documents just now was piled in front of him. He Zudao still made a mistake and forgot to take this stack of documents away. Sighing, Chen Ke pondered for a moment and asked someone to call Umekawa Kamiyoshi. The work in the breeding farm was not too busy now. Comrade Umekawa could be temporarily borrowed to do some paperwork.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke thought, Umekawa Kamiyoshi finished listening to Chen Ke's instructions, pulled a stool without saying a word, sat opposite Chen Ke, and began to work.

When the People's Party and the newly built Chinese Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army (*Zhonghua Gong Nong Geming Jun*), which were already tense enough, began to operate with higher speed and efficiency, many comrades who could originally undertake certain work showed fatigue, while another part of comrades began to show brilliance. And more comrades who originally didn't have the opportunity to undertake more and more important work also faced new opportunities.

The result led by such changes, except for Chen Ke and a few people, most people didn't anticipate the future outcome. It could be said that the most organized and disciplined political group in the whole of China, the People's Party, was marching along its own track.
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Since coming to Fengtai County, Ba Yougong felt this place was full of an atmosphere that made him unable to feel good no matter what. What disgusted Ba Yougong most was the daily soldiers' life meeting.

Since Chen Ke ended the land negotiation with landlords, he moved to the Brigade Headquarters of the Insurance Corps. The soldiers' life meetings also returned to normal. The officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army were assigned to the Insurance Corps' engineer troops as instructors. The accommodation conditions in the disaster area were naturally not very good. The New Army officers and soldiers could understand but couldn't quite accept it. There were houses in Yuezhangji, but now they were occupied by women and children. Even the Brigade Headquarters of the Insurance Corps were straw shed houses. Whether it was Brigade Commander, Regiment Commander, Battalion Commander, Company Commander, Platoon Leader, or Squad Leader, the accommodation of these officers was no different from ordinary soldiers and common people. The Anhui New Army officers and soldiers had nothing else to say.

"Instructor Ba, I am clumsy, but I really want to learn your craft as soon as possible. If you want to scold me, just scold. But please don't stop teaching me after scolding. I beg you," soldier Zhu Cunrui said very seriously. In the Insurance Corps, officers were absolutely not allowed to beat or scold soldiers. But the soldiers of the Engineer Battalion had long been educated repeatedly in private that these people from the Anhui New Army came to be teachers; they were not Insurance Corps people, and the Insurance Corps' rules didn't suit these people.

Zhu Cunrui still remembered Hua Xiongmao's speech at that time, "If everyone feels unconvinced and wants to be scolded less, no problem. Hurry up and learn their stuff."

Ba Yougong didn't respond to Zhu Cunrui's question. He scolded people often, especially in the last two days. Knowing his own affairs, Ba Yougong was not wishing iron could turn into steel (expecting better from them); on the contrary, the eager learning attitude and enthusiasm of the Insurance Corps soldiers scared Ba Yougong. Engineers are a technical arm. Those who could be selected into the Engineer Battalion were all soldiers with top-notch cultural quality. This didn't just mean they all recognized five hundred characters, memorized the multiplication table, and could perform addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of five-digit numbers. Many people even began to learn geometry and physics. Chen Ke's requirement for technical arms was, "Must have enthusiasm for science. Have a desire to explore knowledge."

The soldiers of the Engineer Battalion selected were able to master so much knowledge in more than half a year precisely because they had this quality and enthusiasm. Of course, compared with the systematic education Chen Ke had received, the knowledge mastered by these soldiers was inevitably seriously unbalanced. Moreover, the practical purpose of this knowledge was too strong. Chen Ke didn't intend to let these people become researchers at all, but merely hoped they could become users.

Even so, Ba Yougong was still shocked by the learning ability of these soldiers. Through observation, Ba Yougong found that soldiers especially liked holding meetings. In their spare time from work, everyone didn't gather to drink, brag, show off to each other, or secretly go out to play with women or gamble in groups like the New Army. When Insurance Corps soldiers were together, they rarely talked about other contents except discussing what they learned. How to better use the learned surveying skills, what problems encountered in learning needed to be solved. In the learning process, understanding knowledge that wasn't understood before. Soldiers loved exchanging these most.

Ba Yougong had made up his mind not to teach his knowledge to the Insurance Corps soldiers anymore. Originally, teaching the use of instruments was considered dealing with the task perfunctorily. He originally thought the teaching of these usage principles would take a long time, but he really didn't expect that the Insurance Corps actually had people specifically teaching these theoretical knowledge. What these country bumpkins needed was precisely the usage knowledge of existing instruments. Ba Yougong was heartbroken for failing to anticipate this.

For the old upper class, monopolizing knowledge was the trick for them to settle down and get on with their lives. Even if the New Army strengthened education, it was the same. The knowledge taught was only enough to make soldiers obey orders; comprehensive education was not the original intention of the New Army. An army like the Insurance Corps maximizing the popularization of knowledge was something Ba Yougong had never seen or heard of.

The Insurance Corps not only strengthened the popularization of knowledge education but was also rebellious in daily life.

Everyone has a daily life. In the Insurance Corps, these things all had to be brought out for public discussion. Food distribution problems, even including the issue of pay issuance. These things that should originally be decided by officers were now all decided by soldiers. Officers merely executed these resolutions and allocated personnel.

Although the Anhui New Army had strict management, it was still an old army after all. Although striving to eliminate old army maladies, officers could always find other ways to solve them indirectly. For example, pay issuance naturally couldn't be deducted openly, but officers dragged soldiers out to drink and buy sex. Naturally, "smart" soldiers would show filial respect. Sensible soldiers could get easy and lucrative jobs, while insensible soldiers had to endure harsh treatment. As for those "thorns" who dared to resist, officers just used them to "enforce military law." As for gambling, that was the only way to make money. There were even cases of officers acting as bankers to open gambling.

In the eyes of officers, power was the biggest source of seeking benefits. And the officers and soldiers of the New Army took it for granted that being able to undertake less work was current success, and if one could obtain power to oppress others, that was success in life.

But in the Insurance Corps, this world taken for granted was turned upside down. Power was merely for completing work, and the work completed with hard labor was not to seek benefits for the Insurance Corps itself. On the contrary, these heavy jobs were to seek benefits for the common people.

These days Ba Yougong had known that the work of the Engineer Battalion was surveying, preparing for the future large-scale water conservancy construction in Fengtai County. The Insurance Corps would certainly get its own farm, but the troops had issued an order that what would be surveyed and built first would be water conservancy projects provided for ordinary common people. This practice of putting the cart before the horse made Ba Yougong very puzzled. Work was already hard to this degree, but the Insurance Corps wanted to work for the common people first. what was this for?

The common people only paid thirty percent rent, and in this disaster year, rent wasn't collected in the first year. This meant that besides feeding themselves, the Insurance Corps had to work for the common people completely without income. Even if the families of these soldiers could get benefits, the soldiers of the Engineer Battalion were only a thousand people at most. According to the overestimated data of ten people per family, it was only ten thousand people. Now there were more than sixty thousand common people in Fengtai County. Working in vain for those fifty thousand people, Ba Yougong himself would absolutely not do it.

He originally thought the soldiers of the Engineer Battalion hadn't considered this problem. As a result, asking privately, the soldiers' attitude was simple. "We surveyed the land, and others still have to open the land and plow the land. Everyone is working; what's the difference?"

"What's the point of being a soldier if it's like this, damn it (*Ni Ma*)." Ba Yougong spent a lot of effort to swallow this angry curse back into his throat. Being a soldier is to eat grain (to make a living). If not to stop facing the loess and back to the sky, stop working with sweat beads falling into eight pieces, who would be a soldier?

Ba Yougong's anger broke the chart directly. He couldn't stand this group of greenhorns anymore. He didn't consider why he was so dissatisfied with the Insurance Corps soldiers; his chest boiled with extreme dissatisfaction. His attitude towards the soldiers became worse day by day.

These situations were actually reported to Chen Ke by He Zudao, who was responsible for political work, and he asked for Chen Ke's attitude. Chen Ke rarely made a joke, "Zudao, if someone firmly believes the sun is triangular, will you make friends with this person?"

"Of course not," He Zudao answered without hesitation.

"If you can make friends, then one side must completely change their stance. Either you change, or the other party changes. Now we must strengthen our own stance. Absolutely no relaxation is allowed. Since we firmly believe we are correct, we must insist on ourselves."

He Zudao pondered for a while before asking Chen Ke: "Brigade Commander Chen, do you mean you want us to influence the New Army soldiers?"

Chen Ke's original intention was to strengthen the ideological construction of the troops and not let the corrupt thoughts of the New Army contaminate the Insurance Corps. Unexpectedly, He Zudao actually thought of influencing the New Army soldiers. In Chen Ke's plan, large-scale influence on the New Army would only begin after those New Army soldiers returned to Fengtai County with their families.

However, since He Zudao had such consciousness, Chen Ke didn't think it was necessary to pour cold water on He Zudao. Anyway, it had to be done sooner or later. Now Chen Ke's attitude towards the Party and the troops was to let everyone do it freely. He used to protect everyone too tightly; it was time to let everyone exert their own subjective initiative.

"Comrade Zudao, go ahead and do it. I'll bear any responsibility." Chen Ke finally gave such a reply.

What He Zudao learned these days was his own thinking ability. He convened the Party Committee in the troops. The members of the Party Committee initially thought He Zudao had received some orders from Chen Ke. Commissar He was Brigade Commander Chen's trusted aide; this was a recognized fact. When the scale of the Insurance Corps was still small, Chen Ke did almost everything himself, and He Zudao followed him constantly, very much meaning an orderly. So when He Zudao held a meeting, everyone thought Chen Ke issued some instructions.

Hearing He Zudao asking everyone to propose political work plans, many people almost had the impulse to dismiss the meeting. It wasn't that everyone hadn't tried proposing plans themselves. The result was that after these plans were handed to Chen Ke, they were either rejected or changed beyond recognition. After trying a few times, no one was willing to lose face anymore. Since Secretary Chen Ke could always come up with effective solutions, why did they have to find unhappiness for themselves?

He Zudao could understand everyone's attitude. To be honest, his plans were refuted the most. But when He Zudao encountered setbacks initially, there was an ideal supporting him. He hoped to become a man standing equally beside You Gou. He also hoped to repay Chen Ke's kindness. These two people saved He Zudao from shameful death. And He Zudao somehow couldn't get rid of shame in front of the two of them. Precisely because of this, the frustration of failure didn't matter to He Zudao anymore. He had already made such a big mistake as contracting syphilis; other mistakes couldn't make He Zudao feel more ashamed anyway.

Actually, it was precisely this attitude of not being afraid of making mistakes, daring to admit mistakes and trying hard to correct them, that promoted He Zudao's progress. Admitting one's own deficiencies and learning with a modest attitude is the smooth path to truly mastering laws. Every time he learned something, He Zudao felt he was one step closer to Chen Ke and one step closer to You Gou.

Other comrades hoped they could succeed, so the blow of setbacks appeared very serious to them. He Zudao knew that no matter what he did to any extent, he wouldn't succeed in front of Chen Ke. To stand aligned with Sister You Gou, He Zudao must move forward. To achieve this goal, He Zudao could only work selflessly.

From the psychology of later generations, this could be said to be a morbid state. He Zudao's selflessness was largely to forget past mistakes. completely severing his ties with the past and standing in front of You Gou as a brand new person. If He Zudao met someone else, this mentality would only make him fall into a more miserable situation.

But He Zudao met Chen Ke, who was completely different from this era. The more selfless He Zudao was, the more he could learn things that shouldn't have appeared in this era from Chen Ke, who didn't belong to this era originally. This might be He Zudao's luck, and this was definitely Chen Ke's luck.

Facing the comrades' performance of fearing difficulties, He Zudao didn't care. "Comrades, the Central Committee has planned the strategy. Secretary Chen is very busy now. With such a big stall of ours, asking him to formulate plans again is unrealistic."

This was Chen Ke's own explanation. The comrades actually didn't believe it much originally. But people are just like this; although they don't believe it themselves, seeing others firmly believe it, those with weaker wills tend to believe it instead. Sometimes mass sentiment doesn't depend on the number of people, but on which side's will is firmer. Moreover, everyone didn't really abandon themselves. Plans might not pass with Chen Ke, but put with He Zudao, they might not necessarily fail. Under He Zudao's hosting, the meeting finally began to proceed normally.

The topic was ideological mobilization.

"I have an idea this time and want to talk to comrades properly. What kind of new regime do we want to build exactly? What is the core of this new regime exactly?" He Zudao started.

"The new regime is the people being masters of their own affairs?" Someone began to recite quotations.

"Do the people know they should be masters of their own affairs now?" He Zudao asked.

Hearing this, the comrades of the political work department smiled bitterly. Yes, what is called being masters of their own affairs? To be honest, in this era, having accepted Chen Ke's leadership for so long, these comrades finally understood a little bit of the meaning of being masters of their own affairs. For the mainstream thought of this era, being masters of their own affairs meant commanding others and obtaining privileges. It was more about obtaining.

And the People's Party's being masters of their own affairs meant being responsible for oneself and being responsible for others. It was more about giving.

Between the two, it was not a gap, but completely opposite things. The cadres who could engage in political ideological work were all personally selected by Chen Ke. This consciousness was not ordinary. Compared with other comrades, they were considered conscious. Even these people still felt this kind of ideological work was very tricky. As for other comrades, being a bit more conscious than ordinary people was already not bad.

"What is the purpose of the people wanting to be masters of their own affairs now?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"For fairness. Not being bullied." Someone answered.

"Then let's start from this angle." He Zudao said.
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The grain depot of the Insurance Corps could be said to be the most heavily guarded place in Fengtai County now. When Chen Ke determined the location of the grain depot, he defined it as the future farm grain depot of the Insurance Corps. To directly attack the grain depot of the Insurance Corps, one needed to annihilate a full company of grain depot guards. And this was the last line of defense. To engage the grain depot guards, one had to pass through the cultivation areas of two battalions. There were also several checkpoints in between. Without a pass, no matter who you were, you couldn't enter the control area of the Insurance Corps 359th Brigade casually.

At night, as the lights-out bugle of the Insurance Corps blew, the soldiers exhausted from a day's work went to sleep. After a while, a dozen figures stood up behind a small mound outside the Insurance Corps' land.

"Brother Zhao, is it really okay to go like this?" someone asked in a low voice.

"It's okay. The Insurance Corps dares not kill people. Weren't the few caught last time released?" the one called Brother Zhao said in a low voice. This guarantee seemed to have an effect; the others stopped making sounds.

Just hearing this, one knew this person had studied the Insurance Corps quite deeply. The Insurance Corps indeed didn't treat common people violently. Even for those local common people who targeted the grain depot, the Insurance Corps wouldn't beat or scold them, merely telling the arrested people that the grain in this granary was not only for the Insurance Corps to eat but also to be distributed to the common people of Fengtai County. There was no need for these guys stealing grain to ruin the grain distributed to the common people. Then they released the people.

"Let's go forward a bit more; those sentries also have to change shifts. When they change shifts, we'll slip past." Brother Zhao said in a low voice.

Generally speaking, these petty thieves should be able to sneak into a place very close to the grain depot, but it was a disaster year now. To find a mouthful of food, the common people didn't care much whether what they could eat was fully mature crops or crops just growing out.

The Insurance Corps set up patrol teams along the land they controlled. Although from past experience, the result of failing to steal the grain depot and being caught was not that bad. But everyone still felt it was better to be careful.

On the land planted by ordinary common people, rice accounted for thirty percent, and the rest were potatoes and sweet potatoes. The Insurance Corps side was different; all lands were planted with potatoes and sweet potatoes. Chen Ke's calculation was shrewd; the Insurance Corps itself could buy rice and wheat from other places. But what the disaster area needed was first not to starve people to death, not to eat exquisitely. So the Insurance Corps planted potatoes and sweet potatoes with large yields.

These people headed by Brother Zhao didn't know this. They stood up one by one and walked forward through the fields. No one dared to take the small road anymore; those caught all took the small road. These people felt it necessary to absorb the lessons of their predecessors.

However, what they didn't expect was that the Insurance Corps paid more attention to absorbing lessons than they did. Just after this gang of petty thieves crossed the Insurance Corps' land not far, they suddenly heard someone shout, "Password (*Kou Ling*)!"

This group of people was stunned. They had never heard the word "password" and completely didn't understand the meaning of this word. Before they could react, there was another vigilant shout, "Password!"

Of course, the petty thieves couldn't give the password. The hidden sentry of the Insurance Corps immediately blew the whistle. The shrill sound traveled far in the night. Soon, patrol teams rushed towards here.

Comparing physical strength and familiarity with the road, these petty thieves were far from opponents of the Insurance Corps patrol team. From the time they started to flee to when they were all caught, it took less than ten minutes. What made these petty thieves feel miscalculated was that they were beaten by the Insurance Corps soldiers. The captain of the patrol team came up angrily and gave each petty thief a kick first. "You come to steal things and don't walk on the road; do you know how much grain you trampled?" the patrol team captain roared.

"We are hungry!" someone cried.

Hearing this, the patrol captain's anger didn't subside at all; instead, it burned doubly. He stepped forward and gave the guy claiming to be hungry another kick. Amidst the petty thief's cry of pain, the captain cursed, "The crops you trampled are enough for you to eat for a winter. You are still hungry? If you are really hungry, do you still have the strength to be a thief?" Still not relieved after cursing, the captain gave that petty thief another kick.

"Captain, what to do with these people?"

"What to do? Kill them." The patrol captain dropped this sentence directly. If it were a while ago, the patrol captain wouldn't have been so angry. At that time, the crops were just planted, and the patrol range was far less large than now. And at that time, the Insurance Corps were all working on digging ditches; they only needed to do their own things well and protect the grain depot.

The situation now had undergone major changes. Although the hardest ditch-digging work was completed, as a patrol team, the patrol range expanded again and again. Before, everyone only needed to protect the grain depot; now they had to protect the crops even more. When these petty thieves fled for their lives, they only felt getting away was enough, ignoring what was under their feet completely. It was just like this just now. The patrol captain said the angry words of killing the petty thieves under annoyance.

Unexpectedly, a soldier beside him asked hesitantly: "Where to bury them after killing?"

This sentence completely opened the soldiers' train of thought. Everyone discussed animatedly.

"We have discipline not allowing killing people casually, right?"

"Kill secretly, who knows?"

"After killing them, stuff a knife in the corpse's hand and say they wanted to commit murder."

"Then might as well dig a pit and bury them; at least it can fertilize the land."

Discussions on how to kill and how to shirk responsibility after killing swarmed out. The speakers actually knew they couldn't possibly do this, but they were really unwilling if they didn't say these vicious words.

But those listening didn't know their lives were far from that dangerous. Being bound with ropes, and the Insurance Corps, legendary for not beating people, beat people just the same. Now hearing this gang discussing how to kill them, timid thieves even began to cry, and thieves with more flexible brains began to beg for mercy.

Listening to the crying and begging voices of these thieves, the patrol team's mood was unspeakably refreshing. Everyone would not kill indiscriminately no matter what; there was just a grievance in their hearts. The patrol captain was even considering simply patrolling along the boundary all night tomorrow. Although harder, it wouldn't be hard for too long. By November, grain always had to be harvested. Counting fully, it was only two months. As old soldiers of the Insurance Corps, the patrol captain had developed some habits of the Insurance Corps, "willing to endure hardship," "not afraid of hard work." As long as the goal could be achieved most effectively, Insurance Corps soldiers shouldn't be afraid of suffering.

Just then, news revealed in a petty thief's crying shout attracted the patrol captain's attention. But he didn't show any emotion; he just went up, found a random petty thief, and kicked him, "It's too late to beg for mercy now. If you knew to be afraid earlier, don't come to steal things." While speaking, he grabbed the petty thief who said interesting words just now. "Go, take them back." When his arm grabbed the petty thief's shoulder, the patrol captain clearly felt the petty thief's shoulder tremble.

When Hua Xiongmao was woken up, it was deep in the night. He knew there was no urgent matter; no one in the Insurance Corps dared to wake him up at this time. Sure enough, the news brought by the patrol captain made Hua Xiongmao's remaining sleepiness disappear instantly. The patrol captain also brought witnesses over. After repeatedly questioning and comparing the confessions of these few people, Hua Xiongmao roughly had his own judgment.

After the thieves caught in the act were taken away, Hua Xiongmao issued the first order: call Deputy Regiment Commander Chai Qingguo over.

"What? Someone in the base area colluded with outside bandits and prepared to rob us?" Chai Qingguo rarely questioned this news. In his view, the Insurance Corps worked so hard; it was already very unconscionable for the common people in the base area not to be grateful. As for colluding with outsiders to attack the Insurance Corps, this completely exceeded the scope of normal morality.

"I want you, Qingguo, to lead a team to solve this matter," Hua Xiongmao said.

Chai Qingguo thought it was very necessary to solve this gang of petty thieves. But on second thought, any company commander could probably do this job well; why ask him to do it? He began to be suspicious again.

"Regiment Commander Hua, asking me to be personally responsible for this matter, I'm afraid it's using an ox-cleaver to kill a chicken," Chai Qingguo said quite tactfully.

Hua Xiongmao knew Chai Qingguo misunderstood his meaning as soon as he heard this. He asked: "Brigade Commander Chen wants us to prepare to fight out now; Qingguo still remembers, right?"

"Of course I remember," Chai Qingguo said.

Hua Xiongmao got an accurate answer, so he continued, "I think we need to adjust the troops specifically now. Some troops may have to fight often. Some troops probably won't fight often. Gather all those who can fight into one unit."

Chai Qingguo's short-term goal was Second Regiment Commander, but he also knew it was full of difficulties to achieve this goal. In Chai Qingguo's view, although Chen Ke's influence in the People's Party was large enough, this was based on the full support of multiple heavyweight figures in the People's Party. But Chen Ke's power in the Insurance Corps was absolutely at the level of one word being nine tripods (carrying enormous weight). The military number one Hua Xiongmao and political number one He Zudao were Chen Ke's diehard loyalists, and Chen Ke's prestige among soldiers also exceeded Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao. The officer class had always worked under Chen Ke's personal leadership and was also convinced by Chen Ke. If Chai Qingguo wanted to become the Second Regiment Commander, he must get Chen Ke's approval.

Now Hua Xiongmao gave Chai Qingguo a task. If he did it well, it wasn't impossible to become the Second Regiment Commander. However, Chai Qingguo was not very convinced by Hua Xiongmao. In his view, Hua Xiongmao's military talent was not outstanding, at least not showing any admirable points.

But the Insurance Corps stressed merit and background. Hua Xiongmao had never made mistakes until now. Whether attacking Yuezhangji, expanding the army, or formulating the return home mission for the Anhui New Army not long ago. Chen Ke led the army, and Hua Xiongmao, as the regiment commander, was considered conscientious. There was nothing to pick at in his work.

Although worried that his efforts might be picked by Hua Xiongmao (taking credit), Chai Qingguo finally agreed to come forward to be responsible for forming troops capable of field operations.

Since Chai Qingguo agreed to be responsible for this work, Hua Xiongmao made arrangements. "Let's cultivate the First Battalion of the First Regiment as a fist unit (*Quan Tou Bu Dui*)."



★


Rectifying Public Order 2

Volume 3 - Chapter 30

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 30 Rectifying Public Order (2)

"I do not agree with the plan to adjust personnel," He Zudao said calmly to Chai Qingguo.

If someone else said this, Chai Qingguo might feel that person was deliberately opposing him, but since it was He Zudao who said this, Chai Qingguo didn't even have this thought.

"Why?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"Because this selection method selects soldiers you think are good at fighting, not soldiers who can really fight. So I cannot agree."

"Then what do you mean, Commissar He?" Chai Qingguo couldn't figure out He Zudao's thoughts.

"My idea is simple. I want to suggest to Brigade Commander Chen to let you, Qingguo, serve as the Commander of the Second Regiment." When He Zudao said this, his attitude was calm. Chai Qingguo just wondered if he heard wrong. Sure enough, He Zudao continued: "I will apply to become the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment. If there is any difference between the Second Regiment and the First Regiment, it is that the Second Regiment has a short formation time and short working time. Weakening the Second Regiment now, it would be better to simply disband the Second Regiment. Since there is no plan to disband the Second Regiment, we need to improve the quality and ability of the Second Regiment as soon as possible."

"We are going to fight soon?" Chai Qingguo didn't understand He Zudao's roundabout approach. Isn't it good to organize a powerful field army directly? It would take at least half a year for the Second Regiment to finish training. The infrastructure work of the Second Regiment in this half year was equally heavy. Fighting while farming, even an iron man probably couldn't stand it.

He Zudao also didn't understand Chai Qingguo's thoughts. He asked strangely, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, can't the Second Regiment handle fighting a few bandits?"

"Fighting bandits is definitely no problem, but we have to fight the Imperial Court's army in the future. The New Army is not so easy to fight," Chai Qingguo answered.

He Zudao's answer was straightforward, "The Anhui New Army is not the Beiyang New Army, and our Insurance Corps is not the Yihetuan (Boxers). What's hard to fight or not?"

Chai Qingguo wanted to say something but couldn't say it out. He Zudao's words were correct; the Anhui New Army couldn't compare with the Beiyang New Army no matter what, and the Boxers absolutely couldn't compare with the Insurance Corps. But Chai Qingguo always felt something was wrong, yet he couldn't point out the problem. He could only look like a fishbone stuck in his throat.

He Zudao didn't mean to make things difficult for Chai Qingguo. Seeing Chai Qingguo blushing and unable to speak, He Zudao, as the Political Commissar, felt it necessary to come out and clarify some things. "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, we want to stand firm in this Fengtai County. What is the most important thing? It is to let the common people know and support that our People's Party is the leader of this Fengtai County. Reasonably speaking, as long as we preside over land distribution in Fengtai County, we can get the support of the common people. But we also have to wait until this wave of grain is grown before we can build water conservancy facilities on a large scale. Then what do we rely on to maintain the current situation now?"

Chai Qingguo's research on the revolutionary theory of the People's Party was not too deep. In his understanding, what was repeatedly emphasized at the People's Party meetings were two things, "Distribute land, engage in water conservancy construction." For such policies, Chai Qingguo really didn't have much feeling. Like ordinary common people, Chai Qingguo thought the time for these policies was too long. And the disaster relief policy currently executed by the People's Party, Chai Qingguo thought was also a thankless task.

Using the grain transported with great difficulty to relieve the common people could only ensure the common people didn't starve to death. And if the common people were not full, they naturally would curse. after Chen Ke personally came down to hold the line, especially after the Soldiers' Committee operated, complaints were fewer, but these complaints were all made public. Distributing land and building water conservancy thoroughly became a promise.

As a man of the *Jianghu*, Chai Qingguo knew the meaning of a promise. He also knew the importance of a promise. For such a big thing as distributing land, brothers in the *Jianghu* would absolutely dare not promise. This was a matter concerning human lives; brothers in the *Jianghu* would definitely push it away if they could. Even if they really promised, they would absolutely not really honor it afterwards.

But the People's Party not only dared to promise but also dared to make a promise to tens of thousands of common people. Chai Qingguo didn't believe this kind of thing himself, and he also knew that the tens of thousands of common people in Fengtai County actually didn't believe it either. If they weren't eating and drinking from the People's Party now, they would probably have turned the sky upside down long ago.

"Commissar He, let's not talk about these empty things. Getting rid of those bastards who collude inside and outside is the real thing. At least kill a batch, and the common people will know the severity. Otherwise, they really don't know Lord Ma has three eyes (don't know who they are messing with)." If it were in the past, Chai Qingguo would inevitably say these words fiercely and murderously. Now, Chai Qingguo said it really plain like water. Not that he lost interest in killing people. Eliminating bandits and hanging their heads on flagpoles for public display was originally a very effective means of establishing prestige. The problem was that the People's Party proposed a policy like land distribution. In comparison, the effect of killing people to establish prestige was simply insufficient to salvage the loss of breaking a promise.

He Zudao had never mixed in the *Jianghu* and really didn't quite understand the thoughts of *Jianghu* heroes, but he could absolutely detect such a sense of incongruity from Chai Qingguo, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, we are all revolutionary comrades; can you speak your true feelings? What exactly is the reason for you doing this?"

Chai Qingguo was much older than He Zudao and had experienced more things. Hearing He Zudao speak like this, he felt He Zudao was really too tender. But they were grasshoppers on the same rope after all. If he didn't explain clearly to He Zudao now, and He Zudao stuck to his guns, Chai Qingguo's plan couldn't be promoted at all. Gritting his teeth, Chai Qingguo spoke his heart.

"Commissar He, do you really think the matter of land distribution can succeed?"

"Of course."

For He Zudao's persistence, Chai Qingguo was no longer angry. He laughed: "Then don't you think about how many things can be triggered when distributing land? Even if we build water conservancy with our heads buried in the ground and distribute the land, the common people won't appreciate our kindness. How many lawsuits will there be then; don't you think about it?"

He Zudao didn't understand Chai Qingguo's thoughts either. He asked strangely: "When distributing land, if the common people come to us to fight lawsuits, doesn't it prove that the common people think we are people who can handle lawsuits? Isn't our Insurance Corps the people in charge of Fengtai? What's wrong with this? Could it be that the common people fight lawsuits and go to the Manchu Qing yamen?"

"Even if you become the yamen, you have to have your own iron-core supporters (*tie gan*), right?" Chai Qingguo felt He Zudao's childishness was outrageous.

He Zudao thought Chai Qingguo's consciousness was too low, "We are the people's army, the sons and brothers of the common people; what iron-core or not iron-core? Now the people don't believe us; we have to make the common people believe us through work. If we organize a pile of thugs now, what's the difference between us and Zhang Youliang?"

These words were fair and square. Chai Qingguo couldn't refute at all, but he was not convinced at all. "I can't beat you in reasoning, but if you say the common people don't think about getting more for themselves, I don't believe this evil. You say Wenqing doesn't want to gain for himself, I believe. You, Commissar He, don't want to gain for yourself, I believe. You say the common people don't want to gain more for themselves, beat me to death and I won't believe it."

Hearing Chai Qingguo's words, He Zudao already understood Chai Qingguo's true thoughts, "No one wants the knife handle (*dao ba zi*) to fall into others' hands. This is correct. If the knife handle is given to others, that is called holding the sword by the blade (*Tai A Dao Chi*), handing the handle to others..."

Chai Qingguo interrupted He Zudao's words grumpily, "I haven't read books; don't speak these bookish words to me."

He Zudao also got a bit angry. His expression became serious, "Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, how hard is the work done by the soldiers in our Insurance Corps now? You know it. If the common people really don't believe us, don't believe that we will really distribute land in the future and let everyone have irrigated land, without hope for the future, on what basis do the soldiers work so hard? Deputy Regiment Commander Chai, you get a pile of thugs now; you dare to use these thugs to scare the common people and try. The Insurance Corps will scatter immediately. If you don't use these thugs, use these so-called iron-core supporters to scare the common people, then it's better not to organize them. Whether they can fight or not, pull them out to fight and we'll know. Train well and prepare before fighting; this is better than anything."

Speaking of theory, Chai Qingguo was really not He Zudao's opponent, but Chai Qingguo didn't quite trust the attitude of the common people. This was the deep impression left on Chai Qingguo during the Yihetuan Movement. Although Chai Qingguo once felt Chen Ke's people's revolution had "great prospects," in actual operation he found that the people's revolution actually meant "officials" like them had to make so many sacrifices to the common people, getting nothing but hardship and labor for themselves. Chai Qingguo even wondered if Chen Ke was bluffing when he was in Beijing.

The meeting broke up in discord. Beyond Chai Qingguo's expectation, He Zudao actually really went to Chen Ke, requesting himself to serve as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment, and suggested Chai Qingguo serve as the Commander of the Second Regiment. Chen Ke certainly agreed to He Zudao serving as the Second Regiment Political Commissar, but somewhat disagreed with Chai Qingguo's appointment. But now was the stage of letting comrades work freely after all. With He Zudao's prestige, Chai Qingguo might not dare to confront publicly now.

The Military Commission held a meeting. The discussion result was letting He Zudao serve as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment and Chai Qingguo serve as the Acting Commander of the Second Regiment. The first task Acting Commander Chai Qingguo received was to rectify public order and quell banditry.

He Zudao was worthy of being Chen Ke's student. After serving as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment, He Zudao immediately began to attend the soldiers' life meetings of the Second Regiment. On the first day of taking office, attending the soldiers' life meeting of the First Company of the First Battalion, he proposed the task straightforwardly, "Comrades, recently there have been more and more theft incidents against the Insurance Corps grain depot. The organization has made a decision to rectify public order. The comrades of the troops, besides daily work, also have to be responsible for security work recently. Knock out these bandits."

Chai Qingguo knew he couldn't do political work, so he simply followed He Zudao to attend the meeting. Hearing He Zudao say this, Chai Qingguo only felt a burst of pain in the balls. The theft gang was clearly done by people in other "Reclamation Brigades." The "Reclamation Brigades" were bluntly refugee camps. The Insurance Corps operated in the Reclamation Brigades through food distribution. Now the main work was construction targeting the core troop, the First Regiment of the 359th Brigade. He Zudao wanting to develop the work of the Second Regiment was risking his life in itself.

The proportion of new recruits in the Second Regiment was as high as 95%. Although discipline was passable, Chai Qingguo firmly believed that these soldiers who had enlisted for less than a month definitely supported locals more than the People's Party. To be honest, Chai Qingguo was really somewhat surprised that the Second Regiment could maintain discipline and persist in the work of building water conservancy. If it were that gang of brothers from the Yihetuan, they would have rebelled several times already.

Sure enough, as Chai Qingguo thought, there was not much enthusiasm in the soldiers' expressions. Although surprised, they were not unexpected.

"These people coming to steal things may not necessarily have reached the point of starving to death. However, every time they come to steal things, they damage a lot of crops. Just after these crops grow up, how much more grain can be produced? I don't know how our Fengtai County common people dealt with this kind of person when caught before, so I want to ask everyone."

The soldiers were speechless at first, but someone sighed first.

"Everyone say whatever you have; say whatever views you have on this matter," He Zudao asked.

Still no one spoke.

"I know everyone is fellow villagers; everyone feels they can't save face. But have you thought about it? The grain in this granary is for the common people to eat. Everyone is starving like this now; how can we withstand such tossing again? They have already ruined so much grain now. How much grain ruined now means how much less grain everyone will eat in winter. If it were a bumper year, I wouldn't say anything. Now it is a disaster year; we cannot let them continue to harm everyone like this."

The soldiers still refused to speak.

He Zudao was not discouraged, "Comrades, everyone knows the rules of our Insurance Corps. Say boldly if you have anything. We don't engage in settling accounts after autumn (*qiu hou suan zhang*)."

After a good while, a soldier said: "Commissar He, if we catch people, how do we plan to deal with them?"

"We don't want to deal with these people now; we want to protect the grain now." He Zudao gave an answer that was not an answer.

The atmosphere of the venue was quite heavy. Finally, a soldier who looked over forty years old said: "Commissar He, let alone a disaster year, even in a bumper year, if someone ruins grain like this, catching them means a fierce beating. In a disaster year, beating them to death isn't rare either." After speaking, the soldier sighed.

"I know everyone doesn't want to cause human lives; it's a life after all. Surviving the flood until now is not easy. Beating them to death just like this is always inappropriate. Now we can't let them go on like this. I say this upfront: catching these people and not letting them continue to ruin grain is our goal. Their life and death are in everyone's hands. It's not me, He Zudao, saying these people have to die, killing them after catching them. If everyone unanimously wants them to die, then they have to die. Otherwise, catch them to work and compensate for the grain they ruined. Does everyone think this is okay?"

"Really?" Soldiers were very suspicious of such reasonable practice.

"Commissar He, not beheading them to establish prestige after catching them? Or beating them half dead and then putting them in a cangue for public display?"

Soldiers knew that killing people in such a disaster year was a common thing. This was also the reason why many petty thieves mixed in the refugees but dared not act recklessly. During the flood, the common people were basically destitute and had no belongings. But seeing life calm down after the flood, this gang was eager to make trouble.

"Comrades, I want to ask everyone. This first wave of harvest is just a matter of these one or two months. What plans does everyone have exactly?"

As soon as these words came out, the soldiers looked at me and I looked at you, not knowing what to say. The proportion of new recruits in the Second Regiment was extremely large; nineteen out of twenty people were new recruits. The First Regiment at least had the consciousness of an old unit, participated in disaster relief, and participated in the battle of attacking Yuezhangji. Everyone from top to bottom felt they were "one of us" of the People's Party. This self-cognition was very thin in the Second Regiment.

He Zudao asked this, and the soldiers looked at each other. That forty-year-old soldier finally spoke. "I joined our Insurance Corps, firstly to eat more. Secondly, also for security. I won't be bullied when land is distributed in the future. Speaking of future plans, I plan to let my family be distributed land. Just farm well. In this year's harvest situation, I don't have any plans either. Thanks to the blessing of our Insurance Corps, only one of my family of seven has died so far. Seeing that there will be a harvest soon, we won't starve to death this year. That's enough."

With someone leading, although the soldiers' mood was not high, it was quite stable. After all, everyone was honest farmers. During the flood, they could do anything to survive. Seeing grain growing out now, everyone naturally returned to old habits. Stability was the priority. Chinese common people are such pragmatic people; nothing is as real as having grain in hand.

And at this time, everyone happened to be particularly conservative. No one was willing to stir up trouble. In case something happened, and the grain that was about to be obtained had no settlement. The cold winter was not something that could be spent easily. Without food, it would absolutely cost lives.

"Commissar He, you don't need to worry; we will definitely work hard. We must grow this year's grain well." This was the most spoken sentence.

Looking at these soldiers, He Zudao was very moved. He Zudao knew very well how hard everyone worked to survive.

"Comrades, the Insurance Corps is our common people's own team. The grain grown must be for everyone to eat. We won't let cadres eat more and soldiers eat less. If there is a grain, everyone eats this grain together; if there is a handful of rice, everyone eats this handful of rice together. As long as our Insurance Corps is here for one day, this rule cannot be broken. No one will eat more than others, and no one will eat less than others. Everyone absolutely doesn't need to worry about this."

This was the propaganda of the Insurance Corps all along, and also the persistence of the Insurance Corps all along. Soldiers had personal experience of this.

"We want to catch bad people this time because these bad people ruined the crops. These crops are not Brigade Commander Chen's crops, not my, He Zudao's, crops. But the crops of our entire Insurance Corps. These bad people are like rats; ruining a bit today, ruining a bit tomorrow. How much grain do we have to withstand such ruining? Comrades, we can't afford such ruining."

Soldiers were not stupid. He Zudao spoke so reasonably; the subsequent strike against these bad people would also be merciless. Moreover, He Zudao inevitably wanted soldiers to report these people. Most importantly, quite a few among the soldiers really knew who these bad people were.

Some soldiers had decided to report, while some soldiers had various worries.

He Zudao was not in a hurry to ask for more situations. What he needed now was to get familiar with the situation and walk around in various companies. So beyond everyone's expectation, after talking a few more sentences, He Zudao actually left.
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Chapter 31 Rectifying Public Order (3)

Xu Dian really never thought he could start his ideal so quickly in this life—to become the founder and builder of a modern judicial system. Chen Ke handed over the task of trying the granary thieves to Xu Dian, and most importantly, asked Xu Dian to prepare for the base area court. This made Xu Dian extremely excited.

But the conversation between Chen Ke and Xu Dian immediately extinguished the flame in Xu Dian's heart. Chen Ke asked a key question, "Comrade Xu Dian, who do you think should be in a higher position, politics or law?"

Xu Dian studied law in Japan. The law department of Tokyo University was filled with some figures who believed in the supremacy of law. Xu Dian was also deeply influenced. In the view of Xu Dian, a believer in law, law should be the criterion for all actions. And Chen Ke's words were already a very obvious hint that Xu Dian's idea was basically hopeless.

Xu Dian didn't despair. He still tried to make Chen Ke accept his idea through discussion. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke actually took out a piece of paper and gave it to Xu Dian. Picking up the paper doubtfully, after reading only a few lines, Xu Dian was stunned. This was a "Constitution."

Chen Ke watched Xu Dian read the not-long "Constitution" repeatedly with a dumbfounded look. Xu Dian's attitude of studying the wording of the "Constitution" was so serious that Chen Ke became a little impatient. He interrupted the law apprentice's homework, "Comrade Xu Dian, what do you think is the social superstructure?"

"Social superstructure?" Xu Dian didn't turn his train of thought around for a moment, just repeating it confusedly.

"Yes, social superstructure. Comrade Xu Dian, how do you view this issue?"

In the People's Party, the only person who could have a real exchange with Xu Dian on legal issues was Chen Ke. Chen Ke could be said to know nothing about specific legal provisions, but his profound understanding of law was something Xu Dian had never seen before. Although Xu Dian's own views could be said to be very different from Chen Ke's, Xu Dian still liked discussing legal issues with Chen Ke very much.

"Superstructure refers to the state's system and the matching legal system." Xu Dian's answer was the content Chen Ke had narrated in the Party class.

After hearing this, Chen Ke nodded, "The state is a tool of class rule. Therefore, the system established by the ruling class must override the legal system. On this point, I will absolutely not make the slightest concession. As long as I am in this position for one day, any effort attempting to establish a legal system overriding the state system cannot appear in the People's Party's control area. Comrade Xu Dian, please be sure about this point first."

Chen Ke's voice was not loud, and his tone was not heavy, but Xu Dian would absolutely not misunderstand Chen Ke's attitude. Lowering his head, lips tight. A fierce battle was going on inside Xu Dian. For a young man like Xu Dian, he really hoped to establish an independent judicial system. Xu Dian naturally didn't think the legal system should override the state system, but he was heavily guided by the thought of separation of powers. He felt the judicial system should be able to stand up to other systems as an equal. And Chen Ke's words clearly told Xu Dian that the People's Party was to override the judicial system.

Seeing Xu Dian silent, Chen Ke laughed: "Comrade Xu Dian, I won't let a political party or other forces override the judiciary and then order the judicial system to create some unjust, false, and wrong cases. If I had this thought, it would mean I am irresponsible. I think I am in a responsible attitude now, so what I want to say is, who does this legal system serve exactly? For example, in our current case, someone tried to steal grain from the granary. There is a defendant, and there is a criminal act. Then, who is the object infringed by this crime? Can you tell me?"

Hearing Chen Ke finish, Xu Dian sorted out his thoughts, "Uh, since what was stolen was the Insurance Corps granary. Then the infringed object is the Insurance Corps."

"Comrade Xu Dian, in your opinion, what kind of organization is the Insurance Corps?"

"This... the Insurance Corps is the armed force of the People's Party."

"What kind of organization is the People's Party?"

"This..." Xu Dian felt Chen Ke was talking in circles.

"Comrade Xu Dian, let's talk about the most fundamental problem. For this trial, I want to ask you, who exactly do you plan to tell the common people this grain belongs to? Without clarifying this issue, how can this trial proceed?"

"..." Xu Dian was completely silent. Chen Ke's question was simple, but Xu Dian hadn't thought about it. The meaning Chen Ke wanted to mark in his words was simple: the ownership of this grain determined the judgment of this case. And Chen Ke obviously didn't want Xu Dian to tell the common people that this grain was the Insurance Corps' or the People's Party's grain. If this grain was not the Insurance Corps' or the People's Party's, then whose grain should it be? Should it be the Fengtai County common people's? If saying the grain belonged to the Fengtai County common people, then Fengtai County common people stealing grain from the granary became stealing their own grain. This didn't make sense legally at all.

Chen Ke knew this matter couldn't be figured out in a short while. He laughed: "Comrade Xu Dian, go back and think about it properly first."

Xu Dian knew Chen Ke was busy. He stood up to bid farewell. Just as he was about to turn and leave, he heard Chen Ke say: "Wait a moment, take that Constitution document back to read."

After Xu Dian left, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing deeply. Revolutionary work is definitely not as impassioned and generous as said in novels. On the contrary, revolution is composed of countless meticulous works. The deficiency of any detail will lead to various problems. With a well-functioning system, the superficial work can look very bright. Chen Ke used to think so too. Now he doubted one thing: when these works are completed, are those who worked hard to do these things really still interested in that bright and decent performance? At least Chen Ke himself had absolutely no interest.

Now after dealing with complicated work every day, Chen Ke only had one thought in his mind, "Finally finished! Can sleep now." He wondered if this counted as having "revolutionary consciousness." All showing off and flaunting didn't exist in Chen Ke's heart at all. Thinking of work, what Chen Ke could think of was there is a problem here, there is a problem there. Here needs to be patched up quickly, there needs to be patched up quickly. The new system is definitely not a system with huge power and invincibility. In Chen Ke's current view, the new system is more like a fragile baby, a system that needs People's Party members to constantly care for, maintain, and adjust.

Chen Ke had determined that at this stage, he should let comrades do it freely, exercise everyone's ability, and deepen their understanding. Selecting talents through practical work. But as the leader of the People's Party, during this time, Chen Ke had to bear greater psychological pressure. Needless to say about those comrades who didn't work seriously; handing work to them was simply a disaster. Even those comrades who worked seriously, based on different understandings and ability problems, would also have problems. What Chen Ke had to do was to solve the newly emerged problems as much as possible.

This kind of work, which could almost be considered "remedial," gave Chen Ke a painful feeling of a dull knife slowly cutting nerves. In order to let comrades grow up as soon as possible, Chen Ke must exert their subjective initiative. Even if seeing them about to make mistakes, Chen Ke couldn't stop them immediately. He had to wait until the matter was over before he could speak. Analyzing the ins and outs of the whole work, exactly where the mistake was made and where the deviation occurred.

Xu Dian definitely couldn't produce what Chen Ke hoped for. This wasn't Chen Ke underestimating Xu Dian. The problem Xu Dian considered was merely this trial. And what Chen Ke had to consider was the all-around effect. The trial was not just a blow to criminals; it was more of a political propaganda, to propagate the new system to the people, letting the people understand exactly what the relationship between the people and the People's Party and Insurance Corps was in the new system. What position the people were in within the new system.

This was no longer a pure legal issue, but a political work. Political work has never been so simple.

Someone must cooperate with Xu Dian's work. The first name that emerged was He Zudao. Chen Ke denied this candidate immediately. He Zudao didn't know the art of duplication either. Since deciding to let He Zudao go to the Second Regiment as Political Commissar, Chen Ke didn't plan to let He Zudao do anything else within half a year.

Other comrades who performed excellently in work so far were also excluded one by one. Only Lu Huitian ranked high.

In the People's Party, everyone has to work; Lu Huitian had already adapted to this matter. Lu Huitian was now also one of the seven secretaries of the People's Party. Lu Huitian actually had some sense of crisis in it. The other six of the seven secretaries were burdened with important tasks, acting as main leaders of military, political, and administrative work. Lu Huitian was responsible for the work of several "Reclamation Brigades" with Yuwen Badu, which was actually arranging affairs for refugees.

Yuwen Badu was a local, so he had some connections anyway. Lu Huitian was an outsider, so working couldn't have that feeling of familiarity and ease. The People's Party mainly controlled the eight-thousand-strong Insurance Corps at this stage. Although refugees were numerous, they were not the main object of management. Lu Huitian was now in the position of a chief steward.

With many people, there are many things. Fortunately, Chen Ke didn't think that relying on the power of Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu alone could handle fifty or sixty thousand refugees. The Reclamation Brigades were also a military management system. The best way to control refugees was through food distribution. The Insurance Corps was responsible for food distribution, not relying on refugees to organize themselves. Lu Huitian's daily work was counting people and sending teams to participate in labor according to the Insurance Corps' requirements. Teams participating in labor could get more food; teams not participating in labor could only get minimum guaranteed food.

The Insurance Corps didn't force labor. Through different amounts of food provision, as long as people were willing to work, they could eat better. And those who couldn't work or didn't want to work, just not starving to death was enough. Lu Huitian's task was to group the refugees who worked hard together through the list provided by the Insurance Corps after each labor session. And group the lazy ones together. Over more than a month, he could finally arrange first, second, and third-class teams.

Of course, actual work was by no means as simple as said. After all, it was a scale of tens of thousands of people. Lu Huitian and those who were not very willing to work on the front line doing clerical work could be considered making the best use of everything.

Chen Ke called Lu Huitian to report. Lu Huitian thought there was some important urgent task, so he hurried over.

"Secretary Lu, the organization has work to hand over to you now." Chen Ke's opening remarks were basically like this, "We prepare to conduct a public trial of those who participated in stealing, and want to organize the masses to watch. You have to be responsible for arranging this matter."

Lu Huitian didn't understand what exactly Chen Ke meant. "Secretary Chen, how exactly to do this? Kill one to warn a hundred?"

"Secretary Lu, generally speaking, who presides over the trial?"

"This, it's the government presiding over deciding cases." Lu Huitian wasn't a fool either; as soon as this was said, he understood Chen Ke's meaning. "Does Secretary Chen mean to let the common people know that our People's Party is the government that can decide cases?"

Chen Ke nodded, "This is only one aspect. Secretary Lu, this is not just about deciding cases. Some political work needs everyone to complete properly. This matter needs you to preside over it seriously."

Hearing Chen Ke speak solemnly, Lu Huitian knew this task was by no means a small matter. Being assigned an important task, Lu Huitian was very happy in his heart.

In the following few days, the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps acted multiple times, starting large-scale arrests with Lu Huitian's cooperation. Not only people participating in stealing grain, but also those guys engaging in petty theft and acting arrogantly were caught one after another. Although the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps was not an elite troop, they had received training at any rate. Discipline and organization were simply not comparable by those petty thieves.

Plus Lu Huitian was responsible for refugee mobilization work. Under his organization, when refugee labor teams moved, Lu Huitian skillfully arranged to take them to the territory controlled by the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps and began to arrest people specifically. This was just the beginning. After clearing the effective labor teams, the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps launched a raid on the criminals among those who didn't participate in labor in the camp.

That was a morning; other teams had already gone out to work. The common people who didn't participate in labor were resting in the camp bored to death, unaware that the Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps had already surrounded the camp, waiting for the signal to be issued, then the Second Regiment would rush in to arrest people.
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The refugee camps were divided into ten camps: five male camps and five female camps. The purpose of separating men and women was to facilitate management. This had been implemented since the Insurance Corps began to save refugees.

Zhang Xiuhua walked out of the No. 4 female camp holding a document. One of the signs distinguishing Insurance Corps soldiers now was clothing. Chen Ke asked Qi Huishen in Shanghai to rush-produce a batch of cloth. It was completely Chen Ke's production method from last year. The work was entrusted to Zhou Yuanxiao. Cheap Indian cloth, dark blue foreign dye. With the last experience, plus sufficient funds, plus the Insurance Corps' transportation team, and the cargo transportation route map made during the social investigation last year, they managed to transport a large amount of cloth to the base area without paying much *lijin* (transit tax). Not only cloth was transported, but also a lot of needle and thread. Clothing production was provided in the female camps.

The clothing style Chen Ke took out was the most common old army green uniform style. Except that the color became dark blue, everything else was exactly the same. Since it was a military uniform, there was naturally a soft military cap. Zhang Xiuhua wore such a uniform.

It was already the Beginning of Autumn (*Liqiu*). The heat in the wind began to decrease. The feeling facing the wind was no longer humid and hot, but a refreshing feeling. Zhang Xiuhua took off the soft military cap and tidied her hair with her hand. She didn't understand why the big officials of the Insurance Corps required women joining the team to cut their hair. The female camp naturally couldn't let men be guards. One of You Gou's official positions was the Chairwoman of the Women's Federation. She personally mobilized women and selected cheerful and healthy women to form a guard team. All members of the guard team had to cut their hair.

Since You Gou started cement research, she rarely came to the female camp. Tidying her short hair, Zhang Xiuhua couldn't help but think of Female Teacher You Gou. She suddenly felt she missed You Gou very much. This emotion made Zhang Xiuhua feel very incredible.

When the female refugees of Fengtai County first saw You Gou, what they saw was not the image of a gentle woman. From when You Gou began to lead the female camp to when she transferred to the R&D department, in these four months, she never established any reputation as a gentle woman. Timidity, hesitation, fear of difficulties, and panic about the future that women usually have—none of these existed in You Gou.

This famous Female Teacher You Gou of Fengtai County always appeared in front of everyone with a bold and fearless, even "lawless and rebellious" image. Everyone knew that there was only one person who could make You Gou bow her head, and that was the true master of Fengtai County who was now rumored to be god-like by the refugees, the supreme leader of the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke. Only beside Chen Ke would You Gou occasionally bow her head. Besides this, there was no other person who could make Female Teacher You Gou soften.

Zhang Xiuhua was not originally named Zhang Xiuhua. She came from an ordinary peasant family. Her family had a few *mu* of land, two older brothers, one younger brother, and one younger sister. Her parents always called Zhang Xiuhua "Third Girl" (*San Ya Tou*). They didn't really mean to give her a formal name. There were at least ten thousand such women in Fengtai County. Zhang Xiuhua still remembered that when Female Teacher You Gou took a dozen men to ask for the names of refugees, a man asked in difficulty: "Secretary You, so many people don't have names at all; what should we do?"

That day was a rainy day. Refugees who had just escaped death were forcibly separated by gender. Everyone didn't know how these people who braved the heavy water in the wind and rain to save them would deal with them. If they hadn't seen the city wall of the county town nearby, many people would probably have cried out in fear.

Because she participated in the action of steering boats to save people, You Gou was wearing wet clothes at that time, and her short hair was also wet. When the refugees were trembling all over due to hunger and cold, You Gou stood as straight as a flagpole. Her beautiful body curves were outlined by the clothes tightly attached to her body. While trembling, Zhang Xiuhua watched You Gou issue orders to the men loudly and heroically. "If they don't have names, then give them a name now. No need to be too formal; give a formal name later."

The men didn't resist the order of this woman You Gou at all, but obeyed obediently. This made Zhang Xiuhua feel incredible. A woman could actually command men, and a dozen men. These men were by no means incompetent; it was they who saved Zhang Xiuhua's family and many people from the same village from the flood. Those strong arms, that kind of determination and tenacity unique to men focusing on work, impressed Zhang Xiuhua deeply.

But the men who dared to steer boats to save people in the boundless flood not long ago showed submission in front of this woman You Gou. This was no longer just to the extent of incomprehension. The boundless flood destroyed Zhang Xiuhua's hope for the world, while You Gou's appearance overturned Zhang Xiuhua's understanding of this world.

Registration was simple: sewing a cloth strip on everyone's clothes. There were some strange symbols embroidered with needle and thread on the cloth strip. Zhang Xiuhua now knew those were Arabic numerals. At that time, she completely couldn't understand these weird symbols. The only feeling was that the stitches were coarse and large, and the handiwork was extremely poor. Later she learned that these numbers were actually rush-made by the men of the Insurance Corps from top to bottom, including Chen Ke, during breaks. This fact once again overturned another layer of Zhang Xiuhua's understanding of the world.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiuhua couldn't help touching the label on her chest. These cloth labels were made in the female camp. Zhang Xiuhua's number was 200009527. Matching this number, the former Third Girl of the Zhang family had her own name, Zhang Xiuhua.

Since Zhang Xiuhua's whole family entered the refugee camp, there had been no act of infringing on or plundering the refugees' property. Zhang Xiuhua completely didn't understand why the Insurance Corps wanted to help the common people, even giving food and clothes to the hungry and cold common people, and settling their lives. Even more incomprehensible was that the Insurance Corps actually provided education to the common people.

Reading characters, learning to write one's own name, and learning to read some simple announcements—these were things that rich families could only do by spending a lot of money. Children from poor families like Zhang Xiuhua didn't need to think about it at all. Those teaching teachers would absolutely not teach children from poor families to read. Let alone teaching girls.

As for the multiplication table and arithmetic knowledge, those were learnings only taught to children who were sent to be apprentices since childhood and were specially appreciated by the accountant. Zhang Xiuhua's parents originally planned to let Zhang Xiuhua's younger brother go to be an apprentice. This was what the introducer said to Zhang Xiuhua's parents upfront. Apprenticeship is bitter. If you want to be an apprentice, don't treat yourself as a human being before you learn the trade. If you haven't figured this out, don't try to be an apprentice at all.

But the Insurance Corps actually taught these learnings, which cost so much money and suffering to obtain, to the common people without charging a single coin.

The Insurance Corps indeed made the refugees work, and these jobs were heavy. But the Insurance Corps themselves worked just the same. Not only ordinary soldiers below had to work, but from the big leaders of the Insurance Corps, Brigade Commander Chen Ke, Teacher You Gou, and many other officers, down to ordinary soldiers of the Insurance Corps, everyone from top to bottom worked desperately. Zhang Xiuhua looked down on those who gossiped behind backs, saying that Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Magistrate Shang Yuan hid behind when encountering work and only came out occasionally to put on a show.

Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Magistrate Shang Yuan indeed couldn't come to work every day, but they were not idle. Normally, it was impossible to make landlords collect even one grain less. Now landlords could actually "lend land" to the common people. If Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Magistrate Shang Yuan hadn't used every means, how could landlords have such "good hearts"?

Zhang Xiuhua was convinced that everyone in the Insurance Corps from top to bottom was a good person. Although most people in the Insurance Corps were actually local common people of Fengtai County—Zhang Xiuhua's eldest brother joined the Insurance Corps—for some reason, Zhang Xiuhua felt the Insurance Corps was still that incomprehensible team. This was something that had never existed in Zhang Xiuhua's world.

She also asked many Insurance Corps soldiers and officers why they were so good to the common people. Many of those officers gave a long speech that Zhang Xiuhua couldn't understand, while most soldiers hadn't thought about this question at all and didn't know what to say for a moment. But whether officers or soldiers, no matter how they reacted, everyone said a sentence that Zhang Xiuhua understood but didn't understand, "The Insurance Corps is our common people's team; of course, we must be good to our common people."

Zhang Xiuhua also met her eldest brother who became an Insurance Corps soldier. After all, the eldest brother was her relative; he said a lot about the Insurance Corps. Regarding Zhang Xiuhua's question, the eldest brother also couldn't explain it clearly at all. The eldest brother cared more about the fact that besides distributing land to the common people, the Insurance Corps itself also had land to farm. The eldest brother was full of thoughts about getting good land distributed to the family, and then working well in the Insurance Corps himself. He felt that the grain grown on the Insurance Corps' land would be distributed to the soldiers no matter what. The Insurance Corps was responsible for meals, so he didn't need to eat from home. If the grown grain could be distributed again, the family would have enough grain to eat.

Zhang Xiuhua was not interested in her eldest brother's calculation. Listening to her eldest brother chattering incoherently about his longing for the future, Zhang Xiuhua simply asked her eldest brother what exactly the sentence "The Insurance Corps is our common people's team; of course, we must be good to our common people" meant. Zhang Xiuhua's eldest brother scratched his head and said: "That's what it means. Our Insurance Corps wants to be good to the common people."

"Why?"

"This, why exactly I don't know either. But every time we have a meeting, the officers tell us this. Asking us to memorize it and keep it in our hearts," Zhang Xiuhua's eldest brother said.

This answer made Zhang Xiuhua understand one thing. Why did the Insurance Corps want to be good to the common people? Because those officers above in the Insurance Corps wanted to be good to the common people.

And a new question emerged: why did these officers want to be good to the common people? Since the flood, with the expansion of the Insurance Corps, more and more things about these officers spread. It was heard that many of these officers had studied abroad thousands of *li* away. Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Teacher You Gou were such people. Although she didn't know what kind of people returned students were exactly, in rumors, returned students were people with great learning. And many other officers were scholars with titles like *Xiucai* and *Juren*. As for Magistrate Shang Yuan, it went without saying. Those who could be officials were not ordinary people.

Why did such a group of people want to be so good to the common people? Why did they want to be the common people's team? Zhang Xiuhua didn't understand. Reasonably speaking, these people should be high above, and even if they dared not do bad things, they wouldn't do good things for the common people.

Why did these people do this? This question made Zhang Xiuhua want to understand more and more. So she missed Teacher You Gou doubly. Teacher You would absolutely not deceive her, and Teacher You could absolutely explain it clearly to her.

Zhang Xiuhua's task today was to deliver a document to Lu Huitian. She decided privately that after delivering the document, she would go to see Teacher You Gou. She had found out clearly a few days ago that Teacher You was burning kilns near the county town. If she ran fast, she could make a round trip in half a day. Zhang Xiuhua wanted to figure out this question troubling her no matter what.

Putting down the hand combing her hair, Zhang Xiuhua put on the military cap and adjusted its position. She ran quickly towards the male camp. Lu Huitian worked in the No. 1 Camp.
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The Second Regiment of the Insurance Corps undertook the arrest work this time. As the Political Commissar, He Zudao certainly had to command this operation personally. He Zudao had been to the refugee camps many times. It had the same design as the Insurance Corps. A well-shaped (#) structure, straight roads, completely identical intervals. On the open space circled by small paths, completely identical straw sheds were built one by one. The only thing that could distinguish these straw sheds was the sign nailed to the pillar.

This was a camp of several thousand people after all. Open-air kitchens, bathhouses, and toilets built on the periphery were arranged quite reasonably. The entire camp was orderly. Although the Second Regiment dispatched ten companies, nearly two thousand people. Each camp could be assigned two companies, four hundred people. However, when these four hundred people split into multiple groups and entered the camp, it felt like entering a vast maze.

At the preparatory meeting for the Second Regiment's dispatch, Chai Qingguo thought dispatching five companies should be enough to handle it. But He Zudao thought ten companies must be dispatched. This meant the Second Regiment had to dispatch two and a half battalions; more than half of the troops had to be invested in this operation.

"Commissar He, there's no need to mobilize so many people, right?" Chai Qingguo was very puzzled; catching some petty thieves didn't need such trouble at all.

"The problem is, we have to catch more than seven hundred people. When we act, we also have to prevent them from fleeing in all directions. Dispatching ten companies is not too many."

"Catch more than seven hundred people?" Chai Qingguo was also scared by this number, "Didn't we already catch more than two hundred people a few days ago?"

"These seven hundred people have some connections with those people; there must be some accompanying the bound ones (*pei bang*), right?" He Zudao laughed. But his smile was not so natural.

Before this operation, He Zudao specially asked Chen Ke for instructions on this matter. Chen Ke's arrangement was not simply to solve some bandits. If it were just so, there was absolutely no need to use the Second Regiment. Each camp had its own guard team inside. Another reason Chen Ke wanted to do this now was for the discipline of the harvest season.

Refugees had been hungry for so long. When the harvest period arrived, everyone would definitely hope to store more grain for themselves. As the saying goes, with grain in hand, one doesn't panic in heart. This was originally understandable. But to put it bluntly, the cooperative relationship between the common people and the Insurance Corps was far from fish-and-water affection between the army and the people. If the common people had grain to feed themselves, the cooperative relationship with the Insurance Corps now would immediately have problems.

Although Chen Ke firmly believed in the stance of "People's Revolution," the current Chen Ke also had the iron heart of a politician. To achieve the goal, before the ultimate big killer "land distribution" was completed, Chen Ke didn't think the common people should be allowed to obtain the ability to act freely at all.

Although Chen Ke had this plan, he didn't say it straight at the meeting. This was also considered a test for the comrades, to see who exactly could propose this suggestion. More importantly, with what attitude the comrades would propose this suggestion.

He Zudao was trustworthy. Chen Ke revealed his thoughts to He Zudao comprehensively.

"Secretary Chen, if so, which people exactly should I strike this time?" He Zudao didn't discuss Chen Ke's right or wrong at all; he went straight to the theme of his work.

"Who is most likely to steal things?" Chen Ke asked.

"This..." He Zudao really hadn't considered it. After pondering for a while, he answered: "Those who have no way out?"

"Haha, Zudao, I say you have been in Shanghai for so long. How many of those hooligans (*bie san*) have no way out? If really having no way out, those people can go sell their lives. The vast majority of petty thieves are lazy people. Gluttonous and lazy, unwilling to work. And have no guts to be robbers, so they have to do petty thefts."

Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, He Zudao pondered for a while and really had a feeling of suddenly seeing the light. "Then Secretary Chen means?"

Chen Ke handed a thick list to He Zudao, "Lu Huitian did this job well. He gradually separated those gluttonous and lazy ones. When arresting, you catch those few teams with the worst performance and most love for slacking off for me."

Holding this list in his hand felt heavy. He Zudao asked puzzledly: "Those people seem to have done nothing now, right?"

"Sometimes we have to take precautions before they happen. We can't control whether they are innocent now; we have to ensure no trouble happens at the critical moment." Chen Ke's voice was understated. But He Zudao couldn't quite accept it. "Secretary Chen, this time is to catch criminals. If these people haven't committed crimes, is it unnecessary for us to be so ruthless?"

"They might do it, might not do it, but we can't take this risk. Moreover, I'll say this upfront: this is just the beginning of the cleaning. These people are just forced labor. Since they are unwilling to work diligently, we help them correct these lazy habits. Later on, we still have to clean up quite a few people. At that time, we will absolutely not be so polite." Chen Ke's voice was faint, but He Zudao heard a strong killing intent from Chen Ke's voice.

Chai Qingguo had learned a lot of cultural knowledge these days. At least he could understand the vernacular official documents of the Insurance Corps. He flipped through the thick list, then looked up at He Zudao. Chai Qingguo keenly discovered He Zudao's abnormality.

"Commissar He, what's wrong? Do these people have any big problems?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"No big problems. I just feel that catching so many people is not easy to explain to the common people." He Zudao stalled Chai Qingguo's words very well. After all, having worked for so long, He Zudao was no longer that frail and simple youth. What's more, there was no problem with these words. Chai Qingguo completely didn't see that what He Zudao thought was completely unrelated to this.

"You are the Political Commissar; naturally, you have to handle this kind of thing. I won't worry about it." Chai Qingguo laughed.

He Zudao smiled bitterly and shook his head, "Then I have to have a good talk with Secretary Lu. He is responsible for the camp matters and has to explain to the common people. This is not my turn to come forward."

"Even you, Commissar He, have times when you push away work. Rare, rare." Chai Qingguo simply laughed loudly.

He Zudao made no explanation. After discussing the scale of troops to dispatch, he really went to find Lu Huitian to discuss the problem of how to explain to the masses.

Lu Huitian was one of the few people in the Insurance Corps who wore glasses, but he wasn't seen wearing them today. Seeing He Zudao bring a document, Lu Huitian fished out his glasses. The broken temple of the glasses was tied with a wooden stick, looking shabby enough.

"Secretary Lu, this..." He Zudao watched Lu Huitian adjusting the position of the glasses strenuously and couldn't help saying a sentence.

"Commissar He, it's nothing. At least the lenses are saved, right?" Lu Huitian laughed, "I heard Secretary You is engaging in glass production. Can produce lenses, naturally can produce spectacle frames, right? There will be white flour steamed buns, there will be big chunks of pork, there will be everything." After Lu Huitian finished speaking, he laughed loudly *haha*.

These were words Chen Ke said at the meeting to boost everyone's morale, which became popular language in the Insurance Corps for a while.

Joking aside, Lu Huitian was not sloppy at all facing work. He flipped through the list of these hundreds of people to be arrested. Lu Huitian then handed the roster back to He Zudao, "Commissar He, it's these people. Usually always slacking off. Heard Secretary Chen say these people will undergo labor reform under your supervision. After you catch these people, train them well. These people are gluttonous and lazy usually, affecting morale very much. Cleaning them up is a good thing."

"Secretary Lu, did these people do any petty theft usually?"

Taking off the broken-leg glasses, Lu Huitian rubbed the bridge of his nose, "No petty theft temporarily. You also know things in the camp are kept uniformly. Grain is distributed uniformly; there is basically nothing to steal. Moreover, there are many patrols in the camp, just to guard against someone doing bad things."

He Zudao was not very close to Lu Huitian, but being able to manage a camp of tens of thousands of people well, even if the system designed by Chen Ke was good, it wouldn't work without some real stuff. Although Lu Huitian was not a pioneering talent, he had quite some ability to maintain achievements.

"Catching so many people at once, how to explain to the common people?" He Zudao asked.

"Do you think the common people find these people pleasing to the eye?" Lu Huitian asked back.

"This..." He Zudao really didn't understand the feelings of the common people very well.

"Zudao, to be honest, I really admire the common people now. I won't talk about your work; tiring to death. The common people are also tired. But if you really explain it clearly to the common people, they are also very reasonable. Everyone is in the same boat now. The common people also don't hope there are lazy people on this boat. Seeing crops growing out, the common people are relieved. For these people, you catch them boldly; it's okay."

"What to say to the families of these people? After all, we are tying their family members away." What He Zudao worried about most was this matter.

Lu Huitian shook his head helplessly, "Secretary Chen asked me to prepare a public trial assembly to sentence those who committed crimes publicly. Those lazy ones actually are not unrelated to those stealing from the grain depot. Just catch them to work for a while; I can probably suppress it here. Just don't beat them to death or disable them."

"This..." He Zudao still felt it was not quite appropriate. Although he hadn't heard the term "unjust, false, and erroneous cases," He Zudao always felt something was not quite right about using violence like this.

"The organization has arranged it; let's go. If we don't beat down the arrogance of these criminals, the people's hearts won't be stable either. We can't retreat unconditionally, making people feel the Insurance Corps is a bit strict but nothing more. If people feel the Insurance Corps can be bullied, that won't do. Look, catching those participating in theft these days, the common people didn't say anything, right?" Lu Huitian comforted.

Since Lu Huitian also said so, He Zudao could only agree with this idea. Even so, when He Zudao led the team to arrest personally, he still felt faintly uncomfortable in his heart. Although he had been to ordinary refugee camps many times, He Zudao was not unfamiliar with this place. But thinking that in case the common people couldn't accept the Insurance Corps' statement and made trouble together... This huge camp suddenly gave He Zudao a feeling of strangeness. Four hundred people counted for nothing in this camp of thousands, like scattering a handful of rice in a water vat. Because most common people went to work, the camp was empty, which gave He Zudao a sudden feeling of uneasiness.

There were more than one hundred and twenty people to be arrested in the No. 1 Male Camp. They simply didn't know a disaster was imminent. Since Lu Huitian began to divide teams, providing food according to labor volume, teams working more would have increased food. Since these people refused to work well, the improvement in food was very limited. The food originally provided by the Insurance Corps was to ensure no one starved to death; being full was out of the question. With insufficient food for months, plus these guys were not the kind who liked labor, they naturally didn't have the vitality unique to laborers. They all looked listless.

Lu Huitian asked them to line up on the playground in the center of the camp. When they found hundreds of soldiers surrounding them from all directions, these people panicked. But although the Insurance Corps soldiers had heavy work, their diet was passable, half full. Moreover, discipline and organization far exceeded these lazy people. Plus the Insurance Corps' military training was in place. He Zudao announced in public that these people needed to be taken away to assist in the investigation because they participated in the theft of the grain depot.

This gang didn't know what "assist in the investigation" meant exactly. But the action of Second Regiment soldiers rushing up to tie people made them understand what happened. These people panicked completely. But no matter how they begged, the Second Regiment soldiers didn't loosen up at all.

He Zudao did the mobilization work personally before departure. Watching the fierce performance of the soldiers one by one, he couldn't help recalling the scene during mobilization.

"Comrades, today we are going to catch people. Catch bad people. What did they do? They went to the Insurance Corps grain depot to steal things. Who is the grain stored in the grain depot for?"

"For the common people to eat!" The soldiers answered one after another. He Zudao had been talking and exchanging hearts with everyone at soldiers' meetings of various units these days. This concept was instilled repeatedly.

"Whose team is our Insurance Corps?" He Zudao continued to ask loudly.

"We are the common people's team!" This was the standard answer.

"Since we are the common people's team, then someone steals the life-saving grain of the common people; can we let them go?" He Zudao continued to ask.

"No!"

"Right, we can't let them go! They not only stole things but also ruined a lot of grain. In this disaster year, how many human lives could the grain they ruined save? They are not stealing things; they are harming people; this is harming human lives!" He Zudao shouted in one breath, then scanned the soldiers. He saw the soldiers were emotional one by one; the pre-war mobilization had an effect.

"Now, we are going to set off to catch them. Catching these people is saving the common people. Does everyone think you can do it well?"

"Can do it well!" The soldiers shouted in unison.

"Very good, set off now!" He Zudao issued the order.

These soldiers who had undergone pre-war mobilization showed no mercy facing "criminals." Two holding down one. Regardless of whether these arrested people begged, cried, or pleaded for mercy. Holding down and tying up. Also regardless of whether the one tied was someone they knew.

"Military morale can be used (*Jun Xin Ke Yong*)." He Zudao could only evaluate like this.

When Zhang Xiuhua hurried to the camp, she just met He Zudao leading the troops escorting those people out of the camp. Seeing a woman wearing an Insurance Corps military uniform coming to the camp gate, the soldiers looked over with curious eyes one after another. Being looked at by so many people, Zhang Xiuhua's face turned red immediately. She stepped back a few steps, wanting to detour to another gate. Just about to turn around, she heard a scream, "Sister! Sister! Save me! Save me!"

Turning her head to look, it was actually Zhang Xiuhua's younger brother, Zhang Fourth Brother. Seeing his sister, this child immediately began to call for help with snot and tears. Zhang Xiuhua walked up hurriedly, wanting to hold her brother. But she was blocked by the soldiers of the Second Regiment.

"This... this comrade, what do you want to do?" The speaker was a squad leader. His curious eyes carried vigilance.

"That is my brother; why do you want to arrest him?"

"He stole together with people. We have to take them back."

Before Zhang Xiuhua could speak, Zhang Fourth Brother shouted, "Sister, I didn't go, I didn't go. The day they called me, half of my food was snatched away, and I was starving to death. I didn't want to move at all, so I didn't go. I really didn't steal things."

This defense in desperation became a "confession." Zhang Xiuhua cursed her brother in her heart for being useless.

With Zhang Fourth Brother making such a fuss, the team immediately began to be somewhat chaotic. A moment later, both He Zudao and Lu Huitian hurried over to see what was happening.

Seeing a female soldier appearing beside the team, and there seemed to be her relative among the arrested people, the two thought news leaked. Lu Huitian hurried to stand out. His nearsighted eyes squinted to identify carefully before saying: "Isn't this Comrade Zhang? Do you have any business?"

"Secretary Lu, this is the document for you." Zhang Xiuhua didn't forget her work.

"Oh, then let's go inside to talk." Lu Huitian didn't want everyone to block the gate.

"Secretary Lu, can you release my brother first?" Zhang Xiuhua said hurriedly.

"This won't do," Lu Huitian answered. He originally thought Zhang Xiuhua would continue to beg, but didn't expect that besides a disappointed expression, Zhang Xiuhua actually didn't continue to pester. After handing over the document, Zhang Xiuhua stood up to bid farewell with anxiety. This surprised Lu Huitian quite a bit.

Zhang Xiuhua didn't return to the female camp, nor did she chase the soldiers who took her brother away. In these days, she understood one thing: the Insurance Corps had huge rules. As an ordinary soldier, she couldn't stop anything at all. Only high-ranking cadres could make the Insurance Corps release people. Even middle-ranking cadres were probably powerless. Zhang Xiuhua originally wanted to visit You Gou. Now she walked fast on the road to the county town even more. The only person she could beg was You Gou.

She didn't know what her brother participated in exactly, but from her brother's words, Zhang Xiuhua knew things were bad. She walked hurriedly while thinking over and over about what was going on. But what made Zhang Xiuhua herself feel incredible was that for the Insurance Corps taking away her brother, Zhang Xiuhua actually didn't have a trace of resentment.

Arriving at the test site, Zhang Xiuhua saw You Gou's familiar figure from afar. Short hair, free and easy manner. Among a group of men with queues, she was really very eye-catching. But for some reason, Zhang Xiuhua dared not go over to ask You Gou for help just like this. She could only stand there from afar, watching You Gou working.



★


Rectifying Public Order 6

Volume 3 - Chapter 34

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 34 Rectifying Public Order (6)

A soldier wearing a clean blue Insurance Corps uniform standing nearby for a long time was already very eye-catching. Especially when this soldier was a woman, it was particularly eye-catching. You Gou noticed the curious gazes of the comrades and followed everyone's line of sight, only to see Zhang Xiuhua standing in the distance watching her.

You Gou waved to Zhang Xiuhua, signaling Zhang Xiuhua to come over. You Gou herself had no intention of leaving; mass production of cement was not very ideal, and there were big problems in grinding. Due to the lack of machinery, the efficiency of grinding cement powder was very low. But experimental data still had to be accumulated. You Gou's work did not relax at all.

"Don't get distracted; pay attention to temperature testing," You Gou shouted. The soldiers continued to fill the fire. Now they were conducting a test of replacing coal lumps with coke. Some improvements were also made to the furnace. The accumulation of these data was all very important stuff.

"Teacher You, hello." Zhang Xiuhua braved the heat wave and walked to You Gou's side. She really didn't expect You Gou's working environment to be so harsh. She couldn't help raising her arm, trying to block the heat rushing to her face. In the female camp, people actually said You Gou ran back to the county town to enjoy herself. Zhang Xiuhua now really wanted to drag those people here and let them also enjoy You Gou's current "good fortune."

"Xiuhua, are you looking for me for official business or private business?" You Gou asked straight away. This was already You Gou's signature question.

"Private business." Zhang Xiuhua said somewhat uneasily: "But it has a lot to do with our Insurance Corps."

"Humph humph, how many things in Fengtai County now are unrelated to the Insurance Corps?" You Gou laughed, "Since that's the case, let's go to a cooler place to talk."

Zhang Xiuhua told You Gou about the arrest scene she saw with apprehension, and then said: "Teacher You, my brother was also taken away. He is still a child; he can't do anything bad."

This large-scale arrest was discussed by the Party Committee; You Gou naturally knew. Zhang Xiuhua came to beg her; You Gou felt it was really tricky to handle. Seeing You Gou's face become solemn, Zhang Xiuhua knew things were not easy to handle. You Gou was a person who stressed rules very much; Zhang Xiuhua knew this very well. But after all, the one arrested was her own brother; Zhang Xiuhua couldn't give up the possibility of rescue no matter what.

"Xiuhua, do you know why people are arrested?" You Gou asked.

"This..." Zhang Xiuhua was speechless. From her brother's cry for help, Zhang Xiuhua probably also knew that even if her brother didn't participate in the theft action, at least he was an insider. The Insurance Corps would absolutely not tolerate crimes like theft; Zhang Xiuhua knew very well. As one of the earliest refugees rescued by the Insurance Corps, Zhang Xiuhua knew much more than the refugees who gathered later.

That was in the early days when the camp just began to be established. The guard team was far from being systematically established. The Insurance Corps camps were roughly divided into male camps and female camps. In fact, there were also some subtler adjustments. For example, female camps could bring boys under 6 years old, and there was also a special mother-child camp where mothers lived with boys and girls under 13.

The expanding camp meant more and more population. Which meant more and more work. For such complicated work, initially, the female and mother-child camps were completely under You Gou's personal guidance.

In the beginning, refugees could still maintain minimal order, but soon, some restless people began to behave recklessly. For these people, the Insurance Corps struck hard. Chen Ke personally organized an "Internal Troops" (*Nei Wu Bu Dui*). For these people behaving recklessly, they were basically executed privately after being caught. Dying some people during the flood was no big deal at all. Those who stole and robbed evaporated completely, and no one cared at all. Although the common people were curious, everyone had to let themselves survive first no matter what. Moreover, curiosity is something that can only be active after eating and drinking enough. Under the condition that stomachs couldn't be filled, seeing the evil-doers around disappear, everyone would only feel lucky. God knows how long one can live; who has the leisure to care about this?

Zhang Xiuhua didn't understand things outside the camp You Gou was responsible for, but she was considered the earliest woman to join the female camp guard team. You Gou's method of selecting people was simple. Young and healthy women unbound their feet and took turns patrolling with You Gou. Those who could persist for four days without falling behind and not panic in the night were selected to form a new team. You Gou had natural feet (unbound), plus running around everywhere, her physical strength was also quite good. Keeping up with You Gou's pace was indeed not an easy thing. Zhang Xiuhua didn't bind her feet originally, and she was quite bold, so she soon became a selected guard member. Moreover, she performed very well in subsequent work and was appreciated by You Gou. That was why she dared to come to find You Gou when she had something.

Hearing You Gou ask back why people were arrested, Zhang Xiuhua really couldn't answer.

You Gou didn't get angry. Zhang Xiuhua doing this was completely in line with human nature. Even if a relative commits a heinous crime, in the eyes of their own family, they are still forgivable. What's more, Chen Ke's action this time didn't really mean to kill people. Seeing she stumped Zhang Xiuhua, You Gou asked a question seriously, "Comrade Xiuhua, who is really the master in Fengtai County now?"

"Uh? It's Brigade Commander Chen." Zhang Xiuhua said logically.

"Wrong, Brigade Commander Chen is not the master. The master is the People's Party." You Gou explained.

The People's Party had not formally surfaced to become a public political force yet, so there was no active propaganda externally. Of course, if someone asked, Party members would also introduce it. However, Chinese common people's understanding of political structure was very weak. If saying a certain person was the master, everyone could still understand. But asking common people who had no concept of modern political parties to understand the People's Party was a bit too demanding. So even Zhang Xiuhua, who was an Insurance Corps soldier, had no concept of the People's Party.

The reason You Gou mentioned the People's Party was not finding something to talk about because she had nothing better to do. Recently Chen Ke assigned work: seven secretaries, each person had to recruit five probationary Party members. As a woman, You Gou's workload doubled; she had to recruit ten female probationary Party members. Even if Zhang Xiuhua didn't come to find You Gou, You Gou would go to find Zhang Xiuhua. Since Zhang Xiuhua came actively, You Gou also wanted to take this opportunity to talk properly.

Zhang Xiuhua was very smart. Seeing You Gou suddenly mention the issue of the People's Party, she knew this must be an important matter. So she listened patiently. You Gou had prepared a speech for a while, so Zhang Xiuhua could also understand. Only then did she know what the People's Party was, what the Insurance Corps was, and what the relationship between the two was exactly.

When she didn't understand this originally, Zhang Xiuhua wasn't worried. When she really understood, she suddenly figured out one thing. Deciding to arrest people was actually not Chen Ke or You Gou. Persuading the Insurance Corps to release people was already impossible; the Insurance Corps merely executed the resolution of the People's Party. Deciding to arrest people was a decision made by many people in the People's Party together. This meant that what You Gou said alone didn't count at all.

She emboldened herself to ask a sentence, "Teacher You, did you also agree to arrest people at that time?"

"Of course, I fully agreed to arrest people." You Gou laughed.

Hearing this, Zhang Xiuhua's face turned white. She had seen You Gou kill people with her own eyes. She knew You Gou was never polite to criminals.

That was when the refugee camp was first built, and Chen Ke personally commanded the "Internal Troops" to maintain social order in the refugee camp. Some people who knew the severity but didn't give up their thief hearts targeted the female camp. At that time, those responsible for guarding the female camp gate and patrolling outside the camp were all male soldiers of the Insurance Corps. As the Insurance Corps' power grew larger and there was more and more work, a period of manpower shortage appeared.

Some lawless elements slipped into the female camp to do evil. You Gou personally took charge of the night patrol work in the female camp with a pistol. It was also during this period that Zhang Xiuhua saw You Gou kill people with her own eyes.

During a patrol, they suddenly encountered gangsters who sneaked into the camp. Zhang Xiuhua remembered clearly that she usually felt quite bold herself, but hearing someone call for help, and seeing the female camp immediately start to riot, her first feeling was fear. While You Gou only hesitated slightly, then pulled out the pistol, which Zhang Xiuhua completely didn't understand what it was at that time, and rushed up.

In excitement, panic, fear, and even some expectation, Zhang Xiuhua saw You Gou raise her hand, and a crisp gunshot rang out. As for the later details, Zhang Xiuhua actually only had a chaotic impression. The only thing she could remember clearly was that the male guard team who came hearing the sound carried away a corpse. The women in the camp tossed about until late at night before finally calming down.

Chen Ke didn't handle this incident quietly like before. On the contrary, the deceased was hung in the male camp for public display. The Insurance Corps announced publicly that any male entering the female camp to do evil would end up executed. Perhaps because of this public display, or perhaps because refugees finally restored some confidence after a long time, or perhaps Chen Ke increased the crackdown intensity privately, in short, the crime phenomenon disappeared quickly.

Zhang Xiuhua knew nothing about this internal news. What she could remember was Female Teacher You Gou running forward without hesitation in the night. That brave figure was engraved in Zhang Xiuhua's mind. Every time she recalled it, Zhang Xiuhua felt the hair on her back stand up. That kind of decisiveness and bravery, Zhang Xiuhua knew she could never achieve in this life.

After seeing You Gou kill people, Zhang Xiuhua respected You Gou even more and never dared to disobey You Gou's orders again. The reason she came to beg for mercy this time was that seeing her brother arrested, she immediately remembered the execution of criminals at that time. Otherwise, Zhang Xiuhua wouldn't dare to mention this matter either.

"Teacher You," Zhang Xiuhua's voice was trembling, "Are you going to kill people like before this time?"
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Zhang Xiuhua worried that this crackdown on criminal acts would become the kind of killing in the early days of the refugee camp establishment. You Gou could understand. Actually, this opinion was not absent in the Party meeting.

The hardliners headed by Xiong Mingyang expressed that "rules must be set." The initial "Internal Troops" was a temporary organization, selecting hardliners. In the early stage, under the leadership of Hua Xiongmao and Chai Qingguo, they did some ruthless work. After the scale of the Insurance Corps expanded, this temporary organization was disbanded. But this group of people were still hardliners within the Party. If it weren't that the leader at that time, Hua Xiongmao, was now the actual number one in the army, I'm afraid these people might have become a faction now.

You Gou had good official and private relationships with Hua Xiongmao, and could be considered having quite a friendship. She wouldn't think so much. Looking at Zhang Xiuhua's fearful and anxious expression, You Gou didn't comfort her. On the contrary, she asked: "Comrade Zhang Xiuhua, I want to ask you a question. Do you want to join the People's Party?"

"Ah?" Zhang Xiuhua completely didn't expect You Gou to ask this. In the conversation just now, You Gou introduced the specific situation of the People's Party. According to You Gou, the Insurance Corps was just a subordinate of the People's Party. In Fengtai County, the People's Party was the one truly in charge. The Insurance Corps, those high-ranking leaders in the refugee camps, and even including Magistrate Shang Yuan, were all People's Party members. Only People's Party members could become leaders...

Thinking of this, a thought suddenly popped up in Zhang Xiuhua's mind. If she could become a People's Party member, then she might very well be able to save her brother. The despair in her eyes suddenly turned into hope. Zhang Xiuhua looked at You Gou's beautiful phoenix eyes, but suddenly shivered. There was not a trace of smile on You Gou's face, not a shred of emotion. That was the expression You Gou only had when doing business completely officially. It was also the expression Zhang Xiuhua feared most.

"This has absolutely nothing to do with releasing your brother. It's not that if you join the People's Party, your brother will be released." You Gou's voice was cold.

"Then Teacher You, are you going to kill people this time?" Zhang Xiuhua mustered up her courage to ask. This was what she cared about most.

"Not planning to kill people. As for your brother's little matter, definitely won't kill. You can rest assured." You Gou answered.

Hearing this, Zhang Xiuhua finally put her suspended heart back into her stomach. She pressed her chest and let out a long breath.

You Gou continued: "This time things are a bit untimely, but even if Comrade Zhang Xiuhua didn't come, I would have gone to find you to talk about this matter in these two days."

"About catching my brother?" Zhang Xiuhua couldn't help shivering.

"Haha!" You Gou was amused by anger, "Not about catching your brother, but about asking if you want to join the Party."

The People's Party had always faced a great dilemma, which Chen Ke mentioned repeatedly at Party meetings. But obviously, there was no good solution. This problem was that in Fengtai County, the system established by the People's Party was not considered a legitimate regime. Chinese people stress justification (*ming zheng yan shun*) most. An important reason why the Party could establish local regimes in 1927 was that there was no recognized regime system in China at that time. Baldy Chiang's regime was merely recognized internationally later; domestically, Baldy Chiang was just one of many local regimes.

Now it is 1906, not 1927. There is still a recognized national regime. The crumbling Manchu Qing is still the recognized national regime. No matter how majestic the People's Party and its subordinate Insurance Corps are in Fengtai County, even if they can break fortified villages and force landlords to hand over land temporarily—acts unseen in a thousand years—this new regime is still not a legitimate regime recognized by the common people.

Without legitimacy, one cannot get the support of the masses. There is a term in politics called "the silent majority." One layer of meaning of silence is "not resisting," in other words, support. If the majority of the masses are silent about the regime's actions, in other words, they approve of the existence of this regime. Letting the people shout out support for a certain regime actively is a rare case. Moreover, the potential true meaning of such a clear statement is that the people want to oppose another social existence by supporting a certain regime.

Now the People's Party cannot get the support of the common people in Fengtai County because the common people in Fengtai County do not accept the ruling status of the People's Party. The People's Party up and down is also burning with anxiety about this problem. Having done so much work, they still cannot become a legitimate regime. Many comrades have long been dissatisfied.

These comrades never thought revolutionary work would be so arduous. Leaving Shanghai, the number one metropolis in China, and running to this poor and remote place, these comrades aimed to launch the revolution quickly with the support of Magistrate Shang Yuan. Now, no matter how one looks at it, there is an unreachable distance from launching the revolution, yet they have already paid so much hard work. The early comrades of the People's Party were not from poor backgrounds. Such hard work, rough food, and harsh environment far exceeded their imagination. If it weren't for core Party members like Chen Ke, You Gou, and Hua Xiongmao, who had higher backgrounds, greater learning, and stronger abilities, setting an example in front and trying hard to maintain the atmosphere of the People's Party, I'm afraid many people in the Party would have started to have strange movements long ago.

The solution proposed by Chen Ke was simple: expand the number of Party members. And through propaganda, make the People's Party formally become a public political organization. That was why there was the task requiring the seven secretaries of the Party Central Committee to start recruiting probationary Party members.

On You Gou's list in mind, Zhang Xiuhua ranked very high. In these years, women who dared to come out and take on some public work were all unusual. Even if their purpose was merely to get a salary and better rewards, this courage already had much to recommend it.

"Teacher You, why do you want me to join this, this... People's Party? According to what you said, after joining this People's Party, one can have a say and make decisions. I never thought about this." Zhang Xiuhua was quite puzzled about this question.

"Comrade Zhang Xiuhua, do you think being a People's Party member is easy? Look at me, look at these Party members; who isn't tired to death? Who isn't working hard from morning to night every day? Do you think having a say and making decisions is that easy? So many people are waiting for you to do things."

Mentioning this topic, Zhang Xiuhua suddenly remembered her original intention of finding You Gou. She asked tentatively: "Teacher You, I didn't come for my brother's matter originally. Firstly, I missed you very much, Teacher You. Secondly, I wanted to ask Teacher You, why do you people treat the common people so well?"

"Mn... Xiuhua, why do you follow me as this guard soldier?" You Gou didn't answer directly but asked back.

"This, following Teacher You, I feel very at ease. Things I used to feel very afraid of, I am not afraid anymore."

"Xiuhua, what were you afraid of before?"

"I, I, I..." Zhang Xiuhua felt she couldn't answer. What was she afraid of? Afraid of starving? Afraid of having no money? Afraid of the dark? Afraid of being bullied? Or was what she feared basically everything in the future? Or was life itself terrible?

Female refugees had just begun to get familiar with life in the concentration camp. Everyone had no concept of the Insurance Corps, a completely strange organization. The flood destroyed everyone's life, and the brand-new lifestyle overturned the women's view of the world. These women had never lived in such a purely female environment, let alone lived with so many people together.

In a completely strange environment, female refugees showed great maladjustment. It was You Gou who personally taught these women how to live better under the brand-new environment.

It was You Gou who taught everyone the way to live in this completely strange environment. Or rather, You Gou provided a brand-new life to these women living precariously under natural disasters.

When these women covered in mud entered the refugee camp, married women were disheveled and dirty, girls wore big braids, clothes were tattered, wearing broken straw sandals or simply no shoes. This flood occurred in late spring and early summer, exactly when the green crop was not yet ready and the old grain was eaten up. The surplus grain at home was either eaten up or soaked bad. Everyone was hungry, panicked, and bewildered.

You Gou first led everyone to wash clothes, bathe, and remove lice every day. Teaching everyone to use thread to remove tartar from their mouths. God rained non-stop, so clean water sources were not lacking. These women maintained such good personal hygiene for the first time.

In the days of heavy rain, You Gou studied reading characters and also studied female physiological knowledge. Although many women blushed with shame when listening to the class, this was the first time they understood the secrets of their own bodies.

After the rain stopped, the Insurance Corps fleet began to transport supplies back. Cloth was also an important item among them. You Gou organized women to make clothes, collecting old tattered clothes to reorganize and tidy up. After medicines were transported in, eliminating intestinal parasites, using sulfur to treat skin diseases—You Gou taught the knowledge and ability of how to live to these women item by item.

Gradually, women got used to bathing every day, got used to the smell of lime water sprinkled everywhere to maintain cleanliness. Got used to rinsing mouths and cleaning teeth with dental floss after getting up every day. Although everyone didn't have a ruddy complexion, at least they no longer had strong body odor.

Organizing guard teams, managing the camp, mediating conflicts. Although in a disaster year, women felt for the first time that life could be lived so orderly. Without men around, women didn't necessarily have to be panicked. As long as there was a job, whether farming or sewing. Women could survive.

This cognition made countless women feel an inexplicable uneasiness, which was a mixture of expectation and fear. Natural disasters were certainly terrible, but what if there were no natural disasters? Is ordinary life not terrible? In the Insurance Corps, no matter what, eating on time, sleeping on time, working on time, everyone could survive. Even living not too badly. For women in 1906, this was something completely beyond imagination.

And besides these, women heard for the first time that the earth under their feet was a round ball, floating in the boundless universe. The moon was also a round ball, revolving around the earth. The earth revolved around the sun. The whole world was composed of countless atoms. For these fundamentally incomprehensible knowledge, women just listened to it as a story.

But learning to write, learning the multiplication table, learning addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, learning the names of various weight and size units—these knowledges were much more useful. At least when making clothes, everyone could better calculate the actual amount needed. It was crucial for various effective work communications.

You Gou taught everyone a new life, used science to dispel the fog in the darkness, and tried hard to show everyone the true face of this world. For a considerable number of women, these were not important. They firmly believed that days would return to the old path of the past. But for women like Zhang Xiuhua who thirsted for knowledge, this cognition brought more confusion and deep fear.

Everyone had tried a new life. When this new life might disappear again, people who were used to this life would naturally have fear.

Return to that precarious life of the past again? Return to the life where no one cared and no one looked after again? Female camps were like male camps; information was public. Women knew that the Insurance Corps was about to preside over land distribution. Women's reactions to this news were basically the same; everyone wanted back their family's past land, and also wanted better land. When learning that it was impossible to get both things at the same time, women discussed the "good land" promoted by the Insurance Corps animatedly.

Zhang Xiuhua didn't care about this kind of problem. What she wanted to know was what this change meant, whether it meant that this life within an organizational system she had become accustomed to was about to end.

After You Gou introduced the current organizational structure of the People's Party and Insurance Corps to Zhang Xiuhua completely just now, Zhang Xiuhua had roughly understood the structure and scale of this organization. Knowing that the system she served was so powerful, Zhang Xiuhua made up her mind: she must not be excluded from this organization.

"Teacher You, I am willing to join the People's Party!" Zhang Xiuhua said seriously. After saying this sentence, Zhang Xiuhua suddenly felt a panic. If she was rejected by You Gou, would she never have the chance to become a member of this system again? The sense of security she once possessed would also vanish without a trace.

You Gou didn't answer immediately. She stared at Zhang Xiuhua for a while before nodding. "I will go back to the camp the day after tomorrow. I will have a good talk with you about this matter. Joining the People's Party is not for you to enjoy happiness; you have to be mentally prepared to endure hardship and suffering."

"Okay, Teacher You." Hearing You Gou say this, Zhang Xiuhua breathed a sigh of relief.

"In addition, don't run around everywhere for your brother's matter. The Party organization has its own plan; it won't wrong anyone. Nor will it let go of any criminal. It's useless for you to run. If I know you are still jumping up and down for this matter, just consider the matter of joining the Party as if I didn't say it."

"..., okay, Teacher You."

"Then you go; I have to work now." After You Gou finished speaking, she walked towards the cement kiln.

Looking at You Gou's back, Zhang Xiuhua had mixed feelings but dared not stay. Under the "gaze ceremony" of other male soldiers, Zhang Xiuhua ran away like a wisp of smoke.

You Gou finished today's experiment and didn't rest, but went to the Insurance Corps camp. Chen Ke asked everyone to hold a brief meeting. Used was the station of the Third Battalion of the First Regiment near the county town.

Work has been slightly easier recently, so people came very fully this time. Chen Ke's opening remarks were very simple, "Comrades have worked hard. Today I want to talk about a basic theoretical issue first."

As soon as the voice fell, the comrades below sighed almost in unison. Chen Ke had talked about these theories many times. At first, everyone was somewhat interested. By now, not to say calluses grew in ears, at least there was no high interest like before.

Seeing the comrades' performance, Chen Ke smiled, "Everyone feels they have learned well. Then let me ask, what is the definition of currency?"

"Currency is a general equivalent." It was Hua Xiongmao who answered.

"Very good, everyone recite it together once," Chen Ke laughed.

Comrades were used to this primary school student-like practice. Everyone answered together: "Currency is a general equivalent."

After everyone finished speaking, Chen Ke laughed: "I prepare to issue our base area's currency. Of course, it can also be said not called currency, but called notes (*Piao Ju*)."

Although they could recite theoretical knowledge, facing practical problems, everyone still didn't understand. At least most people didn't understand what exactly was going on.

"Secretary Chen, what exactly is going on?" Someone already asked.

"A large number of refugees from other places poured in. We can't distribute land to them. Nor can we feed them for nothing like this. They have to work. These foreign refugees work; some do more, some do less. We can't provide basic rationed grain like local refugees. So issuing our own currency is very necessary."

These words made many people confused. Everyone looked at Chen Ke, completely failing to understand what was going on.

Chen Ke explained: "We encounter three problems now. First, we cannot sell grain. Second, we also don't have money to pay the people working. Third, we also don't have so much manpower to supervise how much work foreign refugees have done. Therefore, providing a currency quantitatively as remuneration proof is imperative."

Even with such an explanation, some comrades still didn't understand what was going on. Everyone either pondered or looked at each other puzzledly.

Among the comrades in the venue, Chen Ke understood the importance of this matter itself best. Currency is not just an equivalent; it contains too many things inside. Controlling a country's currency is equivalent to controlling this country. The base area will sooner or later have its own currency and its own financial system. Chen Ke didn't study economics, so he maintained a very cautious attitude towards this. But facing the current situation of a large influx of foreign refugees, currency issuance must be carried out.

Chen Ke didn't feel assured handing this matter to anyone, but this was the situation of the comrades now. Looking at the puzzled eyes of the vast majority of comrades, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing in his heart. Picking up the chalk, Chen Ke began to write and talk about the issue of currency issuance on the blackboard.

Issuance, circulation, withdrawal. The process of modern currency. Every circulation of currency means the completion of a production process. Chen Ke had not received any formal economic training; he could only conduct his own deduction according to what he had learned. And try to speak his knowledge so that comrades could understand.

What comrades liked to listen to most was Chen Ke explaining this knowledge. Originally varied social affairs became abstract and clearer under Chen Ke's explanation. These theoretical knowledges could be effectively applied in various ways in the ever-changing society. This really made these comrades who held themselves high feel that they could grasp the world in their palms.

After finishing speaking, Chen Ke only said one sentence, "Now discuss in groups first. If there are comrades willing to participate in this work, you can sign up with Secretary Shang Yuan. The organization will consider assigning tasks."

After speaking, Chen Ke called the other six secretaries over, "How is everyone doing with recruiting Party members?" he asked wearily. Asking Chen Ke, a layman, to explain such a subtle thing as establishing a currency system, just the preparation took Chen Ke's old life. He hadn't slept for two days.

"No problem in the troops; there are many activists joining the Party on my side." Hua Xiongmao said. He Zudao just nodded; he was also in the army and didn't want to say so much.

"The government affairs department is not quite good; five people are hard to find," Shang Yuan said.

Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu looked at each other before saying. "Civil affairs work is also okay here. Secretary Yuwen and I have a dozen candidates."

"I'm going to the female camp the day after tomorrow; I have some candidates," You Gou answered.

After the comrades finished speaking, Chen Ke nodded, "Must find those who are desperate with the old order. Those who long for a new life. Once selected, add more tasks to them. The People's Party is not spoken out by mouth but worked out by doing work. Finding more people is also okay; we only complain about too few now, not too many."

Everyone nodded.

"In addition, increase propaganda now. Must let the common people know who is the master in Fengtai County exactly. The People's Party must stand out!" Chen Ke continued.

"Then let's just hold a general assembly," You Gou said.

The other few secretaries nodded one after another after hearing this.

"I will discuss the currency issuance issue with Comrade Shang Yuan now. You guys discuss these things. Come up with a plan. The main point is one: make our People's Party known to everyone in Fengtai County!" Chen Ke issued the order with a serious tone.
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When He Zudao and You Gou walked side by side on the country road, they didn't talk much. At this time, it was completely dark. The vast majority of Party members in this Party meeting lived in Yuezhangji. Shang Yuan and the comrades from the county town stayed in the venue to discuss issues with Chen Ke. You Gou wanted to return to her station, and He Zudao volunteered to escort her. You Gou felt indifferent about this action, while He Zudao absolutely didn't want to give up. So the surprised or meaningful gazes of the comrades didn't make this couple have the idea of giving up.

The two were silent all the way. Although he liked You Gou very much, work was already so heavy that He Zudao simply had no mind to spend on feelings. You Gou was also full of worries; how to convene probationary Party members was also a very troublesome thing for her. The two walked silently for a long distance like this. You Gou opened her mouth and asked: "Zudao, you are engaged in political work; do you have any good suggestions?"

"I don't have any good suggestions. Mr. Wenqing always says to me that revolution itself is already bred in the masses. A revolutionary is not to create revolution, but to discover the revolution needed by the people, and turn the people's revolutionary wish into reality. I always feel these words are very correct, but there is always a breath missing from being able to grasp the key point," He Zudao said slowly.

"Haha, if even you feel a breath missing, I am missing ten thousand eight thousand *li*," You Gou laughed.

"Sister You Gou, you are too polite," He Zudao couldn't help being polite.

"Humph!" You Gou laughed once. The sound of rushing water came from not far away; that was the pumping station of the water plant. Unknowingly, the two had arrived near the county town.

"Zudao, let's sit there for a while. How to propagandize, I still have no clue," You Gou said.

The young man and woman sat down on the brick and stone foundation of the pillar under the high diversion canal, but fell silent again. After a good while, He Zudao said: "Sister You Gou, among the current Party members, how many do you think Mr. Wenqing takes a fancy to? Who can make Mr. Wenqing feel is a true revolutionary?"

"This, you certainly count as one," You Gou answered.

"I count as a revolutionary eagle and dog (*ying quan*) at most; can't talk about being a revolutionary. Mr. Wenqing and Mr. Shang Yuan are revolutionaries. I can be sure of this. The two of them have something we don't have. But I can never say it out."

He Zudao's words actually spoke You Gou's heartfelt words. She originally didn't join Chen Ke's team for revolution. Even now, You Gou considered herself a chemist, not a revolutionary. But she also felt her definition might not be reasonable. In short, various complicated things were clear in Chen Ke's narration, but when it was You Gou's turn to think, they returned to a state of fog.

After another while, He Zudao continued: "We can be considered qualified Party members; I can be sure of this. Now what Mr. Wenqing wants to recruit is also Party members, not revolutionaries. By the way, Sister You Gou, do you still remember the matter of us doing social investigation together back then?"

You Gou knew He Zudao referred to the social investigation conducted by the People's Party and Huangpu Book Society together at the end of 1905. She nodded slightly in the dark night. You Gou still remembered that social investigation clearly, but felt it seemed like something from a long, long time ago. She suddenly thought that in this dark night, He Zudao might not be able to see her nod, so she made a sound "Mn."

He Zudao said slowly: "At that meeting, Mr. Wenqing asked us to find revolutionaries. Sister You Gou, you told us that what we need to find now are revolutionary comrades, not revolutionaries. Now Mr. Wenqing wants us to convene Party members; I think we still have to do as you said, Sister You Gou."

"What did I say? Let you do so? Zudao, you'd better tell me what to do." You Gou laughed. He Zudao's words were ambiguous; You Gou didn't quite understand.

He Zudao said: "We don't need to convene comrades who can understand the People's Party's program. We need to convene people who are willing to follow the People's Party's program. Let these newly joined comrades undertake work; in work, they can understand and improve their understanding. I came through this way; I think there is no problem doing so. As long as they listen to the Party and are willing to work, everyone can understand what the People's Party wants to do sooner or later. I still don't know to what extent Mr. Wenqing wants to push the revolution. But although I can't say it, I can feel what is called the people's sons and brothers soldiers. What is called being good to the people."

Generally speaking, with You Gou's impatient temper, she would always say something. But this time You Gou listened to He Zudao's words quietly without commenting. He Zudao finished expressing his opinion and waited for a good while, but didn't get a response. He asked somewhat guiltily: "Sister You Gou, what do you think?"

"Zudao..." You Gou stopped here. Perhaps not knowing how to evaluate, she was silent for a moment again before continuing, "Zudao, you have grown up. You are already a true revolutionary."

He Zudao never expected You Gou to evaluate him like this. His heart immediately pounded wildly. This sentence gave He Zudao endless associations, and these chaotic and hazy associations turned into clear courage. Just as he wanted to speak, he heard You Gou continue: "I already know how to recruit new Party members. Thank you, Zudao. Your political work is done well."

The words already rushing to his mouth were blocked by You Gou's words. He Zudao swallowed twice in succession but didn't know how to continue.

"Zudao, it's late; you go back quickly too. It's not far from where I live here; you don't need to send me." After speaking, You Gou jumped off the pillar foundation made of bricks and stones.

"..., alright." He Zudao could only say this sentence.

Chen Ke really didn't expect one thing. Three days after the last brief meeting, You Gou brought a list of eight pages, "Secretary Chen, these are the Party members I prepare to recruit. I have talked with them; everyone voluntarily joins the People's Party and is willing to accept the test of the Party organization."

The paper was densely written with names and general introductions. Chen Ke flipped through it; unexpectedly, both sides were written. There was information on at least a dozen people on one page. There were probably more than a hundred people on these eight pages. This meant You Gou had to recruit at least almost forty people every day. This efficiency was excessively high.

Before Chen Ke raised his question, You Gou already explained: "The comrades on this list don't understand revolution. Don't understand liberation. They just know four things: First, the People's Party is the true leader of Fengtai County. Second, the People's Party seeks benefits for the common people. Third, they refuse to return to the previous days even if they die, and join the People's Party organization completely voluntarily. No matter how bitter or tired, it's fine. Fourth, if they don't do well, they will be expelled from the Party. These comrades are all tested comrades; most have public duties. I think they can become probationary Party members."

Listening to You Gou finish saying these in one breath, Chen Ke stared at You Gou for a while before asking: "You wouldn't have swept up all the people in the guard team, right?"

"More than forty people are from the clothing factory." You Gou gave a more detailed explanation.

At this stage now, Chen Ke couldn't nitpick anymore. "Endure hardship first, enjoy pleasure later. The rules of joining the People's Party were explained clearly, right?"

"All explained clearly! They are not afraid of enduring hardship. Everyone generally thinks, how much harder can it be than before? If enduring hardship, it's suffering together with comrades. If everyone can do it, they can do it." You Gou answered.

These words were actually correct. In such a big disaster year, no one's life was easy. Chen Ke nodded, "Since there are so many people, the Party School will start classes. These new comrades attend Party School training every night."

Watching You Gou leave the office with light steps, Chen Ke couldn't help sighing. Without meeting these female comrades, Chen Ke could figure out that these women were rural women determined to turn into professional women rather than revolutionaries.

Following You Gou, He Zudao brought a list of three hundred people. Chen Ke flipped through roughly and asked He Zudao again, also defining this batch of comrades as rural soldiers preparing to switch to professional soldiers.

But after He Zudao left, Chen Ke suddenly figured it out. These comrades might not necessarily become qualified Party members, but at least they possessed the potential to become cadres. It should be known that being able to make up one's mind to give up peasant status was already considered very advanced character in this era.

"Don't say, these two people really have ideas." Chen Ke couldn't help praising secretly.

Since there was a new train of thought, Chen Ke immediately convened a Standing Committee meeting of the seven secretaries. At the meeting, targeting He Zudao and You Gou's work thinking, a selection standard centered on "selecting comrades who decided to get rid of peasant status by joining the People's Party" was proposed.

With the main direction, various standards came out. The most important one was that any comrade volunteering to join the People's Party would automatically lose the qualification for land distribution shortly after. Since they decided to give up peasant status, join the Party organization, and eat public grain, there was completely no need to obtain land belonging to themselves anymore. The People's Party is not a group seeking its own interests; this point is absolutely not allowed to be shaken.

In the next three days, nearly a thousand probationary Party members were selected. Actually, the applicants reached three thousand people. Through the general meetings held by several secretaries, the common people of Fengtai County learned the definite existence of the People's Party. There were plenty of people wanting to seek a "future." But as soon as the rule of not allowing owning one's own land came out, those farmers chose to give up immediately. The People's Party publicized that land distribution would begin after this harvest was completed. Although everyone didn't believe it fully, this was always a big hope. Joining the People's Party looked beneficial, but these benefits were empty; getting land distributed was the real lifeblood (*ming gen zi*). For farmers, this account didn't need to be calculated deliberately at all.

Only those who truly were willing to give up being farmers, and truly passed the People's Party's test, performing very hard in work, passed the selection.

Suddenly, the problem of insufficient manpower that had always plagued the People's Party was solved. Although knowing deeply that a large batch of these probationary Party members would definitely be eliminated, these people genuinely wanted to follow the People's Party. Chen Ke felt there was no need for him to nitpick and pick bones from eggs at this stage.

The abundance of human resources made the realization of Chen Ke's original paper plan possible. First established was the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court (*Gong Jian Fa*) system. At least establish a modern Public Security system. The modern Public Security system is not purely police, but a complete social management and service system. Census police are also part of the Public Security system. These local comrades understood the local situation very well. Composing the Public Security system with them not only greatly improved work efficiency, but local common people also felt much more at ease.

In these few days of expanding grassroots cadres, the Insurance Corps was not idle either. Those arrested guys formed a "Labor Battalion." They worked with the Insurance Corps under the guard of soldiers. These people were not diligent originally. The Insurance Corps didn't abuse them, just asking them to undertake the same workload as Insurance Corps soldiers. A few days later, this gang was trained to cry for their fathers and mothers.

Although the relatives and friends of these people still worried about their life and death, seeing the Insurance Corps just let this gang work, obviously not beating or killing them, they were relieved. Watching the usual loafers looking worried and tired like dead dogs really had a satisfying effect.

The Party School started classes as scheduled. These probationary Party members worked during the day and studied at night. It was naturally much harder, but they also found something that made them happy: ration supply also increased a bit. Half full became seventy percent full. For the common people under natural disaster, this was more real than any reward. The original uneasiness about the future also faded away. After all, joining the People's Party meant selling one's life to others. Even for these courageous comrades, the mood of uneasiness about the future was naturally impossible to be absent.

With enough manpower, the settlement work of foreign refugees also proceeded more smoothly. Chen Ke could finally free his hands to do some things he wanted to do.

Pu Guanshui naturally didn't know the situation in Fengtai County. After leading the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers away from Fengtai County, he began dispersed actions completely according to the plan. In the plan, the Insurance Corps fleet dropped the officers and soldiers at several assembly points along the waterway, then assembled again to pick up a large batch of supplies agreed upon long ago back to Fengtai County.

The Dragon Flag and Pu Guanshui's Commander Flag fluttered on the fleet. Plus the Anhui New Army uniform, although the local governments along the way didn't need to fear the New Army Commander, they still had to give this face. Although checkpoints stood like forests along the way as in the data provided by the Insurance Corps, the fleet could still continue to move forward.

Every day they could encounter common people throwing themselves into the water to commit suicide. Every day they could see dead bodies of common people on the river and on the bank. Although already used to these scenes, Pu Guanshui still couldn't accept these. But the cold reality couldn't be changed at all. If Pu Guanshui didn't have the magical power to provide grain infinitely, he couldn't save these common people.

The inner pressure was so great that Pu Guanshui was not even willing to appear at the bow anymore. He closed the window in the cabin and read Chen Ke's book attentively to obtain spiritual escape.

On the third day, a gunshot broke the calm on the river surface.
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Pu Guanshui learned military knowledge in Germany. The tradition of the German army, to put it nicely, is rigor and discipline; to put it badly, it is rigid and dogmatic style. Since Pu Guanshui entered the military academy, he was indoctrinated day after day. Perhaps because of this education, Pu Guanshui was an unpopular and misunderstood existence in the Beiyang New Army. Acting together with the Insurance Corps this time, Pu Guanshui didn't think in his heart like others thought, that he should be the rightful leader in this small troop. On the contrary, since he accepted Chen Ke's order, Pu Guanshui believed he was completely in the position of a responsible person in this operation. Although as the Deputy Commander of the Anhui New Army, he was considered a high-ranking official in Anhui. But in this operation of picking up and dropping off New Army officers and soldiers, Pu Guanshui believed his status was even below the commander of the Insurance Corps. What Pu Guanshui had to do was merely manage the troops affiliated with the New Army well, not take over all command power as the number one boss.

If others could know Pu Guanshui's true thoughts, whether the Insurance Corps or the New Army officers and soldiers, they would probably be shocked. But Pu Guanshui didn't think his attitude might be called "noble character"; he never thought about publicizing himself. Completely complying with his own character and choosing his stance according to the current actual situation—Pu Guanshui was such a person.

How Pu Guanshui thought and acted was his own business. Others had no obligation to understand or support Pu Guanshui unconditionally. On the entire fleet, everyone respected Pu Guanshui very much. The leader of this fleet was Zhang Yu, Detachment Commander of the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment. His military rank level was equivalent to Deputy Regiment Commander, and he was also considered one of the top seven senior officers in the army. Hearing the gunshot, Zhang Yu, who was studying the route and schedule of this operation, rushed out of the cabin immediately to observe the enemy situation.

There shouldn't be any suspicious existence nearby; if there was, the scout should have reported long ago. Actually, when Zhang Yu looked around, the scout on the mast was also observing hard. Then, the gunshot rang out again, still a solitary sound.

"Captain Zhang, the one firing should be behind that earth slope." The scout determined the direction and shouted to Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu looked in the direction of the scout's finger. That couldn't be called an earth slope anymore; a hill blocked his line of sight. Until now, there was no sign of human activity on the ridge of the hill, not looking like there was an ambush. If it were normal, Zhang Yu would definitely order the fleet to accelerate and leave this place of trouble. But this time he was somewhat hesitant because in the plan, the fleet would drop off a large batch of returning officers and soldiers less than ten *li* ahead. Zhang Yu had also sailed on this river channel many times. Chen Ke ordered the fleet to clarify the situation on both sides of the river channel as much as possible. Zhang Yu thought for a while and simply went back to the cabin to confirm with the map. Sure enough, there was a town named Liujiapu in the approximate place where the gun fired. There was also a fortified village (*Wei Zi*) over by the town. Since no ambush appeared, Zhang Yu estimated that something happened in Liujiapu. Flipping through the marching itinerary and roster again, Liujiapu was the hometown of two Anhui New Army soldiers.

Now, Zhang Yu couldn't make decisions on his own. Pu Guanshui's cooperative attitude had always been very satisfactory, but involving matters of the Anhui New Army, Zhang Yu felt he must communicate with Pu Guanshui. While ordering the fleet to maintain Level One alert, Zhang Yu took a small boat to Pu Guanshui's boat.

"What does Captain Zhang plan to do?" Pu Guanshui asked after listening to Zhang Yu's introduction.

"I want to send a few people to see what exactly is going on." Zhang Yu's answer was very traditional and conservative. But this was also considered the most normal response measure.

"There is a Liujiapu nearby. Two New Army brothers get off the boat here. Since you want to send people over, how about letting the two of them lead the way?" Pu Guanshui asked.

Working together these few days allowed Zhang Yu to understand Pu Guanshui deeper and deeper. Pu Guanshui was completely not a lord-type person. Besides reading books, he studied the marching route every day. He didn't speak a superfluous word normally, and when he should speak and act, he never disappointed Zhang Yu. Based on these alone, Zhang Yu respected Pu Guanshui very much. Insurance Corps soldiers might not know that the People's Party ultimately wanted a violent revolution, but Zhang Yu, as a senior officer, naturally couldn't be unaware. The relationship between Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke was very "iron" (close). Zhang Yu didn't doubt at all that in the future Pu Guanshui would also become his revolutionary comrade-in-arms. Although he also had some thoughts about status in his heart, Zhang Yu felt cooperating with Pu Guanshui was a very good thing. Since Pu Guanshui proposed a reasonable suggestion, Zhang Yu naturally wouldn't oppose it.

"I'll pick three more people and let the five of them go together. The fleet will stop temporarily in place. What does Commander Pu think?" Zhang Yu asked.

Pu Guanshui thought for a while, "I think the fleet should still proceed according to the plan. It's desolate here and not easy to dock. It's inconvenient for troops to get on and off. We'd better dock at the planned ferry crossing. If large troops need to be used, at least we know how to go on the road, and it's easier to organize even if a fight starts."

Zhang Yu actually didn't want to really engage in battle. His task this time was to pick up and drop off personnel, not to fight. So his original idea was just to clarify the situation. As long as it didn't delay his work, he could pretend not to see it. But Pu Guanshui obviously didn't think so. This surprised Zhang Yu a bit.

"Captain Zhang, I've been thinking these days. Under natural disasters, not everywhere has a figure like Wenqing who can let the common people survive somehow. The common people are not the kind of people who would rather commit suicide either. Who doesn't want to live? Wenqing looks like he is forcing landlords, but he is already polite enough. Really leading Insurance Corps comrades to fight family by family, can Fengtai County landlords be more formidable than Zhang Youliang? But other places don't have people like Wenqing. The common people won't be so polite to landlords. At this time, starving to death is certain death, but breaking the fortified village may not necessarily result in death." There was no fluctuation in Pu Guanshui's voice, just simply stating facts.

But Zhang Yu wouldn't just listen and let it be, "Commander Pu, do you mean to let us help the common people attack the fortified village?"

"Not helping the common people attack the fortified village. My New Army brothers' homes are there. If they want to fight, I can't stop them either." Pu Guanshui answered very simply.

Zhang Yu was speechless. Thinking carefully, Pu Guanshui's words were not unreasonable. If the common people wanted to attack the fortified village, these few people of the fleet couldn't stop them at all. Moreover, this operation itself focused on picking up and dropping off New Army officers and soldiers. There was absolutely no reason to ignore the wishes of New Army officers and soldiers to care for those unrelated landlords. But in this way, the officers and soldiers of the Insurance Corps would have to be involved in the battle. This obviously conflicted with Chen Ke's orders.

Seeing Zhang Yu looking troubled, Pu Guanshui laughed: "Captain Zhang, don't worry. I will absolutely not let Insurance Corps brothers fight for nothing. And I will absolutely not let brothers assist in defending the fortified village. If they want to attack the fortified village, I will personally lead them to fight. What everyone wants is the grain in the fortified village, not the landlords' lives. But if they fight anxiously and so many people die, once the fortified village is broken, the landlords' whole families will die. I am also considering for the landlords. If they are willing to release grain, naturally peace will reign. If they really refuse, I'll take people to break the fortified village; the landlords can at least save their lives."

Pu Guanshui's words were gentle and calm, but Zhang Yu felt an indescribable pressure in them. Pu Guanshui was an imperial official; leading people to break a fortified village personally, wasn't he afraid of landlords suing him? But Pu Guanshui's attitude was obviously not joking. Zhang Yu suddenly suspected whether Pu Guanshui was hiding something from him.

But they couldn't just wait like this. The fleet didn't anchor; they were moving while talking. Talking a bit more, the fleet would probably run to the destination not far away. "Send people down to look first." Zhang Yu said.

A small boat carried five soldiers to the shore. Watching them climb up the earth slope without hesitation and then disappear behind the earth slope, Zhang Yu could never turn his eyes away. He wanted very much to see through what exactly happened behind the earth slope at a glance. Only then could he issue instructions early. Zhang Yu suddenly remembered a term Chen Ke used in military class, "Fog of War." Before obtaining specific intelligence, a commander can assume there is an impenetrable fog on the battlefield. And due to communication means, even if intelligence is obtained, it is outdated intelligence. So commanders are required not only to have the determination to execute orders resolutely but also to have anticipation.

At that time, Zhang Yu felt Chen Ke's term was too bookish. But looking at the earth slope his line of sight absolutely couldn't penetrate, although knowing his subordinates were acting, he absolutely couldn't know what they saw before they came back.

"If encountering this situation, one must execute the order firmly to the end." Chen Ke's words echoed in Zhang Yu's ears again. Turning his head again, he saw Pu Guanshui didn't get excited or look out, but sat back at the table to study the map. Completely the appearance of resolutely executing orders Chen Ke talked about. Zhang Yu suddenly understood one thing: compared with Pu Guanshui, he was indeed inferior at least now. While Zhang Yu worried about completely unknowable things, Pu Guanshui had already begun to prepare for the next thing by studying the map, this known data. As a soldier, Pu Guanshui was indeed above Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu originally wanted to look at the map with Pu Guanshui, but on second thought, as the commander of the fleet, looking at the map was not his task. Commanding the fleet to dock and leave shore. Sending people off, picking people up—this was his task. Since Pu Guanshui was the commander leading the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers, then Zhang Yu himself must do the pick-up and drop-off task well. He called his subordinate and issued the order to accelerate. The signal flag of the signalman passed from one ship to the next. With the arrival of the order, sails were pulled high, oars were put into the water, and the speed of the fleet picked up quickly.

Among the five people in the reconnaissance troop, four were Insurance Corps soldiers, and only one was New Army soldier Zhou Yisheng. After everyone climbed over the hillside, they immediately encountered the ground at the bottom of the slope which was terrible to the extreme. No one had been here for a long time. After the ground was submerged by water for several months, the soft mud was covered with a thick layer of fine sand. Sandy soil had no adhesion at all, nor could it store water. Dried by the sun, the gray-white ground presented a cracked appearance. The soft sandy soil looked angular, but collapsed completely as soon as it was stepped on. Everyone walked deep and shallow on this cracked earth like a desert. Although they wanted to increase speed very much, the ground condition was too bad to walk fast at all.

Moreover, the flood soaked for several months; trees and grass bushes were all drowned. The sun's exposure these days made dead plants become dry and scorched yellow. If not for the scorching sun overhead making people sweat all over quickly, the surrounding scenery seemed like the dead wilderness of early winter. No birds or beasts, no insects. Quiet to the point of being somewhat creepy.

Fengtai County had restored cultivation long ago. Chen Ke very foresightedly got many saplings to plant, and commanded troops to cut down those dead trees. Grass bushes also had specialized restoration. Plus the green crops growing all over the vast fields, Fengtai County had restored vitality. The Insurance Corps soldiers left Fengtai County only three days ago. Suddenly marching in this completely strange, endless dead wilderness, the huge contrast gave them a feeling of suddenly entering an unknowable world. Comrades looked back at the hillside blocking the river. Just a slope separated two worlds.

Whether soldiers had undergone systematic scientific training was most obvious in marching performance. Insurance Corps soldiers accepted the training plan formulated by Chen Ke. In the physical exercise knowledge Chen Ke studied, heavy physical labor is not exercise. The more heavy physical laborers, the more they need targeted and systematic exercise. After Insurance Corps soldiers accepted systematic training, their steps were brisk one by one, and their breathing was much steadier. Seeming not walking fast, they could maintain forward movement at an average speed for a long time. Anhui New Army soldier Zhou Yisheng could keep up at first, but was out of breath after walking only twenty minutes. Seeing other comrades show no fatigue, he wanted to say something but didn't say it. Zhou Yisheng panted heavily, mustering up his strength to try hard to keep up with everyone's pace.

Walking for another dozen minutes, the leading squad leader said: "Rest for five minutes." The small unit stopped. The New Army soldier sat on the ground and refused to move again. Insurance Corps soldiers were not like this. They stretched their muscles and bones first. When sitting down, they elevated their feet to let the blood in the feet flow back as soon as possible. Not only that, everyone's hands were not idle, untying and re-tying their leggings. While tying leggings, they exchanged their experiences.

The so-called five minutes was this period of time reorganizing leggings. After everyone finished organizing, they stood up preparing to continue forward. Zhou Yisheng hadn't recovered yet. Just as he was struggling to stand up, he saw two Insurance Corps soldiers walk over and hold him up. The leading squad leader laughed: "Walk a bit more and it will be smoothed out; don't stop."

After speaking, two people walked holding the New Army soldier. With someone holding him, Zhou Yisheng felt much better. Walking for a while, he finally recovered. His breathing stabilized, and his footsteps were not so heavy. "Brothers, you don't need to hold me. I'm much better; thank you very much."

The Insurance Corps soldiers smiled, let go of Zhou Yisheng's arms, and continued to walk silently with heads buried.

"Brothers, how exactly did you train?" Zhou Yisheng recovered his strength and couldn't help asking.

"Think nothing, walk forward." An Insurance Corps soldier gave an answer.

Zhou Yisheng couldn't figure out if this was answering his question or admonishing him how to march. Although his body could adapt to such marching speed, without someone holding him, he soon felt insufficient strength. He had to close his mouth and try hard to keep up with everyone's pace.

Walking for another while, bypassing the hill in front, the field of vision suddenly opened up. The small plain behind the hills unfolded in front of everyone. Like the hilly area passed, the small plain was also the same sandy land, the same gray-white. Trees and grass bushes were all withered and yellow, without breath of life. Under the sun hanging high, it was so empty and silent. But at the edge of that gray-white earth, it appeared mottled because of human traces.

Many people gathered there.

"What to do?" The Insurance Corps soldier asked the leading squad leader.

The squad leader turned his head to look at Zhou Yisheng standing there panting non-stop. Everyone couldn't figure out the situation at all. Being too far from the crowd, they couldn't see clearly what was going on. But this flat ground had no place to hide at all. As long as they got closer, they would be discovered by that group of people immediately. Now the squad leader needed Zhou Yisheng to provide intelligence that could serve as a judgment for the next action.

"My home is over there; I'll go over and have a look first." Zhou Yisheng noticed the squad leader's gaze and said hurriedly.

"Let Comrade Lu Zhengping go with you." The squad leader said, "Pay attention to safety; run back immediately if encountering danger." He couldn't help instructing again.

The New Army and Insurance Corps soldiers responded at the same time, then ran towards the crowd. Both soldiers were considered to have seen "big scenes." Gatherings of thousands of people were common to them. Hundreds or a thousand people opposite shouldn't have made them feel much pressure. But in this disaster year, everything became very different. Both had seen the miserable state of the common people. So many people gathering here, it must not be something like a temple fair.

Walking only a short distance, people at the edge of the crowd had already noticed them. If normal, everyone wouldn't care too much. But now most eyes looked at the two soldiers. Their neat military uniforms and forceful steps made the crowd alert. An invisible pressure made both soldiers feel very wrong. But Zhou Yisheng had already seen his acquaintance in the crowd. His heart relaxed for a while, then he shouted loudly: "Third Brother, it's me. I am Yisheng."

The person called was Zhou Yisheng's third brother, Zhou Yizheng. Seeing the comer was actually his younger brother, Zhou Yizheng also felt very surprised. Especially since the younger brother didn't take the main road but popped out from the hilly area by the river, which made Zhou Yizheng confused. But the younger brother arrived in front of him very quickly. When the two stood opposite each other, Zhou Yizheng saw his younger brother's eyes turn red, and tears had already flowed out. "Third Brother, how did you become so thin? Are Dad and Mom okay?"

Zhou Yisheng completely didn't expect his brother to be skin and bones. Or rather, he could have thought of it originally; this was also the reason why Zhou Yisheng rushed back in a hurry. But seeing it with his own eyes, Zhou Yisheng still couldn't help crying. Brother Zhou Yizheng's skin color was originally relatively dark, but now the skin turned into a bluish-yellow color. Hair was like withered wild grass, without the slightest luster, as if it could shatter upon touching.

The brother's limbs appeared very slender. The skin wrinkles on the arms exposed outside the tattered clothes were deep, like withered branches. It seemed he had been hungry for a long time. But Zhou Yizheng's abdomen bulged strangely high. Zhou Yisheng saw refugees all along the way these days. Most refugees were like Third Brother Zhou Yizheng, limbs dry and thin, but abdomen bulging like this because of eating indigestible things. Probably things like Guan Yin Earth (*Guan Yin Tu*).

Zhou Yisheng was originally very worried about whether his family could survive the flood. Seeing his third brother alive, he really felt very lucky. Seeing his third brother's miserable state, Zhou Yisheng became even sadder.

"Dad, Mom, Big Brother, Sister, Younger Brother, Younger Sister, are they all okay?" Zhou Yisheng asked hurriedly.

"Old Five, is it really you back?" Zhou Yizheng held his brother's hand, daring not believe it. "You were in Anqing, thousands of *li* away from here. How, how did you come back?"

The Zhou brothers were immersed in the excitement of reunion, while Insurance Corps' Lu Zhengping was far less moved. Unknown when, the refugees had surrounded them. Lu Zhengping suddenly found that he and Zhou Yisheng were really too conspicuous. Both people's complexion and attire were very ordinary. The Insurance Corps paid great attention to personal hygiene; both washed very clean. Among this group of dry, thin, and filthy refugees, they were simply dazzling.

Lu Zhengping couldn't help leaning closer to Zhou Yisheng. Although the surrounding refugees were miserable, unlike those refugees who were completely desperate, there seemed to be flames burning in these people's eyes. That excited and indignant gaze seemed to be a thousand-foot flame, wanting to ignite everything around.

Just then, Zhou Yizheng suddenly burst into loud crying. He shouted while crying: "Old Five, Old Five, Dad and Mom are gone. Little Sister is also gone. Big Sister is sick with only one breath left. Big Brother and Little Brother were washed away by water; not even a shadow can be seen. I let them down; I let you down."

Zhou Yisheng completely didn't expect his family to suffer such misfortune. Hearing Third Brother's words, the whole person was nailed to the spot like being struck by lightning. He only felt chaos in his brain, buzzing in his ears. Third Brother's crying and shouting became distant. Zhou Yisheng's mouth opened and closed subconsciously, opened and closed again. As if wanting to say something, but couldn't say anything. Suddenly, Zhou Yisheng's face was full of anger. He grabbed the clothes on Third Brother's chest fiercely. But the already tattered clothes were torn off a large piece silently by his forceful pull. It seemed they had long been thoroughly rotted by soaking. Watching Third Brother tottering like a withered leaf under his violent action impact. The anger on Zhou Yisheng's face instantly turned into grief. Third Brother was also a famous strong man in the village. During autumn harvest, carrying three bags of grain and walking was also vigorous. Working in the fields could make others stare straight. Now he was thin and weak like this. Zhou Yisheng subconsciously always felt nothing big would happen at home. This was not because he didn't know how terrible the flood was, but because he had inexplicable confidence in Third Brother. But Third Brother had become like this; presumably, he had done his best.

"Dad! Mom!" Zhou Yisheng let out a heart-rending roar, then hugged Third Brother and cried loudly.

The crowd didn't have the slightest excitement because of the brothers' reunion. No one spoke. No one was moved. Everyone stood in place without saying a word. Except for angry eyes, Lu Zhengping couldn't see any other emotions.

"Little Five! You're back! Good that you're back! Good that you're back!" A middle-aged man separated the crowd and walked over. Lu Zhengping scanned the middle-aged man, and his eyes fell on the man's hand. The middle-aged man held a pistol in his hand.

Zhou Yisheng didn't respond at all, just hugging Third Brother and crying bitterly.

The middle-aged man grabbed Zhou Yisheng's shoulder, "Little Five, don't cry. Fathers and elders are together today, going to find Liu Ba to fight desperately. Starving to death is death; fighting Liu Ba desperately is also death. We can't let that old bastard off cheap no matter what. You are a soldier, Little Five; are you going?"
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Hearing someone call him to attack Liu Ba's fortified village, Zhou Yisheng didn't understand what was going on for a moment. He didn't even take this question to heart. Returning to his hometown this time, Zhou Yisheng only planned to take his family to Fengtai to avoid the disaster. If his parents and brothers insisted on bringing some relatives and friends, he would also take them all. Learning that his family actually suffered such a tragedy, Zhou Yisheng was so grief-stricken that he wished to die. What he wanted most now was to go back with his third brother to see his eldest sister's illness. There were military doctors on the Insurance Corps fleet; letting the doctor treat his sister was the top priority. As for breaking Liu Ba's fortified village, or rebelling and killing people, it was not within Zhou Yisheng's consideration at all.

But obviously, other fellow villagers didn't think so. The middle-aged man asked several times in a row, seeing Zhou Yisheng had no reaction. He simply grabbed Zhou Yisheng's brother, Zhou Yizheng. "San Wa (Third Child), Little Five doesn't listen to me. You talk to your brother. Everyone has to act now. If we can't last through today, how many more people will starve to death. San Wa, it's not that I don't sympathize with you brothers. Everyone took out the last bit of things to eat. Tomorrow, where will everyone have the strength to attack the fortified village?"

Zhou Yizheng had also stopped crying at this time. Not that he wasn't sad, but the hunger of these months and the pain of losing relatives had tortured Zhou Yizheng to numbness. He accepted these facts; even seeing his brother couldn't make Zhou Yizheng sadder. Attacking Liu Ba's fortified village was something everyone had decided long ago. Zhou Yizheng opened his mouth but couldn't say anything. This was really a strange mentality. Before his brother returned, Zhou Yizheng was also full of indignation, holding a courage of burning boats (*po fu chen zhou* - no retreat). What he wanted most was not grain but the medicine of the Zhou family. There was a doctor in the fortified village. Letting the doctor treat his eldest sister who had only one breath left and saving his sister, this was Zhou Yizheng's most urgent thought.

Since the flood, Liu Ba's fortified village had closed its gates tightly, refusing anyone entry. Begging or pleading, the people inside the fortified village simply ignored it. When his sister was sick, Zhou Yizheng knelt outside the fortified village for a morning, shouting for a doctor until his throat was hoarse. As a result, like other pleading people, the family guards patrolling on the wall didn't say a word. If there was any change, it was that originally the faces of the family guards more or less carried some pity like a fox mourning the death of a rabbit. Now even this expression was completely gone. What hung on the family guards' faces now, besides disgust and disdain, was nothing else.

"San Wa, say something." The middle-aged man couldn't help shaking Zhou Yizheng's shoulder forcefully. "Little Five is back; do you feel you have a backer now? Mn?"

The middle-aged man was an elder in the village named Zhou Xingrui. Watching the change in Zhou Yizheng's expression, he had roughly guessed Zhou Yizheng's thoughts. Zhou Xingrui couldn't help scolding angrily: "Little Five is dressed cleanly; it seems he didn't walk back. The person who came with him is the same. Are you thinking that since Little Five came back by boat, you and Little Five will go home, take your sister and leave, and be done with it?"

These words revealed anxiety. If it were in normal years, no one could say Zhou Yizheng was wrong to do so. But now it was a disaster year. It started raining from late spring when the green crop was not yet ready. Several months passed; there was no surplus grain at home originally, and the grain planted in the ground was completely drowned. Everyone survived the big water with difficulty, but this disaster didn't end at all. Instead, hunger and disease raged even more fiercely. If it were a drought, everyone could at least flee famine. But in the flood, boats were destroyed. Merchant caravans refused to come to the disaster area anymore. In a muddy swamp, there was no place to escape even if one wanted to.

Everyone struggled to live. Almost every day someone died. The common people who survived until now were completely hungry and weak. The ground was barely walkable, but thinking of going to a place with food, they didn't know how far they had to walk. Foreign refugees who occasionally arrived here described the same disaster situation as Liujiapu. Many places had reached the point where the common people couldn't survive without eating human flesh.

Zhou Xingrui had always been considered a very capable person in these few villages. Besides farming, he also made a living by water transport. Although not very old, because of his high seniority in the clan, he was considered a somewhat famous figure in the ten *li* and eight villages of Liujiapu. The death rate of old people and children was extremely high in the disaster year. Now there were no fellow villagers with higher seniority or older age than Zhou Xingrui. Zhou Xingrui knew that in such a situation now, if the Zhou Yizheng and Zhou Yisheng brothers were allowed to leave with the person who came with them, the hearts of the fellow villagers would definitely scatter.

Zhou Xingrui also ran water transport before the disaster. seeing the attire of Zhou Yisheng and the Insurance Corps soldier who came with him, he knew these two must have come by boat, and that boat was definitely not small. Everyone couldn't live anymore, so they wanted to attack the fortified village. If they could see a slight hope of living (*huo xia* - typo 'huo xia' usually means live, text says 'huo xia' shrimp? likely 'huo xia qu' live on/survive), they would definitely refuse to risk being beaten to death to attack the fortified village. If the Zhou brothers left, many people would probably want to follow the Zhou brothers to try their luck. Once people's hearts scattered and everyone had other ideas, who would risk their lives anymore? Liu Ba's fortified village was hard to fight originally. Even if everyone worked together, they might not be able to take it down. Let alone if everyone didn't have the thought of burning boats? Zhou Xingrui knew that no matter what, he couldn't let the Zhou brothers choose to leave now.

Seeing Zhou Yizheng silent, Zhou Xingrui grabbed Zhou Yisheng's shoulder. "Little Five, say, how did your Great-Grandpa (*Tai Ye* - generation rank) treat you and your family usually?" Although Zhou Xingrui was not much older than Zhou Yisheng, his seniority was much higher, "Everyone's lives are in your hands now. Say something."

Zhou Yisheng couldn't figure out what was going on at all now, and completely had no thought of wanting to figure it out. He had stopped crying at this time, looked up, and said dizzily: "Great-Grandpa, I have to go home and see my sister first. I want to see my sister first."

"Bastard thing!" Zhou Xingrui slapped Zhou Yisheng's face angrily, "Little Five, your sister's life is a life; is everyone's life not a life?"

Zhou Xingrui had always been considered a very capable person in the village, plus he had experience living off water transport. He knew very well what it would be like after people's hearts scattered. Momentary indignation might make everyone burst out with power briefly. But as long as there was a trace of other thoughts, this power would vanish without a trace instantly. Zhou Xingrui was not a person keen on violence. In this Liujiapu, those interested in violence were now under Liu Ba. Liu Ba naturally couldn't choose those honest and simple characters when recruiting thugs. And those who were too dishonest either died or ran away. Now the only person who could maintain the refugees was really Zhou Xingrui alone.

It wasn't that Zhou Xingrui hadn't thought maybe the person who came with Zhou Yisheng brought grain. But he knew very well that little grain wasn't enough to eat. The fellow villagers were dying every day, their bodies getting weaker and weaker. What use could that little grain be? Thinking of this, Zhou Xingrui couldn't help clenching his pistol. If Zhou Yisheng refused to live and die with everyone, even if he had to kill the Zhou Yisheng and Zhou Yizheng brothers here, he would go with everyone to break Liu Ba's fortified village. Only inside the fortified village was there grain that could let hundreds or a thousand people survive the disaster year and last until the re-cultivation and harvest next year.

Lu Zhengping had been watching coldly from the side. This didn't mean he just stood there stupidly. Lu Zhengping participated in the battle of attacking Yuezhangji as a scout of the Insurance Corps a few months ago. However, it wasn't his turn to participate personally in the battle of conquering Zhang Youliang's fortified village. This pick-up and drop-off mission was a big event, so the Insurance Corps mobilized elite soldiers and strong generals. The reconnaissance troops, which were not numerous originally, turned out in full strength. Lu Zhengping remembered that at the mobilization meeting of the Insurance Corps before setting out, it should have been the Political Commissar of the Waterway Detachment to conduct the pre-war mobilization, but it was temporarily changed to Regiment Political Commissar He Zudao mobilizing personally.

He Zudao didn't come to emphasize discipline. If it were just emphasizing military discipline or ordinary ideological mobilization, there was no need for a Commissar of his level. At the mobilization meeting, He Zudao only talked about two issues. First, going out this time, they would definitely see very many tragic social realities. Comrades must be mentally prepared. This issue really made these scouts not know what to say.

Although the reconnaissance troops were the elite of the Insurance Corps, the scope of activities of the Insurance Corps didn't exceed the boundary of Fengtai County too much. Although everyone knew a little about the surrounding situation, most landlords in the era of 1906 had a characteristic: few landlords owned land across county boundaries. The government and landlords were not completely colluding in evil either. Even from the perspective of the ruling class, there were still many contradictions within the ruling class. Landlords owning land across counties meant being subject to the jurisdiction of more government offices. Extortion would only be more. Moreover, limited by terrible basic water conservancy facilities, cross-county land was actually not any large farm at all. More land didn't bring corresponding benefits.

The Insurance Corps took consolidating the rule in Fengtai County as the primary goal, so the reconnaissance troops only operated within Fengtai County at this stage. Since operating in the county, everyone wasn't completely unaware of the miserable state of the outside world, but they only knew some of it. He Zudao told everyone seriously that they would see many status quos too horrible to look at. The soldiers of the reconnaissance troops didn't have much sensory knowledge.

Moreover, when the reconnaissance troops set off, large-scale refugees had not yet poured into Fengtai County. For these capable comrades, it was unimaginable how bitter the outside world could be. Anyway, the Insurance Corps soldiers already felt the current days were unspeakably bitter. Every day besides working and working, there was actually nothing else. It could be said that since childhood, they had never worked so hard. One of the reasons for maintaining morale in such arduous work was that the political commissars would always tell everyone the meaning of every job. Building water channels, digging sand, plowing, leveling land. Like other farmers in 1906, the soldiers had never cultivated on such vast land looking around. And those cadres and commissars who worked as hard as them and convinced the vast number of soldiers always told them what a brand-new world would be displayed on this land in the near future.

Although soldiers might not understand or believe these propagandas. But the grain eaten every day was always real. The result of daily work was always real. Since life could go on, everyone slowly got used to such days.

So seeing the miserable state of Zhou Yisheng's hometown, seeing the miserable state of those thin and weak common people, except for eyes still turning, what everyone revealed was despair and still despair. The work in Fengtai County couldn't be said not heavy, and the food was not great either. But haven't seen anyone starve to this appearance. Watching the Zhou brothers hug and cry bitterly, only three were left out of seven or eight people in the family. Listening to the meaning, the still living sister was also dying. Fengtai County didn't lack population loss in the flood, but as long as within the sphere of influence of the Insurance Corps, population loss was not serious. Lu Zhengping's family actually also lost a younger brother. The death of the younger brother was a scene Lu Zhengping couldn't forget. In a room filled with the smell of lime water, the doctor sighed and said a sentence to the Lu Zhengping family surrounding anxiously, "Prepare for the funeral." Then went to look after other patients.

Lu Zhengping's brother had a high fever that didn't retreat, a pale face, and cracked lips. The mother kept changing the cloth strips used for cooling and fed water to the brother with a washed very clean broken bowl. But the brother finally died amidst the crying of relatives. There was crying, there was a frugal funeral. The Insurance Corps repeatedly told everyone the fact that there would be a great plague after a great disaster. So corpses were cremated uniformly, ashes put in simple ash boxes, and stored in public mourning halls. The mother could even go to offer condolences every seven days. Such normal parting by death still existed in Fengtai County.

Just leaving Fengtai County, everything that should be there was completely overturned. Lu Zhengping was not familiar with Zhou Yizheng, and even spoke for the first time today. So Lu Zhengping didn't care much about Zhou Yizheng's grief. The seeming indifference on his face was just the result of shock. Why could Fengtai County be safe and sound? Why were the days in the foreign land only three or four days' boat journey from Fengtai so terrible? He had also seen such sand-covered land in Fengtai, but tens of thousands of people changed the appearance of such land in just a dozen days. Lu Zhengping even had an illusion: maybe this sand-covered land was cursed?

Hearing those common people going to break the fortified village, Lu Zhengping immediately recalled the scene of the Insurance Corps breaking Zhang Youliang's fortified village back then. That was a team of six or seven hundred strong men, a team where everyone had weapons, and at least nearly two hundred firearms. Lu Zhengping had seen the huge gap caused by the explosives blasting open Zhang Youliang's fortified village on the spot under the leadership of the troops. He was deeply shocked by that terrible power. A thick high wall of several *zhang* was blasted open a big hole. Not to mention without Hua Xiongmao and Xu Dian killing their way in to catch Zhang Youliang. Even a hard attack, Zhang Youliang's fortified village absolutely couldn't resist.

Looking at those common people thin as dry wood again, Lu Zhengping didn't think these people could conquer the fortified village.

And the voice of He Zudao asking the second question echoed in Lu Zhengping's mind. "Do you want to save these common people? Everyone has compassion, but how to save these common people? I hope everyone can think about it carefully."

How to save the common people? Taking them to Fengtai? This is absolutely impossible. Just these nearly a thousand common people, how many boats would be needed to transport them? Although he didn't know the specific situation of other surrounding places, seeing this one place of Liujiapu, Lu Zhengping knew it would definitely not be better anywhere. Even if the Insurance Corps could transport these refugees to Fengtai County by boat, just along the Huai River, how many common people needed to be saved? If Fengtai County really had so much grain, everyone would definitely eat better themselves. Insurance Corps soldiers were only seventy percent full; where was the grain for so many refugees to eat?

Moreover, Lu Zhengping absolutely didn't want to do this. Why should his hard labor be eaten by these refugees who had nothing to do with him?

The Insurance Corps couldn't save these common people. There seemed to be only one road left. The middle-aged man who claimed to be Zhou Yisheng's Great-Grandpa said to break the fortified village; Lu Zhengping agreed from the bottom of his heart. After breaking Zhang Youliang's fortified village, the grain confiscated was enough for tens of thousands of common people to eat half-starved and half-full for more than half a month. If this unseen Liu Ba's fortified village could be broken, even if the grain was only half of Zhang Youliang's, or even less. It could also let everyone live until next year. The middle-aged man claiming to be Zhou Yisheng's Great-Grandpa saw things very clearly.

Lu Zhengping suddenly thought of a problem he hadn't thought of before. Brigade Commander Chen Ke hadn't touched other landlords until now, which didn't mean he wouldn't touch them in the future. At a critical moment, forcing them to take out grain could also solve the urgent need temporarily. Moreover, the Insurance Corps harvest was in sight; everyone had hope. Now the common people only needed grain. The Insurance Corps now had troops of more than eight thousand people, plus tens of thousands of common people who could be pulled out to be useful. Presumably, those landlords wouldn't dare to refuse. As long as someone led the common people, absolutely no one could afford to provoke them.

Looking up at those thin refugees in Liujiapu, Lu Zhengping felt his idea might be wrong. If these common people could organize themselves like this during the flood, Liu Ba's fortified village would not be worth mentioning at all. But they didn't. If they could organize after the flood, perhaps they also had the strength to fight. But they didn't. Waiting until now when these people had no other way but to break the fortified village, they had no strength left.

As a soldier of the reconnaissance troops, Lu Zhengping had received a lot of military training. The training of the Insurance Corps was not just letting soldiers fight with their heads buried. They also wanted soldiers to understand how to fight. Lu Zhengping felt not many were needed; just fifty Insurance Corps soldiers were enough to solve these nearly a thousand refugees completely and easily. Even if these refugees had a few guns, it didn't matter.

Commissar He Zudao asked everyone how to save these refugees. Lu Zhengping had figured out the answer now. As long as there were Brigade Commander Chen Ke, Commissar He Zudao, Regiment Commander Hua Xiongmao, Magistrate Wangshan. As long as the set of the People's Party and Insurance Corps in Fengtai County could be copied over, the common people could survive. Brigade Commander Chen Ke kneaded these people into a ball. Being in this collective, everyone became more powerful. And the more people joined, the more powerful this collective became.

The common people in front of Lu Zhengping were like the sand under his feet. Although there were many sand grains, they couldn't be kneaded together. A casual step and it collapsed. Even if these people could break the fortified village, they absolutely couldn't operate like the Insurance Corps, nor could they be like the current Fengtai County, where common people could tide over the difficulties together although beating small drums in their hearts (being anxious).

Without a strong leader, without an effective organization. What if they were full temporarily? Lu Zhengping saw with his own eyes how much farm work the Insurance Corps and the common people did together. He absolutely didn't believe these refugees could do it now. Even if the fortified village was broken, the common people would scatter immediately after dividing the grain. Trying to gather them together again was basically unlikely. Lu Zhengping knew very well himself that even for someone like him who was loyal to Brigade Commander Chen Ke and convinced by leaders at all levels, facing that heavy, endless work, he still didn't like it. If cadres at all levels didn't repeatedly narrate the significance of these hard works, and try their best to let everyone see the results as soon as possible every time, and gradually accumulate everyone's trust, such heavy labor could basically not be maintained for so long.

"If you want to save the common people, you must completely copy this new system of Fengtai County. Otherwise, the common people can absolutely not be truly saved." These were Commissar He Zudao's last words. Lu Zhengping didn't understand at that time, but seeing the reality of Liujiapu with his own eyes, and recalling various things that happened in Fengtai County in the past half year. Lu Zhengping felt he understood. He finally understood that from the moment Brigade Commander Chen Ke arrived in Fengtai County with People's Party comrades, from the moment the People's Party formed the army Insurance Corps, from the moment Brigade Commander Chen Ke told everyone that the Insurance Corps was the people's team and wanted to seek benefits for the common people. The common people of Fengtai County were saved.

As long as Brigade Commander Chen Ke led everyone to carry on the new system he promoted, whether there were natural disasters or not, the common people were destined to live a good life. Although Lu Zhengping hadn't seen what the good life Brigade Commander Chen Ke and Commissar He Zudao talked about was exactly like. But at this moment he firmly believed that the endless farmland, beautiful roads, ditches everywhere, and neat big houses drawn on that huge, strange picture near Yuezhangji. The kind of life publicized by People's Party comrades was destined to be realized.

Facing a group of desperate refugees, Lu Zhengping unexpectedly felt the hope of life. And firmly believed he could live a good life. He didn't feel how uncoordinated the harsh external environment was with the beautiful longing in his heart. Lu Zhengping was not a psychologist, and hadn't even heard of the term "psychology." If a psychologist could know Lu Zhengping's thoughts at this time, perhaps he would explain like this—humans double their longing for a beautiful life precisely because of fear of the real world.
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Under the repeated questioning of Zhou Xingrui, Zhou Yisheng refused to give a straight answer. He had understood what his "Great-Grandpa" wanted him to do, and a sense of fear followed. Although New Army officers and soldiers looked majestic, that was only when scaring ordinary common people or small merchants. Encountering those powerful and influential people, New Army officers and soldiers were nothing special. Moreover, as someone Pu Guanshui could regard highly, Zhou Yisheng was by no means such a soldier ruffian.

Returning to pick up the families of the New Army this time was a detailed and complex plan. Pu Guanshui repeatedly instructed everyone to obey the plan and listen to commands. Zhou Yisheng was a very obedient child. He suddenly remembered a sentence Pu Guanshui told him before departure. "If you encounter any unsolvable problems, let those people come to find me. Don't act on your own."

With a high-ranking officer like Pu Guanshui backing him up, things would definitely be much easier to handle. As a local, Zhou Yisheng knew how powerful Liu Ba was in Liujiapu. As a small soldier of the New Army, Liu Ba wouldn't take him seriously at all. Moreover, he didn't want to participate in breaking any fortified village at all. He was an officer and soldier anyway, and Anhui New Army Deputy Commander Pu Guanshui was not far away. Even lending Zhou Yisheng a few guts, he wouldn't dare to act on his own like this.

"Great-Grandpa, I didn't come back alone. Our Anhui New Army Commander is nearby, and there are hundreds of brothers coming together. If you have anything to say, go talk to our Commander Lord Pu. Commander personally sent us back to see our families. Lord Pu said if there is anything, just find him to talk."

"You brought hundreds of officers and soldiers back?" Zhou Xingrui's eyes widened. He really felt incredible about this news. "Little Five, what big official have you become in the New Army now?"

Hearing this, Zhou Yisheng hurriedly explained: "Great-Grandpa, I didn't become an official. It was our Commander who knew about the disaster, so he brought us back to see our families."

"What kind of official is this Commander?" Zhou Xingrui asked.

"Ranked second in the Anhui New Army. Doesn't need to kneel when seeing the Governor. The Magistrate's rank is much lower than Commander." Zhou Yisheng hurriedly explained.

Zhou Xingrui thought for a while. He had seen the Magistrate's sedan chair, which was just so-so. Regarding official ranks and positions, Zhou Xingrui had absolutely no concept. Chinese common people only knew that big officials definitely had power. But how this power operated, the common people were completely unaware. Since Zhou Yisheng said a big official came, then a big official should have come. In this disaster year, being able to come back with such healthy complexion and clean appearance, they must have taken the water route. And those who dared to take the water route now were not ordinary people.

Zhou Xingrui asked the question he was most concerned about, "Little Five, tell the truth. Who does this big official decide for exactly?" Common people didn't care about the official positions of officials; they cared about who the officials decided for. Generally speaking, officials never decided for common people. This was the experience accumulated by common people for generations. And this experience was absolutely never wrong.

"Commander said, this time he wants to decide for the New Army brothers." Zhou Yisheng spoke of this with confidence. Pu Guanshui indeed said so. As long as he didn't get involved in breaking the fortified village and didn't cause trouble for the Commander, the Commander would definitely back him up, and that Liu Ba would count as nothing completely.

"That is deciding for you New Army, not deciding for us common people." Zhou Xingrui answered. But hearing that perhaps he could borrow the power of the big official, he was not completely unmoved.

Zhou Yisheng hurriedly answered: "Great-Grandpa, the fleet just heard someone fire a gun. Commander sent us few brothers to come and see. He is waiting for me to go back and report with the fleet at the dock now. How about you go and see with me?" An important reason he said this was also that there was a doctor on the fleet; he was anxious to let the doctor treat his sister.

Zhou Xingrui thought for a while but sighed, "Little Five, I won't go. This time we must attack the fortified village. You don't want to get involved in this matter; I won't force you either. But if you want the fellow villagers to survive, you must not let the officers and soldiers come to suppress us. Otherwise, Little Five, don't say your Great-Grandpa turns his face and doesn't recognize people."

After dropping the harsh words, Zhou Xingrui turned his head back. Hearing this conversation, many fellow villagers nearby already had expressions of hope on their faces. Zhou Xingrui shouted loudly: "Fellow villagers, have you seen a government that speaks for the common people? Little Five also said just now that the big official of the New Army sent Little Five to see his family. Why should they exert effort for us? Besides, we have already eaten the last bit of food. If we don't attack Liu Ba's fortified village, even if the big official of the New Army stays neutral, waiting one more day means starving to death."

"But since there are so many boats coming, we ask them for some food..." Still some common people had illusions.

"Haha," Zhou Xingrui sneered, "Ask officials for grain? Little Five is New Army, and the one coming is a big official of the New Army. Why should they give us grain? Flooded for so long, no one in the county gave us grain. Do we still expect people from the New Army coming from afar to give us grain? What are you thinking?"

These words extinguished everyone's hope instantly. It wasn't that no one ran to the county town trying to ask for life-saving grain, but not a single person could beg for even a grain. There was not even porridge distribution in the county. One's own county was like this; asking soldiers coming from afar for grain? It would be good if soldiers didn't harm the common people.

Seeing everyone temporarily got rid of the illusion about New Army officers, Zhou Xingrui raised the pistol in his hand high, "We have sworn an oath in front of this gun just now. If the heart is not sincere, Heaven kill me, the gun kill me. The bullet has spirit, sanctity, and eyes! Let's go! If you are men, walk forward. Your women and children are still waiting for a mouthful of life-saving food."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengping realized that the strange gunshot just now turned out to be two shots fired when everyone swore an oath. There was no meaning of targeting the fleet at all.

After Zhou Xingrui finished shouting, regardless of how many people followed behind, he took the lead and walked. The common people started walking one after another. Some held hoes, forks, or simply crude spears made of dead tree branches. Some carried ladders, presumably intending to climb the fortified village wall with ladders. The common people either buried their heads and followed Zhou Xingrui; even the common people who turned their heads to look at Zhou Yisheng didn't stop their steps. They were ragged, thin, and haggard. But no one stopped; no one begged anymore. Such a group of common people went resolutely towards the distant landlord's fortified village to survive.

Except for tattered clothes and crude weapons, the common people had nothing. They were about to engage in bloody slaughter. But these common people didn't plunder the Zhou brothers close at hand and Lu Zhengping who was a stranger. Looking at the backs of the common people, Lu Zhengping suddenly felt a kind of unbearableness in his heart. As an Insurance Corps soldier, Lu Zhengping didn't think he should let the Insurance Corps get involved in such a battle, but he himself suddenly wanted to fight with these common people very much. Because what these common people needed was merely to survive. No one had any reason to criticize such a request.

The Zhou brothers were already pulling each other walking in another direction. Lu Zhengping reached out and stopped them, "You come back to the fleet with me now."

Zhou Yisheng was surprised; Lu Zhengping's voice contained a very unfriendly attitude. This was completely different from the friendly practice of Lu Zhengping and another Insurance Corps soldier holding him to march not long ago.

"This brother, I want to go home and see my sister now." Zhou Yisheng explained.

"So many fellow villagers are going to die for nothing soon, and you want to see your sister now?" Lu Zhengping asked word by word, "Is your fucking conscience eaten by dogs?"

Ignoring whatever Zhou Yisheng wanted to say, Lu Zhengping grabbed Zhou Yisheng's shoulder, "Go back to the fleet with me now. We take your brother along. Go report the situation to the Detachment Commander for me immediately."

"Then my sister..." Zhou Yisheng still wanted to explain his reason.

"Don't you just want to see a doctor for your sister? The doctor is over at the fleet. If you really want to save your sister, go find the doctor for me now too." Lu Zhengping was already scolding Zhou Yisheng angrily. After speaking, regardless of what Zhou Yisheng wanted to do, Lu Zhengping dragged the Zhou brothers and walked back.

Seeing the common people had left, and seeing Lu Zhengping dragging people back forcibly, the squad leader of the reconnaissance team hurried to greet him with the other two soldiers. Hearing Lu Zhengping report the situation, the squad leader looked at the indignant Lu Zhengping, the baffled Zhou Yisheng, and the fearful Zhou Yizheng seriously, and just said a simple sentence, "Meet up with the main force immediately."

Seeing the comrades of the reconnaissance team return safely, a big stone in Zhang Yu's heart fell to the ground. But Lu Zhengping's highly tendentious speech made Zhang Yu furious immediately. This operation was for everyone to pick up people, not for everyone to fight. Except that Lu Zhengping didn't dare to say directly to let the Insurance Corps send troops to help the fellow villagers break the fortified village, other hint-like inflammatory language was already very clear. A small scout dared to mess around like this. If it weren't that the Insurance Corps system didn't allow beating and scolding soldiers, and the Soldiers' Committee also had enough ability to check and balance officers, Zhang Yu would almost have cursed loudly in public. Even so, Zhang Yu still said loudly grumpily: "Asking you to report the situation, just report the situation properly. Don't say other useless stuff."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengping also felt he went a bit overboard. Although the chivalrous heart unique to young people in his heart made him want to help those common people very much, no matter what, he still couldn't say the words of letting the Insurance Corps participate in the battle personally. Along the way, Lu Zhengping kept accelerating, but thinking carefully about attacking the fortified village, Lu Zhengping knew this was not as simple as imagined.

When Lu Zhengping reported the situation, Zhou Yisheng dared not utter a sound, although this concerned his family and his fellow villagers. As an old-style soldier, he didn't have the guts to express his opinion bravely like the soldiers of new-style armies like the Insurance Corps. The old army stressed hierarchy most. Except for hierarchy, officers completely lacked the righteous cause to make soldiers obey. So they had to deliberately emphasize the "unalterable principle" of hierarchy even more. Maintain the operation of the old army through various hierarchical privileges. And such a system made soldiers have to obey the will of the superior when facing things. Soldiers dared not make their own requests to the superior at all. Because they knew it was useless to raise them.

Pu Guanshui listened to Lu Zhengping's words quietly, and looked at the trembling Zhou Yisheng. He felt very regretful in his heart. As a soldier, the relationship the army should have in Pu Guanshui's ideal was the relationship between famous generals like Li Guang and soldiers recorded in history. But reality is a ruthless teacher. Pu Guanshui's military experience made him understand that was merely a legend. In the military education received in Germany, soldiers were merely combat units used for consumption. In China, even for existence like the Beiyang New Army, soldiers were just insignificant pawns in this military group. They only had the obligation to obey but no right to speak. Looking at the heartfelt initiative of the Insurance Corps soldiers, Pu Guanshui envied Chen Ke for being able to have such autonomous subordinates.

While thinking, Pu Guanshui saw Zhang Yu look at himself with a probing gaze. He didn't say anything to Zhang Yu but asked Zhou Yisheng, "Yisheng, what plans do you have?"

Being asked by Pu Guanshui like this, Zhou Yisheng hurriedly said: "Lord Pu, I want to let the military doctor see my sister." After speaking, he looked at Pu Guanshui with begging eyes. One cares about one's own affairs most. Zhou Yisheng was mentally prepared; even if beaten and scolded by Pu Guanshui, he would beg until Pu Guanshui agreed. Moreover, Commander Pu was a rare good boss. Zhou Yisheng felt his request could still get Pu Guanshui's approval. Sure enough, Pu Guanshui nodded, "This is natural; I will send a military doctor over immediately. Besides seeing a doctor for your sister, does Yisheng have other thoughts?"

Zhou Yisheng couldn't quite figure out Pu Guanshui's thoughts. He said somewhat shrinking back: "As long as I can save my sister and take my brother and sister back to Fengtai County, I have no other thoughts. Master, please fulfill this lowly person's wish by all means."

"Then those fellow villagers of yours going to attack the fortified village; do you have no other thoughts?" Pu Guanshui asked in a gentle probing tone.

Although Pu Guanshui's original intention was to let Zhou Yisheng relax—if Zhou Yisheng proposed wanting to help fellow villagers attack the fortified village, Pu Guanshui would definitely support Zhou Yisheng's idea—but this tone sounded like a thorough warning to Zhou Yisheng. That was Pu Guanshui warning Zhou Yisheng in a gentle way not to raise any other "excessive thoughts."

"Sir, this lowly person absolutely dares not cause you trouble. Being able to come back to save my family this time, this lowly person is already grateful." Zhou Yisheng answered decisively hurriedly. Honestly speaking, this wasn't polite talk either. If Pu Guanshui didn't let Zhou Yisheng go home, Zhou Yisheng had to obey orders honestly. Even if his hometown was close at hand, it wouldn't work. Otherwise, the harsh military discipline of the New Army would never spare Zhou Yisheng. The Anhui New Army claimed to be a "New Army," but there was no essential difference from other old-style armies.

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui's face sank like water, brows slightly frowned. Lu Zhengping pursed his mouth, and a look of anger appeared on his face. Instead, Zhang Yu felt these words sounded very pleasing to the ear. Publicly and privately, Zhang Yu didn't want to go save people. Publicly, dragging the fleet into unnecessary trouble would only affect the troop's plan. Everyone was in a disaster area; who saves whom? If this Liujiapu was like the current Fengtai County, and Fengtai County's situation was like Liujiapu, Zhang Yu could be sure first that Liujiapu would absolutely not send boats to Fengtai County to pick people up. As for saving Fengtai refugees, it would be good if Liujiapu didn't loot a burning house.

Privately, Zhang Yu believed that although soldiers eating grain was unalterable principles, this grain and equipment were raised by officers. Since soldiers ate the grain, they basically belonged to the officers' property. Selling lives for officers was also unalterable principles. If officers didn't speak, where was the room for soldiers to act on their own? In Zhang Yu's view, Zhou Yisheng's attitude of knowing propriety could be regarded as a model. While Lu Zhengping's mentality was a lawless appearance.

"Captain Zhang, I want to say something with the New Army brothers." Pu Guanshui said to Zhang Yu.

Looking at Pu Guanshui's expression, Zhang Yu had guessed Pu Guanshui's mind. He said seriously: "Commander Pu, my task is to pick up and drop off everyone on time. Please don't make it difficult for me, okay?" Seeing Pu Guanshui didn't speak, Zhang Yu knew his words didn't move Pu Guanshui. He continued: "Commander Pu, you were there when the plan was formulated. If you wanted to help these refugees at that time, why didn't you say it straight then? Moreover, if Brigade Commander Chen wanted to help these refugees at that time, with his straightforward nature, he would have proposed it then. Now you remember to help these refugees, but what about the plan? Commander Pu, if you help the refugees here in Liujiapu attack the fortified village, do you want to help the refugees in the next place? If you do this place by place, is this plan still going to be executed?"

Pu Guanshui listened to Zhang Yu's words silently. He instantly felt only an extreme powerlessness. Zhang Yu was right; if he saved refugees place by place, the original plan would be too late to execute. More importantly, Pu Guanshui himself didn't have enough strength to complete these tasks. The government definitely couldn't be counted on; the power of the Insurance Corps must be borrowed. But now the Insurance Corps was not under Pu Guanshui's command at all. The command power was in Zhang Yu's hands. If Zhang Yu disagreed, Pu Guanshui could only rely on New Army officers and soldiers. Were New Army officers and soldiers willing to risk their lives to break fortified villages for refugees in the disaster area? Pu Guanshui looked at Zhou Yisheng, who lowered his head cautiously beside him, and basically held no illusions in his heart.

But even if he could understand the current situation rationally, there was another voice in Pu Guanshui's chest saying completely different words to him. "Why not try? Chen Ke could make such a big thing in Fengtai County, even seeing victory over natural disasters soon. Why can't I save the fellow villagers of New Army brothers? Can save people throwing themselves into the water along the way, but can't save these common people who dare to attack the fortified village?"

These words in his heart generated a hot thing in Pu Guanshui's chest, making him restless. Pu Guanshui, who always had neat military appearance, stood up abruptly. His fingers touched the tightly buttoned collar hook, almost wanting to unbutton it. To save China from foreigners, shouldn't we first save these common people from death? But, where are the people? Where are the guns? How to tell the brothers following him, "You have to fight for the common people, to die?"

Zhang Yu stared at Pu Guanshui's movements tightly. Seeing Pu Guanshui's face turn red and white, but never speaking, he didn't press further. Zhang Yu came from a family of petty clerks; his family had always taught him how to guess the minds of those in high positions. So far, only a few people in high positions in the People's Party he couldn't see through. Zhang Yu could still guess other people's minds. As long as this impulse in Pu Guanshui's heart subsided, reality would always make Pu Guanshui quiet down. At that time, what Pu Guanshui needed was just an excuse to convince Pu Guanshui himself. And Zhang Yu had already thought of several excuses for Pu Guanshui. At that time, depending on Pu Guanshui's mind, take them out one by one to try; there would always be one that could let Pu Guanshui find a way out. Next, Zhang Yu would act completely according to the plan; just sending people and picking people up would do.

So Zhang Yu waited quietly, saying nothing.

"Sir! Please save our fellow villagers." A mournful cry suddenly erupted in the venue. The one shouting this sentence was not Zhou Yisheng, but Zhou Yisheng's third brother, Zhou Yizheng. After he was brought here with his brother, he hadn't dared to speak all along. This group of strangers was dressed neatly one by one, with good complexions, having the composure of people who had seen the big world in their gestures. Zhou Yizheng, tortured by hunger for a long time, dared not interrupt at all. But listening to these people talk, unexpectedly many people tried to save the common people, tried to help the common people conquer the fortified village. Although he didn't know what status Pu Guanshui had exactly in this group of people, it should be very high. Some hope immediately arose in his heart.

Watching Pu Guanshui prepare to act but stopped by another person who was obviously the leader, Zhou Yizheng's heart became cold again. Since the flood, he struggled on the death line every day, seeing death almost every day. His parents and sister died of hunger; his elder sister was dying. Distant relatives, close neighbors, friends around, or just fellow villagers who could greet each other when meeting, died one by one. Zhou Yizheng felt more and more despair in his heart; self-salvation seemed hopeless. Because of this, Zhou Yizheng longed more and more for someone to come and save them.

And Pu Guanshui, who was preparing to save them, looked worse and worse. Zhou Yizheng's intuition felt very keenly that Pu Guanshui was preparing to give up. If it were before, Zhou Yizheng would absolutely not dare to come and beg. He had always been honest and never dared to provoke those rich and powerful people, let alone the high officials of the Imperial Court. But at this moment, Zhou Yizheng couldn't bear it anymore. He threw himself forward and knelt at Pu Guanshui's feet, hugging Pu Guanshui's legs tightly, shouting hoarsely, "Sir! Save the fellow villagers. Sir! Save the fellow villagers."

Hearing this cry for help, Pu Guanshui's face turned iron-green, but he didn't move. Zhou Yizheng shook Pu Guanshui's leg, trying hard to find words that could convince Pu Guanshui. But he could only repeat again and again, "Sir! Save the fellow villagers. Sir! Save the fellow villagers."

Zhang Yu stared at Zhou Yizheng with disgust in his expression. But the faces of those cadres and soldiers of the reconnaissance battalion were iron-green like Pu Guanshui. Everyone gritted their teeth, fists clenched tightly. Zhou Yisheng saw his big brother begging so desperately, scared pale.

Zhou Yizheng completely couldn't see everyone's expression. Seeing Pu Guanshui silent, he just felt his begging was really unconvincing. But asking people to do things for him, Zhou Yizheng had absolutely nothing to reward. Although this man was honest, he always had backbone. He suddenly stopped begging, looked up, and said loudly: "Sir, as long as you are willing to save everyone, I will be the first to go up when attacking the fortified village; I will be the first to die. Sir, let me be the first to die."

Pu Guanshui took a deep breath. He grabbed Zhou Yizheng's shoulder, but shouted to Zhou Yisheng: "Zhou Yisheng!"

Hearing the Anhui New Army Deputy Commander, this high-ranking officer ranked top three in the Anhui New Army, shout, Zhou Yisheng was scared into kneeling on the ground with a thud. "Sir..." Zhou Yisheng only felt his heart almost stop beating. Looking up at Pu Guanshui's iron-green face, those eyes that seemed to burn with raging fire. His lips trembled, muscles on his face twitched, and he couldn't speak.

"Zhou Yisheng, you go out and pass the order. Let the New Army brothers assemble." Pu Guanshui ordered loudly.

Zhou Yisheng never knew an angry person could emit such a violent aura. That anger made Zhou Yisheng weak all over, almost collapsing completely on the ground. This New Army soldier was used to the rules of the Anhui New Army; the superior's order was heaven and absolutely could not be disobeyed. Although he also wanted to obey the order, his body couldn't move at all. An indescribable terror made Zhou Yisheng numb all over, freezing there.

Pu Guanshui ignored his subordinate. He pulled up Zhou Yizheng kneeling on the ground. Whether because the strength became unusually large under excited emotions, or because long hunger reduced Zhou Yizheng's weight severely, Pu Guanshui only felt he pulled Zhou Yizheng up like lifting a chick.

"Do you really dare to lead the charge for me?" Pu Guanshui stared tightly at Zhou Yizheng's eyes and asked.

"I dare! I dare! If I don't dare, may Heaven destroy me." Zhou Yizheng answered.

"Very good, follow me." After Pu Guanshui finished speaking, he strode out. Zhou Yizheng looked at his fifth brother shivering in place, wanted to say something, but said nothing, just following Pu Guanshui staggeringly and walking out.

The situation changed drastically in an instant, running completely counter to what Zhang Yu thought. Zhang Yu's face turned iron-green with anger. He stared tightly at the backs of Pu Guanshui and Zhou Yizheng. His teeth couldn't help grinding loudly. Just then, he heard someone behind him say: "Captain Zhang, let's also hold a Party member meeting."

Angry Zhang Yu turned his head, only to see the speaker was Li Zhao, Political Commissar of the Waterway Detachment. Not knowing if it was a psychological effect, in Zhang Yu's view, the soldiers seemed to move closer to Li Zhao a lot. Li Zhao, who took two steps forward, seemed to be leading the cadres and soldiers to coerce Zhang Yu at this time.

"Comrades, our task is not to attack the fortified village." Zhang Yu shouted angrily.

No one answered. The cadres and soldiers just stared at Zhang Yu closely, saying nothing.

Zhang Yu was also quite angry, but he could become this detachment commander, occupying a deputy regiment level position. If he didn't know the significance and decisive status of the Party Committee, he could absolutely not be sitting in this position until now.

Sighing deeply, Zhang Yu finally responded, "Then let's hold a meeting!"

After speaking, Zhang Yu turned his head and glared fiercely at Zhou Yisheng who was still kneeling on the ground, "Our Insurance Corps is holding a meeting; you get out first." Zhang Yu finally couldn't help cursing.
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Up to now, the highest decision-maker in the Insurance Corps was Chen Ke; this was a recognized fact. Although Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized that the People's Party led the Insurance Corps, and when encountering urgent problems, everyone must convene a Party Committee meeting to make a decision. However, the convention of Party meetings until now was always Chen Ke speaking, and everyone discussing after listening. Like today, Party members independently requesting to convene a Party Committee meeting to decide the action of the Insurance Corps, this was the first time.

The Waterway Detachment was an old unit, and the Reconnaissance Battalion was an elite force. Chen Ke had been strengthening the political education of these two units. So these two units now had a total of 600 people, and Party members and probationary Party members reached a scale of 54 people. Although the proportion was less than 10%, the total number of People's Party members had just approached 300; proportionally speaking, it was already very high.

As the commander of this operation, Zhang Yu was not in a hurry to express his views. He first introduced the situation briefly, then asked Political Commissar Li Zhao to speak.

Li Zhao looked at the comrades but didn't speak immediately. This wasn't him playing mysterious, but he found he couldn't say anything. The work of the Political Commissar was actually very awkward at the current stage. Although known as Political Commissars of units at all levels, actually what they had to say and do was arranged by superiors, or rather Chen Ke and He Zudao. Among Political Commissars at all levels, those who could do the work assigned by the organization well were considered very excellent talents. Asking them to decide the action of the troops according to the People's Party program themselves, even He Zudao, recognized as the number one Political Commissar in the army, was just beginning. Let alone a novice like Li Zhao.

But one always has to speak in a meeting. Li Zhao's chest originally boiled with justice and passion. When he wanted to turn this justice and passion into his own words to pour out to the comrades, hoping the comrades would accept it, an inexplicable fear immediately overrode this emotion. Li Zhao was 22 years old this year, a native of Songjiang Prefecture. His grandfather's generation was considered middle peasants. Since Shanghai opened as a port, relying on selling grain and vegetables, life was passable. Church schools didn't charge tuition, so Li Zhao's grandfather sent Li Zhao's father to a church school. After graduation, he became a mechanic at the dock shipyard and established a relationship with the British. The Li family's fresh vegetables could always be sold to the British fleet, which guaranteed the Li family's profit. By Li Zhao's generation, he could even attend Fudan Public School.

Following Chen Ke from Shanghai to Anhui, after more than half a year of hard work, exposed to wind and sun, this young man with a round face and a height of 1.65 meters was tanned dark, and the bookish air on him was already very faint. But when he propagandized to the comrades based on his own understanding for the first time, Li Zhao seemed to suddenly return to the days when he was called up by the teacher to answer homework. Nervous inside, dry in the mouth, with an indescribable bitter taste. He just stood there, saying nothing.

Zhang Yu looked at Li Zhao, feeling amused in his heart. Zhang Yu, four years older than Li Zhao, came from a petty clerk family in Handan, Hebei. His family always hoped one of their children could pass the exam for a title. This way they could completely get rid of the family's awkward status. Zhang Yu was once a person the family regarded very highly. But when Zhang Yu was 18, facing the two choices of going to work in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau or continuing to study, Zhang Yu gave the opportunity to continue studying to his younger brother, and carried a small package himself on the road to the Tianjin Machinery Bureau.

In 1900, when Zhang Yu was 20, the Tianjin Machinery Bureau turned to ashes in flames and explosions. Zhang Yu, who participated in defending the Machinery Bureau, was seriously injured and barely saved his life. In the following few years, Zhang Yu worked in a private factory in Tianjin. It wasn't until Chen Ke arrived in Beijing in 1905 that he went to work at the Beijing Honeycomb Briquette Factory under Qin Tongren's introduction. Then, he resolutely gave up the opportunity to continue working in the honeycomb briquette factory, followed Shang Yuan to Shanghai, and then to Anhui. Accumulating merit, he became the Captain of the Waterway Detachment.

In terms of social experience, Zhang Yu was more than a little bit smarter than Li Zhao. So Zhang Yu didn't think Li Zhao could incite everyone's emotions. Because of this view, now that Li Zhao let the scene go cold, Zhang Yu didn't urge or mock. On the contrary, he looked at Li Zhao with very serious eyes.

"Comrades," Li Zhao finally spoke, "Now we have to discuss a matter at the Party meeting: whether to help the common people of Liujiapu attack the fortified village."

Everyone knew clearly what was to be discussed. No one spoke; Party members and probationary Party members waited quietly for Li Zhao to continue.

"I think it is necessary for us to fight. Our Insurance Corps is the people's army; we cannot watch the common people starve to death helplessly." These words should have been magnificent and forceful, but Li Zhao said them without any momentum at all.

Zhang Yu didn't blink, listening quietly. But in his heart, he had already noted down the first point to refute Li Zhao.

"Since we want to liberate the whole of China, Liujiapu will inevitably be liberated in the future. Liberating it now, at least we can get the support of the common people now. Future work will inevitably be much easier." Li Zhao continued. However, these words were spoken with a bit more passion.

Zhang Yu felt Li Zhao finally found some knack, but this was still not the main point. In such a mobilization meeting, what should be emphasized is inflammatory nature, not rationality or long-term consideration. This was also the reason why Zhang Yu drove Zhou Yisheng away. If Zhou Yisheng stated his family's misery and the heartlessness of the landlord in the fortified village with tears and snot, it could at least stimulate everyone's sympathy. Then expounding the righteous mission of the People's Party could encourage the comrades' fighting spirit. After mobilizing the comrades' emotions, then expounding the many benefits of attacking the fortified village to the revolutionary cause, he could naturally get the comrades' support.

In the early days of arriving in Fengtai County, Chen Ke mobilized the comrades' fighting spirit like this, successfully establishing the current situation with the People's Party as the core. And Li Zhao obviously hadn't learned the essence of Chen Ke's speech. He Zudao, as the number one political commissar in the army, had already mastered these, while Li Zhao was still tender.

Sure enough, as Zhang Yu thought, because Li Zhao couldn't grasp the essence of the problem, the effect of his speech was limited. Although everyone was listening seriously, their brows began to frown. But Li Zhao could climb to this position not completely by eating dry rice (being useless). Seeing the situation was wrong, he didn't speak much more and simply ended the speech. "I'll say this much first; now let Captain Zhang talk about his views."

Not bad, not bad, Zhang Yu thought secretly. If it really doesn't work, hand over the speaking right to the other party immediately, look at the other party's words, and refute specifically; this is also a strategy. This was a strategy Chen Ke once narrated.

Zhang Yu stood up, looked around first like Chen Ke. His eyes were bright, looking at every comrade's eyes seriously and carefully. Only then did he start his words. "Comrades, I originally didn't support attacking the fortified village, but I somewhat support it now. But I want to ask everyone a sentence: whose armed force is the Insurance Corps? The Insurance Corps is the gun; who commands the gun? The Party commands the gun! Who should the Insurance Corps listen to? The Insurance Corps should listen to the Party. We Party members present now are the ones deciding the action of our detachment now." Zhang Yu said these words powerfully and resonantly. No one would think Zhang Yu didn't believe this. Even those comrades who hoped to send troops now were the same.

"Then, as Party members, the superior Party organization gave us the great power to command this fleet. We cannot act on our own; we must be worthy of the superior Party organization. Secretary Chen Ke saw us off personally representing the superior Party organization; we must be worthy of Secretary Chen Ke. Cannot let Secretary Chen Ke, let the superior Party organization be disappointed in us. What task did the Party organization give us? Comrades, what exactly is the task the Party organization gave us?" Zhang Yu asked repeatedly, then looked at the Party members' eyes one by one. Under the pressure of Zhang Yu's gaze, everyone was recalling the Party organization's order.

Seeing the thoughtful expressions of the comrades, Zhang Yu already knew he successfully brought the comrades' train of thought onto his own track. But just being triumphant for this moment, Zhang Yu's face suddenly changed. He suddenly remembered one thing, a thing he had ignored. Suddenly, Zhang Yu understood the true intention of the superior Party organization.

The gaffe only lasted for a moment; Zhang Yu had recovered the serious expression just now. "Whether to attack the fortified village and save the common people? Did the Party tell us before this mission?"

This question was asked very cleverly. The Party organization said a lot; which sentence exactly was the explanation for whether to attack the fortified village? Everyone didn't figure it out for a moment.

Zhang Yu didn't let everyone think too much; he announced the answer directly. "Before setting off, Commissar He asked us two questions. The first question: going out this time will definitely see very many tragic things; the Party organization asked if comrades were mentally prepared? The second question: do comrades want to save these common people? How to save these common people?"

Party members looked at each other; many people suddenly realized. While some were still a bit confused. Zhang Yu was excited to confirm that he finally grasped the superior's idea, and on the other hand, scolded his own stupidity in his heart. Since the decision was made, Zhang Yu didn't hold back anymore, didn't keep a hand. He said loudly: "Why did the Party organization ask this? Why didn't they order us to attack the fortified village directly? This is the Party organization's care for us. To save the common people, we have to take out grain solidly. We don't have this grain. To save the common people, we have to help them fight for this grain. Picking up and dropping off people this time is a temporary job. The Party organization doesn't know the specific situation. Asking us to relieve the common people is naturally impossible. Asking us to mobilize the common people, we don't even know if the common people want to fight desperately with the people in the fortified village. If we attack on our own initiative, maybe the common people will think we are a group of robbers. Ruining things instead. So the Party organization said nothing; Commissar He could only speak to this extent."

Once these words were clarified, comrades suddenly realized. There was immediate discussion in the venue. Some comrades felt Commissar He Zudao had many twisty intestines (tricks); most comrades felt Commissar He was really a considerate person. But whether to attack the fortified village was no longer the focus of discussion.

"Comrades, be quiet." Zhang Yu shouted, "Since everyone held this meeting, we must consider realistically. Attacking the fortified village, do we fight with the common people, or do we fight alone? How to fight this battle? What to do if people die in the fight? What to do if someone is injured? Are there enough doctors? Is temporary medical care enough? Are our weapons enough? Oh, by the way, decide now immediately. Heard from Comrade Lu Zhengping that the fellow villagers have already set off to attack the fortified village. Should we rush over now, or send people to stop them immediately? We must make a decision immediately."

Hearing this, People's Party members began to ponder immediately. This was indeed a big matter. Previously, such things were completely decided by Chen Ke and the Military Commission; everyone just listened to orders. Now asking everyone to make decisions, everyone really couldn't think of specific methods for a moment. Everyone's eyes couldn't help falling on Zhang Yu again.

Being watched by so many people with eyes of expectation and trust, Zhang Yu felt great satisfaction in his heart. Previously, such eyes were cast on Chen Ke, on those leaders with higher status. Among those eyes were also Zhang Yu's own eyes. Now Zhang Yu could finally receive such attention himself. He was really incomparably joyful. Looking at the dumbfounded Insurance Corps Political Commissar Li Zhao, Zhang Yu already knew that he completely overrode Li Zhao now. The object everyone was convinced by was no longer Li Zhao, but him, Zhang Yu.

To convince the crowd, first of all, you yourself must have an attitude in your heart that can truly move everyone, a stance that everyone can approve of. Zhang Yu, who had experienced the line of life and death, knew this very well. Back then when he followed Admiral Nie Shicheng to defend the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, everyone was moved by Admiral Nie's righteousness. Without even saying much, just Admiral Nie Shicheng's eyes and those simple words were enough to let everyone know that the time to risk their lives had come.

Although until now, Zhang Yu had never regretted his choice at that time. But after that time, Zhang Yu firmly believed one thing: justice cannot solve problems. No matter how righteous you are, how your deeds can go down in history, there must be matching power behind this justice. Otherwise, you are just filling the ditch for those who master the righteous cause. The reason Zhang Yu followed Shang Yuan and Chen Ke was that these two people, besides possessing a heart of justice, had the power and strategy to implement their ideals. And now, Zhang Yu had very likely stepped on the road to stand side by side with these two people. Although Zhang Yu's current power still originated from these two people, no one was born to possess the power to "decide justice."

But such little getting carried away didn't last long. Zhang Yu was someone who had experienced the test of death after all. He knew thinking too much would only make him lose his bearings. Where Chen Ke was superior to Zhang Yu was that he knew what kind of organization to build. Zhang Yu was convinced wholeheartedly on this point. Confucius said, "The superior man stands in awe of three things: he stands in awe of the ordinances of Heaven, he stands in awe of great men, he stands in awe of the words of sages. The mean man does not know the ordinances of Heaven, and consequently does not stand in awe of them; he is disrespectful to great men, and makes sport of the words of sages." Since Chen Ke was far superior to him now, then Zhang Yu should obey orders under Chen Ke wholeheartedly. If this was the mandate of Heaven, Zhang Yu would absolutely not challenge it.

Throwing away selfish thoughts, Zhang Yu discussed with comrades simply and clearly, and then sent out two waves of personnel.

The People's Party meeting was full of twists and turns, but also sparks flew. On the other side, the meeting of the Anhui New Army could only be described as a pool of stagnant water, covered with dark clouds.

The assembly of the New Army was far less fast than the Insurance Corps, although the number was much smaller than the Insurance Corps. But the Insurance Corps meeting had been held for a good while before the New Army officers and soldiers assembled. Looking at Pu Guanshui's gloomy face, the New Army officers and soldiers were scared into silence. They didn't know who did what wrong to provoke the Commander so angry. At the same time, they looked at the dirty refugee behind Pu Guanshui whose face was like a living skeleton, limbs thin as hemp stalks, clothes ragged, and a large piece of clothes on the chest broken, with doubtful eyes. Everyone felt very puzzled why such a person followed the Commander.

"This person is Zhou Yisheng's brother, Zhou Yizheng. This person is the current refugee in Anhui. Did everyone see what he looks like?"

As soon as Pu Guanshui's voice fell, the face of every New Army officer and soldier became extremely bad. Could their own relatives look like this too? This very practical association made the hearts of New Army officers and soldiers fall into an ice cave.

Pu Guanshui's voice was very low, "Not just this person; now the common people in Anhui all look like this. Just now, hundreds of refugees have gone to break the fortified village of Liujiapu to find food to survive the disaster year. But in my opinion, I'm afraid they can't break the fortified village."

Hearing this, almost all New Army officers and soldiers had sympathetic looks on their faces, but only that kind of sympathy like a fox mourning the death of a rabbit. Seeing such expressions, Pu Guanshui was very disappointed. Pu Guanshui remembered the indignant expression of that Insurance Corps soldier named Lu Zhengping very clearly just now. Lu Zhengping's home was in Fengtai County, having nothing to do with the common people of Liujiapu. Moreover, Fengtai County maintained everyone's survival anyway; presumably, his family definitely had no worry about food and clothing. Yet Lu Zhengping's indignation far exceeded that of the Zhou brothers whose home was in Liujiapu. As for these New Army officers and soldiers who should have camaraderie, they couldn't compare even more.

What the New Army officers and soldiers showed was fear instead. They were merely fearing Pu Guanshui as the Commander. While the soldiers of the Insurance Corps dared to raise opinions to their superior. Also being an army, why was the gap between the two sides so big?

"Should we go help Zhou Yisheng?" Pu Guanshui asked loudly.

For such a simple question, no one in the New Army officers and soldiers dared to utter a sound. After a while, finally someone emboldened himself to ask: "Lord Pu, aren't we here just to help us take our families to Fengtai?"

"That's right, we are here to help everyone. Then should we help the refugees of Liujiapu?" Pu Guanshui continued to ask.

No one dared to speak on this question. In the minds of New Army officers and soldiers, "Sweep the snow from one's own door; do not care about the frost on others' roofs!" This was the correct principle. Saving one's own family, relatives, and friends was already the limit of good deeds in the minds of these officers and soldiers. Helping those refugees who had nothing to do with them, what benefit was there for the officers and soldiers themselves? Obviously none.

Moreover, in the current disaster year, except for anomalies like Fengtai County that could let common people have a mouthful of food, which place with grain wasn't a big household's fortified village? Attacking a fortified village cost lives. Why risk one's life for strangers? There is no such reason in the world.

But there were people with clear minds after all. A battalion commander said: "Lord Pu, if you ask those fortified villages to release grain, as long as you go to talk personally, presumably they will give you face no matter what. We will definitely follow you."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui sneered.

Pu Guanshui was not a fool. He was not ignorant of officialdom and human relationship ways. Coming from an official family, Pu Guanshui naturally couldn't be unaware of these. It was just that he didn't like such practices at all. Pu Guanshui had always believed these established practices were wrong. Pu Guanshui knew the result of coming forward to ask for grain very clearly. Nothing more than the other party thinking he was extorting contributions (*da qiu feng*). Either they wouldn't let him into the fortified village at all, then send him a sum of gift money and tea money for New Army brothers. Or timid ones would symbolically release enough grain for the common people to eat for a few days. Anyway, it was useless work. The fortified village felt that as long as they could save Pu Guanshui's face, that was enough. What did the life and death of the common people have to do with those landlords in the fortified village?

This was also the essential difference Pu Guanshui believed existed between him and these landlords. Pu Guanshui sincerely hoped to save China and save the common people. If he only had such a broad and vague concept before, since reading Chen Ke's book, Pu Guanshui understood more and more why this world was so cruel. Although he didn't deal with Chen Ke much personally, just that set of *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* made Pu Guanshui firmly believe that Chen Ke was a person who could save China and save the world's common people. That was why Pu Guanshui respected Chen Ke so much and was willing to join the revolution led by Chen Ke.

Seeing the reality of Fengtai County and participating in this operation of picking up and dropping off the New Army proved even more that Chen Ke was practicing the ideal of saving the common people. Taking the world as one's own responsibility—anyone can say such big words. Pu Guanshui had seen so many high officials. In this era when China suffered foreign invasion and internal and external troubles, most of them hung these words on their lips. But such words were just their excuses. And in just this one day today, Pu Guanshui saw dozens of young people intending to shoulder this responsibility. And these people were not Chen Ke's diehard followers; they were just some ordinary officers and soldiers among the eight thousand soldiers of the Insurance Corps.

Just today, the revolutionary soldiers Pu Guanshui saw who were willing to save the common people with practical actions were more than the total number of people he had seen in his life who were willing to do something practical for the common people.

And these New Army officers and soldiers in front of him, even if their fellow villagers were struggling on the death line, they still dared not express anything. What exactly were they afraid of?

Although Pu Guanshui was full of passion when convening the New Army officers and soldiers, having said just these few words to the New Army officers and soldiers, Pu Guanshui felt somewhat dispirited. He couldn't help sighing, "If the fortified village only gives the common people grain for a few days, as soon as we leave, the common people will still starve to death in a few days. Do you think there is any use doing this?"

The New Army officers and soldiers looked at each other. Although these words made sense, what could the New Army officers and soldiers do?

"Then we can't break the fortified village, right? What's the difference between that and bandits?" A bold officer said. Pu Guanshui looked; that person was named Xu Qingnian, and his family had a fortified village.

Yes, in Xu Qingnian's view, breaking a fortified village was treason and heresy. People who broke fortified villages were bandits. As for the starving common people, they deserved it. Pu Guanshui didn't want to say Xu Qingnian was wrong to say so. He looked around carefully at his subordinates. Among them, if speaking truthfully, at least twenty percent either had fortified villages at home or at least could live in fortified villages. Asking them to break fortified villages was something not to even think about.

I still didn't consider things thoroughly! Pu Guanshui suddenly felt a great powerlessness.

Just then, someone ran over suddenly. The New Army officers and soldiers stared at the comer one by one. Pu Guanshui was disheartened at this time and didn't even want to waste the effort to turn his head.

"Commander Pu, our Detachment Commander invites you," the comer shouted.

Pu Guanshui announced the New Army stand here for now, and followed the comer to the command post of the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment. He saw the command post already presented a kind of extreme busyness. Seeing Pu Guanshui come in, Zhang Yu stood up immediately to greet him. "Commander Pu, we have decided to attack the fortified village. Are there any New Army brothers willing to participate?"

"What?" Pu Guanshui knew Zhang Yu didn't want to attack the fortified village. He was completely confused by such a big change in attitude in such a short time.

Seeing Pu Guanshui silent, Zhang Yu asked again, "Commander Pu, are there any New Army brothers willing to participate in attacking the fortified village?"
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After the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment began preparing for battle, the preparation speed of the field hospital was unexpectedly the fastest. This matter shocked Pu Guanshui greatly. Actually, this hospital was very simple. Just some simple stretchers, opium paste for pain relief. Probes to find the position of bullets, some knives to dig out bullets, and needles and threads for suturing wounds. As well as bandages for dressing. The soldier tags of Insurance Corps soldiers had blood types on them. Manual centrifuges for testing blood types, needles for drawing and transfusing blood, and hanging bottles for transfusing saline were originally packed in fixed boxes. Now taking them out and checking once was enough.

There were two platoons totaling 24 army doctors on the fleet this time. After checking the equipment against the regulations, the two platoons of transport teams and army doctor teams formed a field hospital. Everyone packed up their things, ready to set off at any time.

Chen Ke never thought forming an army hospital would dampen morale. On the contrary, Chen Ke believed that letting wounded soldiers howl on the battlefield would deal a heavy blow to morale. Only when soldiers knew they would definitely receive the most dedicated treatment would everyone fight with peace of mind.

Compared to the field hospital, although other departments were formed faster, the preparation work was far less rapid. Scouts were sent out wave after wave. Staff officers studied against the drawings. Marching and troop deployment. Arrangement of guns and ammunition. These were all the most basic things.

This time the fleet not only had scouts but also engineer troops. They even brought a certain amount of explosives. As the commander-in-chief, Zhang Yu saw these things on the list and became more convinced of the superior's intention. If there wasn't a plan to attack the fortified village long ago, bringing guns and ammunition would be enough; there was no need to carry dangerous stuff like explosives. However, there was no need to explain these internal affairs of the Insurance Corps so clearly to Pu Guanshui, an outsider.

Learning that the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment had decided to send troops, Pu Guanshui felt very ashamed. But Pu Guanshui was not the kind of person who couldn't let go. He asked Zhang Yu straightforwardly, "Captain Zhang, do you have any tasks for me to do?"

Zhang Yu actually wanted to see how capable Pu Guanshui, the Commander of the Anhui New Army, really was. If possible, Zhang Yu hoped this New Army Commander could lead the New Army to charge and shatter enemy lines. But now the wish was dashed, and Zhang Yu didn't want to create extra complications. "Commander Pu, you don't need to go to battle this time. But next time, I wonder if I can trouble Commander Pu to negotiate with the fortified village first. If we can avoid fighting, I think it's better not to fight for the time being. Even if we ask for half a month's grain first to let the common people survive these days. Our Insurance Corps can also transfer troops and supplies calmly. Otherwise, these guns and ammunition can't be replenished."

"This, I will think of a way." Pu Guanshui felt Zhang Yu's idea was very correct, although a considerable part of the Insurance Corps' arms was provided by Pu Guanshui now. But Pu Guanshui no longer regarded himself as New Army.

Zhang Yu continued: "The key is ammunition. Even ammunition is not a problem; the key is reloaded bullets."

This was actually not Zhang Yu's insight. At the military meeting, Chen Ke had talked about this matter to senior officers. In the future, the Insurance Corps would enter large-scale operations. In this era, the Insurance Corps must have a modern army. After hearing enough of the comrades' various strange requests, Chen Ke smiled and explained his plan. The Insurance Corps must build an arsenal capable of self-repairing various captured guns and producing reloaded bullets. "Reloaded bullets" mainly need primers, gunpowder, and warheads. Cartridge cases can use old ones. And there are also captured enemy bullet cases to supplement.

Hearing Zhang Yu's words, Pu Guanshui frowned slightly. He didn't expect this Detachment Commander of the Insurance Corps Waterway Detachment to have such insight. Zhang Yu didn't explain more. The scout team sent out earliest had already determined the marching route five *li* ahead. After reading the roughly drawn route map, Zhang Yu stood up, "Commander Pu, we are about to set off. Troublesome you to watch the New Army brothers well, and guard the boats together with our stay-behind personnel. Okay?"

Although knowing Zhang Yu's request was very reasonable, he wanted to save the lives of the common people so much, yet couldn't go to the battlefield now. Pu Guanshui only felt a burst of guilt. "Will definitely not disgrace the mission." Pu Guanshui answered seriously.

Amidst a burst of loud bugle calls, the main force of the Insurance Corps lined up according to configuration. Some soldiers knew there would be a battle but didn't know who the enemy was exactly. Zhang Yu didn't say much either, "Set off." He shouted. The crimson hammer and sickle Party flag was raised high and waved by the flag bearer. Then Political Commissar Li Zhao led the singing of the military song,

"Forward, forward, forward! Our team faces the sun, Treading on the motherland's earth, Carrying the nation's hope, We are an invincible force. We are the sons and brothers of the people, We are the armed force of the people, Never fearing, Never yielding, Fighting bravely, Until the reactionaries are wiped out clean, The banner of China flies high. Listen! The wind is howling, the bugle is sounding, Listen! How loud is the revolutionary song! Comrades stride neatly towards the battlefield of liberation, Comrades stride neatly towards the frontier of the motherland, Forward, Forward! Our team faces the sun, Towards the final victory, Towards the liberation of the whole country!"

Although they didn't know where their goal was, nor who their enemy was. Most soldiers didn't even know what revolution meant, let alone having the concept and ambition of liberating the whole of China. But when the military song was sung, this music completely different from the local Fengyang Flower Drum of Anhui also had a completely different feeling. Everyone knew there would be a battle, knew they would encounter enemies ahead. There was fear in their chests, but this fear didn't make a single person slow down their pace. Nor did anyone have the thought of fleeing before the battle. Because for a long time, they had been accustomed to advancing side by side with comrades, facing various difficulties and hardships side by side. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps sang the military song belonging only to their own troops with the Political Commissar, and the long column started marching almost simultaneously.

Almost at the same time, in front of the Liujiapu fortified village more than twenty *li* away, the refugees also began to act. Among the nearly a thousand refugees, there was no crying or shouting, no begging. In the few months of the disaster, they had exhausted all begging and crying. But the gate of this fortified village had been motionless like cast iron for months. Relatives who couldn't withstand hunger and disease had already passed away. Even if there were dying ones, it was just the difference between dying today and dying tomorrow. Everyone's only way out lay in whether they could break the fortified village. Looking at the high wall of several *zhang*, no one spoke, no one cried anymore. Anyway, it was death; either being beaten to death or fighting to death. As long as they could rush into the fortified village and get grain, those dying family members and themselves could survive.

The people above the fortified village had noticed these people long ago. The iron bell on the high watchtower and the iron bell inside the fortified village rang for a long time. The wall of the fortified village was black with people. Bird guns (*Niao Chong* - muskets) and other firearms, black muzzles pointed outside. Spearheads of long spears and broadswords flashed with metallic light. There must be at least more than a hundred people waiting in full battle array. Compared with these common people's weapons which could only be called crude, they could be said to be fully armed.

Master Liu Ba (*Liu Ba Ye*) was the owner of the fortified village. He was only in his early forties this year, a very strong and powerful man. Actually, when the flood started this year, no one expected it would evolve into the current appearance. Late spring and early summer, exactly when crops were growing madly, rain falling from the sky was a good thing. But no one expected this rain to last for more than 60 days. Watching the ground turn into ponds, ponds turn into lakes, lakes turn into a boundless sea.

Like other fortified villages, Master Liu Ba strictly ordered not to open the gate of the fortified village. All women and men lived separately. Rectifying the order inside the fortified village, outsiders were resolutely not allowed to enter. Master Liu Ba was also considered a very prestigious person in this Liujiapu. Like others who could build fortified villages, his ancestors also started from the Huai Army, fighting for wealth and honor amidst knives and guns. Relying on property robbed from everywhere, the family bought several thousand *mu* of land. Becoming a local big landlord. Inside this fortified village were all Liu family's relatives, divided by distance, living from inside to outside. Those who could live on the edge of the fortified village had to be relatives within four degrees. As the owner of the fortified village, Master Liu Ba firmly believed he had to plan for these relatives.

At least half of these family guards were Liu family clansmen. More men held long spears and pitchforks under the wall. Master Liu Ba climbed up the watchtower with his brother carrying a pistol. The condescending perspective was very good. The refugees were still outside the shooting range of muskets. Master Liu Ba saw the refugees didn't have any firearms, so he put the gun back into the holster and took out a single-tube "Thousand Li Eye" (telescope) from his bosom. This was a treasure passed down from Master Liu Ba's ancestors. Good stuff that only officers could use from the Huai Army era. Pulling open the "Thousand Li Eye" and placing it in front of his right eye, the situation of the refugees was seen clearly in an instant.

The guys held by those ragged refugees were really pitiful; besides farm tools, they were tree poles. Those few ladders were useless. The height was still quite short of the wall top. Master Liu Ba looked back under the wall. The boiling water in the big pot emitted white steam. Just pouring a few buckets on this group of poor bastards (*qiong bang zi*) would be enough to blister those bastards attacking his fortified village all over.

As the owner of the fortified village, Master Liu Ba did things very meticulously. He knew the height, advantages, and disadvantages of the fortified village like the back of his hand. Continuing to observe the number and arms of the refugees for a while, Master Liu Ba relaxed. With just these few hundred people wanting to break his fortified village, don't even think about it. But the only troublesome thing was how to deal with it after the battle. Those killed people piled outside the wall definitely wouldn't do. He still had to send people out to bury them. Thinking of this, a grudge arose in Master Liu Ba's heart. Couldn't these people die honestly at home? Must die outside his fortified village. After killing them, he still had to find monks and Taoist priests to perform rituals, which was spending a sum of money for nothing again.

But on second thought, Master Liu Ba saw there were some women among the refugees outside. This was also quite good. If capturing women and selling them to Shanghai, maybe he could earn a little. But this thought only flashed for a moment; cautious attitude immediately gained the upper hand. Master Liu Ba shouted loudly: "Beating back the bandits, everyone gets a reward of one hundred *wen* cash. After killing all these bandits later, we have to go out and clean up. I'll say this upfront now: I want dead ones, not live ones! Everyone can use their heads to claim rewards. One head, half a tael of silver. Two heads, one tael of silver. Whoever can chop off ten heads, I'll give him seven taels. Chop off twenty heads, I'll give him fifteen taels!"

Master Liu Ba's voice was loud and resonant; such a reward offer could be heard far away. A sound of "Oh!" immediately came from around! Such an incentive policy worked immediately. Even the eyes of the originally very nervous family guards flashed with excitement. In these years, one tael of silver was not a small amount. Let alone fifteen taels. Family guards who were originally unwilling to kill people felt they should at least chop off a head to claim some reward. As for those pugnacious people, they grinned even more. They made up their minds to do a big job and earn a lot of reward money. The morale inside the fortified village rose instantly.

Seeing everyone looking left and right excitedly and whispering to each other, Master Liu Ba came down from the watchtower with satisfaction and let his brother take over the actual command work. Either don't do things, or do them thoroughly. This was the family instruction passed down from ancestors who were Huai Army officers. The Huai Army eliminated the Taiping Army and the Nian Army running rampant for a time just like this. There was no need to be polite to those bandits. Even if these bandits were starving refugees about to die, Master Liu Ba still thought so. If there was anything to blame, go blame God. This sixty-day heavy rain was not requested by Master Liu Ba. During the flood, in order to stop the rain, Master Liu Ba also performed rituals. It's just that God didn't open his eyes; who had a way? Master Liu Ba even felt that the rain stopping had something to do with the rituals he spent money on.

Lending grain to these poor ghosts, could they afford to pay back? Since they couldn't afford to pay back, don't borrow; just starve to death yourself. Master Liu Ba's grain didn't come from the wind either. It was also obtained by sweat beads falling into eight pieces. Just looking at Master Liu Ba's glory now, but who still remembers that when the Liu family followed Lord Li Hongzhang to send troops back then, fifteen people left, and only one of Master Liu Ba's ancestors came back alive. This was property exchanged with life; why should it be enjoyed by these poor bastards outside the fortified village? Where is the reason for this?

Go find the Magistrate for natural disasters; what's the use of finding Master Liu Ba?

Sitting back on the chair near the gate of the fortified village, Master Liu Ba waited quietly for the battle to begin.

Zhou Xingrui looked at the high fortified village. He suddenly felt he had never felt before that this fortified village could be high to this degree. Need to tilt the head so high. A battle was about to start immediately. Zhou Xingrui then began to think nervously: am I ready? Climbing ladders, ladders are there. Ramming the door, the battering ram wasn't prepared too well. Everyone has no strength; how much strength is needed for this? Things that should have been planned long ago seemed not ready somehow. These fellow villagers hadn't practiced either; they just listened to some of his suggestions and saw he had a pistol. That's why they followed him.

He suddenly felt driving Zhou Yisheng away just now was wrong. At any rate, Zhou Yisheng was a soldier and knew more about fighting than he did. It would have been good if Zhou Yisheng could give him some ideas just now. But now it's too late to think anything. Besides charging, there is no other way.

"Niu Er, Er Gou, prepare to charge." Zhou Xingrui issued the order. These two people, one was Zhou Xingrui's nephew, one was his sister's son. The two children were responsible for commanding people to ram the door. Hearing the order, the two youths greeted other youths, "Everyone listen, ram the door open, go in and grab grain. Let our brothers pick first. If brothers die, let everyone's parents and siblings pick first. At this time, there is nothing to fear. Everyone charge."

Those responsible for ramming the door were all relatively sturdy young men. Hearing this, everyone didn't cheer either, just silently picked up their things.

Those were several tables tied together. Farm tables were clumsy. Only then could they last long. Among them, two tables, although old, looked quite good; even the lacquer on them could show some clues. Those were tables from the Zhou Yisheng and Zhou Yizheng brothers' home. Hemp ropes tied the tables to several long poles. Some once-tattered cotton quilts were spread on top. These cotton quilts didn't have much cotton left either; the cotton that could be eaten had long been eaten up. Just such a pile of tattered, fluffy stuff that one could hardly distinguish what it originally was.

A dozen young men lifted this thing used to prevent bullets. Seven or eight young men lifted the battering ram and rushed towards the gate of the fortified village.

Now responsible for guarding the wall of the fortified village was Master Liu Ba's brother, Liu Wentao. Actually, Master Liu Ba was only ranked eighth in his generation, not eighth among his brothers. His original name was Liu Wenxiu. Liu Wentao was Master Liu Ba's second brother. Always his brother's right-hand man. Looking at this "siege" guy, Liu Wentao almost laughed out loud. Wasn't this the stuff used by the Taiping Army back then that ancestors talked about? Such stuff dared to be used to attack his own fortified village. Did these people not know the Liu family started by eliminating the Taiping Army back then?

"Bring the oil jar." Liu Wentao laughed. The family guard had already brought the oil jar very quickly. "Let this big turtle reach the door; everyone don't fire yet."

The order was executed very well. Viewed from above, the team looking like a huge turtle with a strange shape rushed to the door very quickly. A smart one among the family guards had already brought a torch over. Liu Wentao glanced at this smart ghost; it was a guy named Jin Zaisheng. A *thump* sound came from the gate. The vibration generated by the collision between the battering ram and the gate transmitted to the soles of Liu Wentao's feet along the wall.

"Tch, starved like this, and dare to be bandits?" Liu Wentao sneered. He threw the oil jar towards that bulletproof door panel. With a bang, the oil jar smashed to pieces on the door panel. Oil quickly spread in that pile of tattered stuff. Liu Wentao aimed and threw the torch down. Rolling in the air, the torch drew an arc and landed exactly on the oil. Flames burned up instantly.

Lu Zhengping was flying on the sandy ground. Following behind him were five soldiers. Everyone would pause after running for a while; they had to change the person carrying Zhou Yizheng on the back. Since the Insurance Corps had decided to attack the fortified village, the first thing was to prevent the common people from dying for nothing. The work of stopping the common people was handed over to Lu Zhengping. They brought Zhou Yizheng along. After all, stopping as an outsider probably had basically no effect. Bringing Zhou Yizheng, a local, would be persuasive.

No one spoke. Everyone ran panting. If not for the military training of the Insurance Corps, everyone would probably be unable to go on at this time. But no one said anything. Everyone was doing their best. As long as they could arrive a quarter of an hour earlier, they could save many common people. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps also exerted all their strength.
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Outside the Liujiapu fortified village, the protective body made of tables soon burned fiercely. If it was just heat, the youths below could still endure it. In fact, even with the scorching flames above their heads, the youths only raised the wooden poles supporting the tables slightly higher. The youths hiding under the tables shouted chants and rammed the battering ram fiercely against the gate hooped with iron strips. Again and again, the youths used their last strength, lifting the battering ram and slamming it against the gate. Their hands were shaken to pain; after a dozen hits, their hands began to go numb. The temperature transmitted from the tables above became higher and higher, and the thick smoke became heavier and heavier, choking many youths into violent coughing.

Just then, the ropes tying the tables to the wooden frame broke. Suddenly, the protective cover made of several tables scattered and fell to the ground. Burning flames fell on the youths' clothes, immediately igniting the tattered clothes on their bodies. Some youths continued to try hard to ram the door, while some youths beat the flames on their bodies facing such a sudden change.

And the enemy on the wall didn't give these youths any chance. "Brothers, kill all these bandits for me!" Liu Wentao shouted loudly. Muskets and bird guns fired like splashing water. The storm composed of iron sand and bullets created countless wounds on the youths trapped in the fire. Some youths attacking the door fell without a sound, while others screamed and were beaten down into the fire.

"Give me another oil jar." Liu Wentao ordered. A family guard handed over an earthenware jar. Liu Wentao aimed at the direction and smashed the jar down fiercely. The oil splashing from the shattered jar sprinkled on the youths, instantly fueling the fire.

Amidst the storm of flames and bullets, youths were constantly injured and fell. Some youths were beaten to death directly at the door, and some were beaten injured and unable to move. Some were choked unconscious by the thick smoke. And some youths were burned into firemen, struggling to escape from this dead ground at the door. Their whole bodies were tightly wrapped in flames. Just running out of the area covered by thick smoke, bullets mercilessly knocked the youths down from behind.

Zhou Xingrui looked painfully at his relatives covered in flames, struggling in the sea of fire. They struggled and twisted, flames rising from their bodies, rolling. Hands and feet stretched straight, wanting to escape a life from this hell on earth. But failed to escape.

Screams and wailing suddenly erupted from the crowd that had been silent. That was the wailing of the youths' families. Someone had already rushed over desperately, wanting to save their relatives back. Liu Wentao patiently let them into the shooting range, waited until they approached the vicinity of the sea of fire, and then ordered a volley of random shots. The five or six refugees rushing over were instantly beaten down. Struggled for a while and stopped moving.

Liu Wentao stared at these people carefully. He discovered a detail. He originally thought that when bullets hit those people below, blood would splash everywhere. But after a long time, a small pool of blood appeared under these people. And this blood stain was quickly sucked dry by the sandy soil.

Thick smoke wrapped in the special smell of burning corpses blew over. Liu Wentao frowned and shouted: "Pour a few buckets of water. Don't burn the door." Family guards quickly carried buckets of water over. Several buckets of water were poured down. Accompanied by "sizzling" sounds, white smoke rose instantly, and the fire head was immediately suppressed a lot. Some places were still burning, but a moment later, piles of charred black things could be seen on the ground. There were wreckage of tables, but more were human limbs burned into charred black by fire, scattered all over the ground. The flames were not all extinguished; some human bodies were still burning.

Seeing the fire reduce, confirming that the gate of his fortified village should be fine, Liu Wentao couldn't help spitting on the fire outside. Some family guards were smoked by this smell and were already lying on the wall vomiting. "You stick your heads out to vomit; if the wall is dirtied, will you clean it?" Liu Wentao couldn't help scolding.

A family guard who had shown considerable excitement after hearing the announcement of the bounty for cutting off human heads just now suddenly laughed: "This smell of roasted meat smells quite fragrant." Hearing this, some people couldn't help laughing loudly. And those family guards who were already vomiting vomited even more severely lying on the wall. Not much was eaten in the disaster year, so the little bit of stuff in the stomach was vomited clean very quickly. But this smell of burning human bodies, especially the comments of those heartless guys on human meat, made these family guards unable to stop the feeling of vomiting no matter what. Some people finally vomited out dark green bile.

Bursts of wailing came from the crowd of refugees. That was the voice of grief, indignation, pain, and despair. Although wailing, there were no tears anymore. Everyone's eyes gradually became red. Unknown who shouted first, "Kill all these bastards!" "Kill all these bastards!"

This was a curse from the bottom of the heart. Someone among the refugees immediately followed to shout, "Kill all these bastards!" And the words of this curse became shorter and shorter, soon becoming one word "Kill!" When hundreds of people shouted this word from the bottom of their hearts together, the people on the wall invariably felt a chill on their backs.

"Kill!" "Kill!" "Kill!" "Kill!" "Kill!" The shouts of the refugees became louder and louder. Although Zhou Xingrui knew everyone couldn't hold back and was about to rush out immediately. In this sound with almost hypnotic ability, Zhou Xingrui himself actually couldn't help but want to take the lead in rushing towards the fortified village, towards his irreconcilable enemy. But he held back temporarily. Since ramming the door didn't work, then only climbing over the wall with ladders remained. The remaining reason was still reminding Zhou Xingrui that rushing up in a swarm like this was useless; those carrying ladders must be in front, and others follow behind. He hurriedly shouted for the few teams carrying ladders to come to the front. But he found no one listened to his command. The few little girls and boys remaining among the refugees looked pale one by one, leaning fearfully against their relatives. Men and adult women with red eyes stared tightly at the figures on the wall, shouting a word involuntarily in their mouths, "Kill!"

Liu Wentao on the wall tightened his mouth looking at these people below. As if there was a kind of magic, the family guards who were vomiting suddenly didn't want to vomit anymore, staring dumbfounded at those people below, legs trembling uncontrollably. Those family guards who were still laughing originally also darkened their faces. They held fire guns or broadswords and long spears tightly, staring deadly at the refugees in the distance.

Although knowing rushing up like this wouldn't work, although knowing rushing up like this absolutely couldn't break the fortified village, although knowing the outcome of rushing up like this was death. But in everyone's shouting, Zhou Xingrui couldn't endure anymore. Isn't it just death? Were the days passed every day in the disaster not more terrible than death?

Thinking of death, Zhou Xingrui suddenly felt there was nothing terrible about it at all. As if a warm current rose from his chest, making Zhou Xingrui feel his limbs and bones were light. Until now, what else is there to be afraid of? Right, didn't we come here to die a quick death? Otherwise, why come to attack this fortified village? So what if there are no ladders, so what if rushing up means death? Die early and reincarnate early; everyone no longer has to suffer this living hell.

The remaining reason had vanished completely. Zhou Xingrui, who had no thinking anymore, raised the pistol in his hand high.

"Bang" "Bang" "Bang," accompanied by several crisp gunshots in succession, the refugees were stunned violently. If this gunshot rang in front, as long as one person rushed forward, everyone would rush up desperately. But this gunshot rang behind.

Then, they heard someone shouting from afar: "Everyone wait for us; we come to help!" "Don't move now."

Help? In such days, there are actually people helping? Many people didn't fail to understand this word, but everyone simply couldn't believe there was such a thing.

But soon, several people ran over quickly. They bypassed the crowd and inserted straight between the crowd and the fortified village. One of them carried a refugee on his back. Everyone looked carefully; it was actually Zhou Yizheng. And the person running at the very front held a crimson flag. Just standing still, that person raised the crimson flag high in his hand and waved it vigorously. The eyes of the refugees fell on this flag invariably. They saw that person wave a few times, then forcefully insert the flagpole into the ground. The flagpole was inserted into the sandy soil more than half a foot deep at once.

Such an appearance like singing opera immediately attracted everyone's attention. Not only the refugees, but Liu Wentao and the family guards of the Liu family fortified village on the wall also stared intently at this group of people who suddenly appeared. They uniformly wore dark blue short clothes, with white leggings on their legs and black cloth shoes on their feet.

Liu Wentao's pupils couldn't help contracting. Although not seeing very clearly, on the backs of these few people were carried regular rifles. Liu Wentao could be absolutely sure about this point. As if to prove this, the person in the lead took off the rifle, turned around, and aimed at the people on the wall. The family guards were dumbfounded one by one. That person in blue clothes standing under the crimson flag was very far from here. Even the best gun in the fortified village couldn't hit that far. What exactly was he doing aiming the gun at the fortified village?

With a "Bang," the muzzle spewed out green smoke. The iron bell on the watchtower immediately emitted a crisp "Clang" sound.

Everyone on the wall was shocked in their hearts. They turned their heads invariably, only to see the iron bell used to sound the alarm swaying uncertainly. And the family guard standing by the bell opened his mouth wide, standing there motionless like a wooden chicken. Obviously, he wasn't ringing the bell just now. Instead, that shooter accurately hit the iron bell. The sound of the bullet hitting the iron bell scared the family guard beside the bell like this.

Everyone couldn't help thinking, with such range, such accuracy, if that person in blue clothes aimed not at the iron bell but at themselves just now... Everyone on the wall only felt cold sweat oozing from their backs. Almost simultaneously, everyone including Liu Wentao squatted down, hiding behind the wall and daring not show their heads again.

Lu Zhengping didn't know how to express his mood either. He was actually aiming at the family guard standing highest just now. But the bullet missed, unexpectedly causing a better effect instead. That iron bell was actually just a very inconspicuous little thing in Lu Zhengping's eyes. If not for hitting it by accident, Lu Zhengping wouldn't even have noticed the existence of the iron bell. If asked to aim at the iron bell from the beginning, he absolutely wouldn't hit it.

The rifle was the arms brought by Pu Guanshui when he arrived in Fengtai County. This new-style Hanyang Type 88 received by the Anhui New Army was stronger than the original muskets of the Insurance Corps by more than a little bit, whether in range or power. Although he had fired live ammunition many times, firing a shot truly at the enemy, Lu Zhengping couldn't help praising this gun in his heart. At the same time, he maintained great dissatisfaction with his shooting level.

Turning his head back, what Lu Zhengping saw were puzzled and shocked gazes. The refugees stared tightly at Lu Zhengping with various unspeakable emotions.

According to Zhang Yu's instructions, Lu Zhengping shouted loudly: "Fellow villagers, let's call it a day. We go home first. The People's Party has cooked rice, waiting for everyone to eat together."

The refugees didn't understand the meaning of these words at all, especially didn't understand what the familiar yet strange words "cooked rice" meant exactly?

Zhou Yizheng had been put on the ground by the Insurance Corps soldiers. The bumps along the way made this man who had suffered from hunger almost faint. But he held on and didn't faint. At this time, he walked forward unsteadily, shouting with all his strength: "Fellow villagers, someone came to save us. Finally someone came to save us."

Zhou Xingrui couldn't understand the changes from just now at all. His brain was in chaos, only knowing he seemed to have seen Lu Zhengping's clothes and face. Seeing Zhou Yizheng come forward and say this, Zhou Xingrui also walked forward unsteadily, "Old Three, what did you say?"

"Great-Grandpa, People's Party people came to save us. Several hundred people, bringing grain, bringing doctors. They came to save us." Zhou Yizheng only felt his breath getting shorter and voice getting smaller, but he endured the feeling of dizziness strongly, trying hard to say, "There is grain, there are doctors. Someone came to save us..." Saying this, Zhou Yizheng's consciousness went blank, and he fainted.

Zhou Xingrui wanted to grab Zhou Yizheng who fell on the ground, but he really didn't have that strength. Dragged by Zhou Yizheng's body, Zhou Xingrui knelt on the ground. He looked up; that crimson flag was really inserted there. Those few people in blue clothes were standing in front of him holding guns. Lowering his head, Zhou Yizheng was also solidly in front of him.

Lips trembling, Zhou Xingrui asked: "Are you really here to save us?" After asking this, Zhou Xingrui suddenly regretted it for a while. If those few people in front were not here to save everyone, if Zhou Yizheng was just talking nonsense from hunger fainting. He absolutely couldn't accept this fact.

However, the young man who fired the gun just now said loudly: "Fellow villagers, we, the People's Party, came to save everyone. Let's go back; we brought grain. Everyone go eat together."

Hearing this, Zhou Xingrui lowered his head. "Mn mn..., woo woo..." Zhou Xingrui's shoulders twitched, "Mn mn..., woo woo..." This man in his forties was, and is, a number one figure in ten *li* and eight villages. He had always been respected. In the past few months, his tears had long dried up, but at this time Zhou Xingrui buried his head deeply, hands unconsciously grabbing the sand on the ground, body twitching, crying like a wronged child. Tears soaked the eye sockets that had been dry for unknown how long again.

In this year of despair, after countless days of hope and then disappointment. Finally waited, finally waited. In this hometown destroyed by the flood like a desert, finally someone came to save these not-yet-dead common people.

Thin porridge and steamed buns (*mantou*) were supplied quantitatively. The salt in the vegetables was sufficient. This was not mean, but common sense. Letting refugees eat freely, the result was destined to be bursting (eating to death). Insurance Corps people emphasized repeatedly that there would be food tomorrow, but refugees surrounded the marching cauldron subconsciously and refused to leave. Anyway, the rice was distributed, and the pot was empty. The comrades of the cooking squad simply wanted to carry the pot away. Refugees surrounded the cooking squad, insisting on sharing even a small mouthful of pot-washing water.

The soldiers of the cooking squad rarely showed a trace of bitter smile, but still carried the marching pot away. In fact, since seeing the refugees, not a single Insurance Corps soldier could smile.

At the assembly point, Political Commissar Li Zhao re-mentioned the two questions of Commissar He Zudao before departure. Everyone really had no concept of what refugees looked like exactly. Fengtai County suffered a disaster, but everyone didn't suffer calamity. Although it couldn't be said life was good, it could be said life was passable. When comrades saw the appearance of refugees with their own eyes, they shuddered. Refugees like living skeletons made soldiers feel chills on their backs. Moreover, such a group of refugees actually wanted to attack the fortified village. This was even more unimaginable. That was sending themselves to death. Although Insurance Corps soldiers didn't fear fortified villages, that was based on the Insurance Corps' own strength. And this group of refugees had nothing left.

With the pot carried away, the refugees also gave up the thought. Everyone ate. Men cried, women also cried, only children were too hungry to cry. Finishing the first real meal in a few mouthfuls, refugees wanted to surround the Insurance Corps officers and soldiers to ask for food. Zhang Yu had thought of this problem long ago; the Insurance Corps had already withdrawn. Doctors treated patients; actually, it couldn't be called any illness. Under long-term hunger, everything is illness. After pouring a large bowl of rice soup for each patient, the doctors also withdrew.

After experiencing a toss during the day, everyone's spirit was basically exhausted. Although some people tried to follow the Insurance Corps, the marching ability of the two sides differed too much. The troops strictly ordered not to stop. Listening to the begging behind, although the soldiers felt very uncomfortable in their hearts, they knew doing so was also good for the common people. Seeing they couldn't catch up with the Insurance Corps, the refugees had to give up.

Actually, the Waterway Detachment was one of the earliest troops of the Insurance Corps. Every founding unit of the old Insurance Corps had served in turns in the Waterway Team. They undertook the heavy responsibility of saving local common people in Fengtai County during the flood. Soldiers who performed excellently and soldiers familiar with water nature formed the current Waterway Detachment. Although they rarely appeared in Fengtai County, no high-level officials didn't know that this troop maintained Fengtai County's lifeline to the outside world. Grain and supplies were transported to the base area by the Waterway Detachment.

Now, this troop added the elite reconnaissance battalion of the Insurance Corps on land, and other capable soldiers selected to participate in picking up and dropping off Anhui New Army officers and soldiers. The total number reached more than six hundred. Even leaving more than one hundred guards, there were as many as five hundred soldiers coming for disaster relief.

Since the small team led by Lu Zhengping had already met face to face with the Liujiapu fortified village, the staff department released scout teams to intercept the surrounding area of the Liu family fortified village according to the regulations led by Chen Ke, aiming not to let the Liu family fortified village send people to ask for reinforcements. Communication in the disaster area was interrupted. If only breaking the fortified village, it was estimated that no one might know for a few months. But once news leaked, the consequences would be too serious. Liujiapu was not too far from Hongze Lake and belonged to the jurisdiction of Wuhe County. Fengtai County had nothing to do with here. No matter how capable Shang Yuan was, he couldn't manage Wuhe County. If local government intervened, the Insurance Corps would be very embarrassed.

Sure enough, as expected by the staff department, not long after nightfall, two groups of people were caught in succession. Lu Zhengping's "world-shocking shot" during the day scared the people of Liujiapu. If Lu Zhengping really shot someone dead with one shot, it probably wouldn't be so deterrent. The ultra-long range of the rifle had proved that the suddenly appearing Insurance Corps possessed powerful firepower. And hitting the alarm bell, in Master Liu Ba's view, made it clear they wanted to demonstrate. A force possessing such subordinates was absolutely not something Master Liu Ba could easily afford to provoke. Although knowing going to the county to report to officials had extremely limited use, Master Liu Ba felt it better to be careful.

Interrogation of captives was quite rude, basically adopting the routine of separate screening and repeating the same question. Captives who refused to speak were used water torture without hesitation. That is, pressing the head into water until almost suffocated to death. Then still name, age, companion's name, age, asking repeatedly. Captives tortured to exhaustion finally confessed the facts.

Once this opening was pried open, the following things were much simpler. They poured out everything they knew like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube. Liujiapu's layout, number of people, equipment, military strength, characteristics of various leaders. Recorded one by one, analyzed by the intelligence department.

And the commanders of various units didn't care much about these. What they wanted to discuss was a higher-level problem. Since everyone agreed to attack the Liujiapu fortified village, what to do after capturing it? As a new base for the Insurance Corps? Or leave it to the common people to handle themselves? This was the key among keys. Zhang Yu resolutely refused to dispatch messengers back to report. It was three or four days' journey away from Fengtai County, and going back was upstream, taking longer. This round trip would take at least seven or eight days. Going back by small boat was not good either; first, speed was not fast; second, the road might not be safe. And the fleet's boats were not abundant originally; separating a big boat, even one big boat, was a loss.

Moreover, Zhang Yu had already guessed the intention of the superior. They wanted the comrades below to make decisions themselves. Although he didn't know why exactly the superior did this, Zhang Yu understood this was his chance. As long as he could seize this opportunity and let Chen Ke and others appreciate his ability, obtaining a higher status in the People's Party and Insurance Corps was something just around the corner.

After discussion, everyone gradually reached a consensus: after capturing Liujiapu, Liujiapu would be used as a base temporarily. After all, there must be a lot of grain and property in Liujiapu. Distributing some grain and property to refugees could stabilize the situation here temporarily. As for the longer-term operation of the Liujiapu base, leave it to the superior to decide.

This consideration was considered strategic planning. After strategic planning was completed, corresponding specific issues proceeded in groups. Many officers and soldiers of the Waterway Detachment participated in the siege of Yuezhangji. Since everyone didn't have the ability to create plans, completely imitating the Yuezhangji offensive and defensive battle became the only choice.

Combining information from scouts and the intelligence department, everyone found that Liujiapu's layout was basically consistent with Yuezhangji. That is to say, completely the same attack strategy could be adopted. Burying explosives in the dark at midnight, attracting enemy attention frontally the next day, and rushing in from the blasted gap in the back wall. In order to fight better, the training Chen Ke used to raid the Shanghai Police Station back then was brought over to apply. The Insurance Corps would draw the specific terrain of Liujiapu on an illuminated sandy ground, and then conduct assault training.

Planning to this extent, it was almost dawn. Comrades went to sleep with satisfaction. At dawn, Zhou Yizheng and Zhou Xingrui came to visit the camp.

As soon as he saw Zhang Yu, Zhou Xingrui knelt down to Zhang Yu immediately. Although feeling very comfortable in his heart, Zhang Yu hurriedly helped Zhou Xingrui up. The temporary camp was very simple; all were simple stools made by the Insurance Corps themselves. As soon as Zhou Xingrui sat down, he asked immediately: "Benefactor of the People's Party, do you plan to leave after attacking Liu Ba's fortified village, or plan not to leave?"

Zhang Yu smiled but didn't answer.

Seeing Zhang Yu like this, Liu Xingrui (*Zhou Xingrui*) stood up immediately and said: "Benefactor, I, Zhou Xingrui, am not the kind of person who doesn't know good from bad. As long as you can break the fortified village and give us grain to survive the disaster year, we don't want any other things. Not only that, as long as Benefactor has an order, asking us to fight, we won't frown even once." These words were not polite talk either, but Liu Xingrui's (*Zhou*) heartfelt words. He already knew relying on themselves, they absolutely couldn't beat the fortified village subordinates. Not only that, without the grain given by Zhang Yu, everyone would starve to death immediately.

Let alone nearly twenty people were beaten to death in front of Liujiapu yesterday. Zhou Xingrui and the refugees' hatred for Liujiapu was also real. Since meeting people willing to save everyone and willing to attack Liujiapu. Zhou Xingrui would absolutely not give up the slightest opportunity for cooperation.

Since Zhou Xingrui stood up, Zhang Yu also stood up. He held Zhou Xingrui's hand, "Brother Zhou, our People's Party is here to save the common people. Can't watch everyone starve to death helplessly. Since everyone wants to break the fortified village, we do have things to ask everyone to help with."

"As long as Benefactor says, I'll do anything." Zhou Xingrui answered hurriedly.

"Please Brother Zhou talk about what it is like inside this fortified village," Zhang Yu said immediately.
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Master Liu Ba, Liu Wenxiu, had a scholarly name, but he was not a scholar. In fact, he never liked reading much. So Master Liu Ba had never read the poem "The wind fills the tower before the mountain rain comes (*Shan Yu Yu Lai Feng Man Lou*)." At this time, Chen Ke had just written the outline of the Vernacular Standard Outline, which had not even been popularized in the Fengtai County base area, so Master Liu Ba naturally couldn't have heard the phrase "the calm before the storm."

There is a saying called art originates from life. Master Liu Ba was a layman in literature and art, but an absolute expert in life. Yesterday, the appearance of several mysterious men in blue and the shocking shot of that gunman made the family guards naturally hope never to encounter such a gunman again. But Master Liu Ba wanted very much to have a good talk with this gunman and the force behind him.

As the descendant of a family that had stood firm in Huaibei for decades, Master Liu Ba relied not on a benevolent heart, nor on ruthlessness. If one must say, Master Liu Ba existed as a preserver rather than a pioneer. Although decisive when encountering things, he absolutely didn't like to intensify contradictions in daily life.

To not intensify contradictions, communication is needed, and communication requires an object of communication. If the flood hadn't reached such a level, Master Liu Ba might not necessarily refuse to give some grain to ease the contradiction. This natural disaster exceeded the scope of Master Liu Ba's control, so he had to choose the strategy of suspending communication and closing the door to defend himself. Such a strategy certainly stabilized the interior, but it also cut off Master Liu Ba's connection with the outside world.

When refugees attacked the door, Master Liu Ba could still make up his mind to adhere to his closed-door strategy because he knew the refugees had limited strength and couldn't make any mystery. But the appearance of the mysterious blue-clad gunman proved that a powerful force had fully intervened in Liujiapu. This group of blue-clad people quickly persuaded the refugees to leave. In the following two days, the outside of Liujiapu was extremely quiet. The refugees who usually came to beg disappeared completely. Family guards might feel relieved, but Master Liu Ba was not so relaxed; he only felt an increasingly strong sense of crisis.

When Liu Wentao entered his own courtyard, he saw his eldest brother pacing back and forth in the courtyard with his hands behind his back. Whenever encountering difficult problems, Master Liu Ba paced back and forth like this, considering countermeasures.

"Big Brother, I sent out two more waves of people," Liu Wentao said.

"Mn." Master Liu Ba responded subconsciously but didn't stop his steps at all. Seeing his big brother didn't speak, Liu Wentao dared not leave, just standing by and waiting. Until his legs were a bit sore, Liu Wentao still didn't see his big brother speak. He was considering whether to just go back to the room first, but saw Master Liu Ba, Liu Wenxiu, stop suddenly.

"Number Two, we have to send people out," Master Liu Ba said abruptly.

"I have already sent out several waves of people," Liu Wentao answered hurriedly.

"Not sending out spies and messengers, but taking a large group of people out. Let those wearing blue clothes know our power," Master Liu Ba said slowly.

"Know our power?" Liu Wentao obviously didn't understand his big brother's idea. This fortified village, those hundreds of people on the wall, were enough to prove the power of the Liu family fortified village. How else to let the blue-clad people know the power of the Liu family? Moreover, although people were sent out, news about those blue-clad people hadn't been sent back yet. Even if wanting to let those blue-clad people know the power, one had to find them first.

Liu Wentao stood on the wall and saw that shot personally. The vigorous posture and decisive shooting of the blue-clad gunman waving the red flag made him feel palpitations every time he recalled it. Subconsciously, Liu Wentao didn't want to meet that gunman again at all. And this attitude turned into language became another saying, "Big Brother, I think they don't have many people..."

"Not many people?" Liu Wentao interrupted his brother's words, "Not many people, why didn't those disaster-stricken bandits come these two days? What did they eat these two days? What did they drink? Did they eat those few people wearing blue clothes?"

Master Liu Ba was very dissatisfied with his brother's attitude. "Number Two, if they fought on that day, it would be as you said, they didn't have many people. Now two days have passed, and they still haven't moved. The consumption of nearly a thousand people is not a small amount. You know clearly what this natural disaster looks like. Even if this stuff was transported from our Wuhe locally, just these grains would require how many people to transport. Moreover, they are obviously not the government coming for disaster relief. You tell me, these people transported so much grain just to relieve those poor bastards? Do you believe this?" Master Liu Ba became angrier as he spoke, and his voice became louder.

Scolded by his brother like this, Liu Wentao also felt quite losing face. But his brother always saw things accurately. Since he said so, there must be a reason. "Then how many people does Big Brother want me to take out?" Liu Wentao asked straightforwardly.

"Sigh! If only I had given some grain to those poor bastards at that time." Master Liu Ba suddenly sighed deeply, "In the final analysis, my selfishness was heavy. Thinking that like this now, the land will definitely be barren until next year. And next year may not necessarily harvest much grain. I'm afraid our own grain won't be enough. Actually, giving some grain to those poor bastards wouldn't have caused such a mess. Now that people died, it's useless to say anything."

Brother suddenly said such a sentence; Liu Wentao became very puzzled instead. In such a big disaster year, giving grain simply couldn't be started. You give today, do you want to give tomorrow? Do you really want to feed those poor bastards?

"Big Brother, you saying this... what do you mean?" Liu Wentao originally wanted to say Big Brother's idea might not be right, but on second thought, Big Brother was not the kind of person who liked to regret. Saying so must have his own meaning, so the opposing words turned into an inquiry.

Hearing his brother's inquiry, Master Liu Ba sighed, "If we gave a little grain, we wouldn't be unaware of where those people wearing blue clothes are now. Go to the village and ask a little, and we would know immediately."

"I have already sent people to the village to inquire," Liu Wentao answered hurriedly.

"Humph," Master Liu Ba smiled bitterly, "Do you think those little cubs dare to enter the village?"

Facts proved that Master Liu Ba's view of his family guards was correct. The spies sent by Liu Wentao really didn't dare to enter the village. The nearby villages basically became ruins now. They circled far outside the village and left. The tragic door attack battle the day before yesterday burned nearly twenty people to death. Plus those common people rushing up who were beaten to death, this was twenty-odd human lives. If these spies stayed inside the fortified village, they might feel safe. But being in the vast outside, these people only felt as if they were in enemy territory. The flood these days had given these people a psychological suggestion: only inside the fortified village was safe; leaving the fortified village, everything was dangerous.

"Brother, let's go back," a seventeen or eighteen-year-old boy in the spy troop looked at the uninhabited village ruins in the distance and asked.

"Tenth Master (*Shi Ye* - Liu Wentao) ordered; we have to finish looking at these few villages." The person called brother by the boy said. There were four people in the spy troop, two older ones and two teenagers. Although Liu Wentao was not as far-sighted as his brother in big matters, he had some tricks in small matters. He didn't choose any shrewd and capable ones, but chose relatively honest people. Those slippery ones sent out would only make up a lie to deceive him when coming back. Those honest people couldn't make up lies well; they knew they couldn't deceive Liu Wentao, so they would work hard instead.

As Liu Wentao thought, those older ones were also afraid, but they were more afraid of offending Liu Wentao. Although the younger brother spoke the same fear as himself, the older one insisted on finishing looking at the few villages first. "Let's go, let's go to the next village." The brother took the lead and pulled the younger brother away.

Just after they walked far, two Insurance Corps soldiers suddenly stood up in the ruins of the village. For Liujiapu's strategy, the Insurance Corps had corresponding countermeasures long ago. A few smart people might be produced in a solitary earth fortified village, but in the People's Party and Insurance Corps, they confronted these smart people with overall advantages such as system and institution. Although there seemed to be no one outside Liujiapu, the Insurance Corps scouts had already laid their nets. As soon as the Liujiapu fortified village sent spies, the Insurance Corps scouts monitored them. The monitoring method was not tracking, but squatting at planned points ahead according to the plan made in advance and based on the spies' action routes and characteristics.

Soon, scouts passed information back to the staff department quickly through semaphore and by changing the placement of some inconspicuous items in obvious places.

The staff department was like a lively big beehive at this time. The combat plan was improved and refined step by step with the enrichment of information. Initially, the Waterway Detachment wanted to attack the fortified village with a burst of enthusiasm. But before dispatching troops, the comrades of the troops already knew that a forceful attack would inevitably result in a large number of casualties. Now since the situation had changed, there was no need for a temporary forceful attack. The troops could plan in detail and then conduct more thorough combat. The Waterway Detachment naturally wouldn't be stubborn to attack forcefully. Liu Wentao gave the Insurance Corps time, and Zhang Yu made full use of this time and manpower. The troops conducted specialized training targeting the internal terrain of the Liujiapu fortified village.

And the New Army led by Pu Guanshui could also play its role. He transferred some New Army officers and soldiers from poor backgrounds who were relatively reliable to provide more effective technical services. Engineers had exerted their abilities in drawing maps, finding various roads, and agreeing on various communication methods.

If before, the technical support provided by New Army officers and soldiers might make Insurance Corps officers and soldiers feel some admiration, this time there was no such situation at all. Because all technical support was practiced according to the tutorials provided by Chen Ke.

Actual combat is the best learning place. This time the Insurance Corps in the Waterway Detachment could actually gather a complete small group for attacking Yuezhangji. From staff officers to engineers, from scouts to field hospitals. The tutorials Chen Ke gave them along the way were completely formulated for attacking fortified villages. Pu Guanshui was a professional soldier, a professional. Picking up these things, he knew the knack at a glance. Moreover, his ability to understand the combat case tutorials provided by Chen Ke and various links of troop combat was far higher than that of Insurance Corps comrades.

With Pu Guanshui's help, comrades had a deeper understanding of Chen Ke's war attitude and the application of war technology. In these two days, there were often exclamations of sudden realization in the Waterway Detachment. "So fighting a battle is like this" was a sentence appearing with very high frequency.

Even a professional like Pu Guanshui admired Chen Ke incomparably. He knew best that officers experienced in hundreds of battles might be able to achieve Chen Ke's level in execution, but turning these military concepts into teaching materials and refining them into regulations required not only actual combat ability but also a profound understanding of war itself. Refining regulations can best show a soldier's military quality. Pu Guanshui had seen many people who talked about war on paper; in the Beiyang New Army, such people could be said to be measured by carts and bushels. Regulations written with various professional terms like jokes, and regulations written by officers at all levels according to their own preferences that were even more ridiculous than jokes—Pu Guanshui couldn't even laugh seeing them.

And Chen Ke's regulations made Pu Guanshui laugh out loud occasionally in private. Unlike things written by those soldiers, Chen Ke's wording showed at a glance that he was not a soldier, and he used vernacular. So it was inevitable to have words as wordy and unclear as chatting about family affairs. But these layman terms spoke expert words. What made Pu Guanshui particularly admire were not those concise words, but those explanations facing complex situations. Chen Ke chattered about various complex situations, then classified them one by one. Then told the method, then narrated the reason why to do so.

Such text made Pu Guanshui feel very interesting. A person taught others how to fight using a method like talking about farming. This kind of thing was unheard of and unseen by Pu Guanshui. While the Insurance Corps officers and soldiers were confused. The work of analyzing the real situation and then selecting a solution consistent with the current situation was undertaken by Pu Guanshui. While doing work in this area, Pu Guanshui pondered and refined these tutorial regulations of Chen Ke in his heart.

In the beginning, Pu Guanshui felt he could be competent for this job. But the more he thought about these things written by Chen Ke, the more he felt these things couldn't be deleted. The text might be refined, the wording might be professionalized. But these tactical things mentioned by Chen Ke only made Pu Guanshui feel more reasonable the more he thought about them. And Chen Ke didn't say too much; on the contrary, Chen Ke still had a lot of things not explained clearly. Many wonderful parts could even lead Pu Guanshui's train of thought very far away unconsciously.

Pu Guanshui naturally couldn't know that a guy like Chen Ke, a dabbler on the 21st-century internet, had also read dozens of classic military works and PLA tutorials, as well as many tutorials for local militia combat in the war-preparation era. Having spent countless hours bragging and discussing with military enthusiast friends online, his knowledge was not that detailed and organized stuff originally. Chen Ke's knowledge was messy, mixed with various things. From the line infantry shooting in the 18th century to various land, sea, and air tactics in the 21st century, fully interwoven into a complex chaotic system. Chen Ke himself also spent a lot of effort to straighten out his knowledge in a certain aspect into something that could be written. Even so, Chen Ke unconsciously stuffed a lot of messy things into this system of attacking fortified villages.

If it were Insurance Corps soldiers, their understanding of military affairs was not deep. Those messy things couldn't arouse their interest at all. While Pu Guanshui, this expert, was much more sensitive to these contents than the half-baked Insurance Corps members. He keenly felt the digressions carried in this theme. And these digressions were not unreasonable, which made Pu Guanshui doubly confused. Chen Ke was definitely not a general experienced in hundreds of battles; Pu Guanshui could be sure. Chen Ke absolutely hadn't received formal military education; Pu Guanshui could be even more sure. But Chen Ke's military concept was very advanced; as a soldier, Pu Guanshui felt this fact very clearly.

Chen Ke had his own unique and profound views on politics, and also had ability and potential in military affairs that Pu Guanshui couldn't see the end of. When resting, Pu Guanshui couldn't help thinking, maybe he really met the legendary "Wise Master" (*Ming Zhu*)? Because regardless of other things, at least Pu Guanshui knew deeply that no matter what, he couldn't lead an army like the Insurance Corps. Even if he was put in Chen Ke's position, Pu Guanshui could absolutely not do it.

Obtaining the news that the Liujiapu fortified village sent spies, the staff department immediately commanded the common people to transfer their residence. Anyway, the ground was full of sand now, which had an advantage instead: bacteria didn't breed severely. The residence of refugees was temporary originally. Transferring was just transferring. The spies couldn't find any news, but went back to report happily instead.

Regardless of what reaction Liujiapu had internally, the Insurance Corps decided to break the fortified village; this plan couldn't be changed. With the help of local refugees, the situation of the Liu family fortified village was analyzed more and more clearly, and the training became more and more targeted. With the completion of reconnaissance and training, the combat plan also matured day by day. At noon on the third day, the command post of the Waterway Detachment had issued the decision. Formal combat would begin on the fourth day.

If it were the elite experienced in hundreds of battles like the PLA or Eighth Route Army of later generations, fighting a small fortified village wouldn't take such a long preparation time at all. But for the Insurance Corps, an army established only half a year ago, being able to train and prepare in this initial regular mode, three days could only be said to be absolutely not long. Chen Ke had spent so much effort, and it was finally the season of harvest.

According to the regulations of the People's Party and Insurance Corps, pre-war mobilization had started long ago. Why fight, what is the purpose of fighting—it was said clearly and openly in the team. As an old unit with many Party members, even ordinary soldiers knew some of the People's Party's ambitions more or less.

Rebellion was not a rare thing for Chinese common people. throughout the Manchu Qing Dynasty, there was almost no year without rebellion. Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and Nian Army were relatively large ones. Rebellions launched by White Lotus Sect and other organizations were all over the place. Small-scale rebellions rose one after another.

Compared with other dynasties in Chinese history, the Manchu Qing never had a true peaceful year. The emperors of this regime, except for Yongzheng alone, no one really wanted to establish a peaceful world. This regime was essentially established on the basis of thorough oppression. The so-called enlightenment in the later period was just powerless to oppress.

The only Yongzheng who looked like a Chinese emperor was forced to write a book *Record of Great Righteousness to Dispel Confusion* (*Da Yi Jue Mi Lu*) in the later period of his life. Chen Ke had read it; the brother inside simply spoke frankly, saying whatever he had. Many words even seemed incomparable childish for a politician. But such childishness and eager mood could prove instead that Yongzheng himself really wanted to fulfill the obligation as an emperor. Because this book was distributed nationwide, Yongzheng hoped the common people of the whole country could know his painstaking efforts and his actions.

Except for such a person as Yongzheng, other eras of the Manchu Qing were thoroughly dark and cruel. This was also the reason why uprisings continued everywhere.

So the soldiers of the Insurance Corps didn't have any prejudice against rebellion, nor did they have any enthusiasm from the bottom of their hearts. Moreover, this was just breaking a fortified village. Even if Party member officers knew the significance of breaking the fortified village this time, the soldiers hadn't understood the historical significance of breaking the fortified village this time.

Like the situation faced in Party history, the People's Party had to tell the soldiers why to break the fortified village. The significance of breaking the fortified village. Seeing those refugees too horrible to look at, sympathy naturally arose in the hearts of Insurance Corps soldiers. And the People's Party's actions in Fengtai County, Fengtai County being able to defeat natural disasters and restore production. Precisely served as a living model, telling the soldiers who just participated in post-disaster reconstruction work that natural disasters were not invincible. The reason why these common people of Wuhe County actually fell into such a desperate situation must be because bad people were doing evil. As long as these bad people were knocked out, the common people of Wuhe County, at least Liujiapu, could live a hopeful life.

During mobilization, a simple soldier asked why there were no bad people making trouble in Fengtai County. As a result, the comrades roared with laughter. "With our Insurance Corps here, which bad egg dares to make trouble!" Comrades answered this question immediately. The soldier sat down blushing. But that red face was not only because of shame; a large part of the reason was that he understood that as a soldier of the Insurance Corps, he had unknowingly guarded the elders of his hometown from being bullied.

Actually, many soldiers didn't have this consciousness before. They just accepted the leadership of the People's Party and Insurance Corps in confusion, and joined the Insurance Corps to get a mouthful of life-saving food. Until seeing the "real disaster area" with their own eyes, they knew what kind of miserable fate they could have encountered. And what kind of achievement they themselves created with their own hands under the leadership of the People's Party and Insurance Corps.

Mobilization went smoothly. After Pu Guanshui finally determined all combat plan details, he also wanted to see the situation of the troops. Of course, there was another reason attracting him. The neat slogans outside made Pu Guanshui very curious. That was a voice full of enthusiasm, even full of a feeling of childish fun. Pu Guanshui really didn't understand why shouting a slogan could shout out a happy feeling. War should be "The wind is whistling and the Yi River is cold" (*Feng Xiao Xiao Xi Yi Shui Han* - tragic/solemn). It should be solemn and chilling. This happiness was really too trifling.

When Pu Guanshui arrived at the troop gathering place, he heard the most incredible slogan content in his life. Accurately speaking, that was not a slogan; that was Q&A.

"How should everyone walk?" Political Commissar Li Zhao shouted.

"Follow the cadres!" Comrades answered in unison.

"Cadres ask everyone to stop; what should everyone do?"

"We stop immediately!"

"What if injured?"

"Obey the orders of cadres and doctors!"

This is the program of action on the battlefield, the way of action. Methods to deal with various problems encountered. Most Insurance Corps soldiers recognized some characters, but these characters were not enough for them to read the thick tutorials and regulations written by Chen Ke smoothly. So the Insurance Corps communicated through this collective Q&A method, instilling combat essentials into soldiers.

Pu Guanshui never thought that such a mode could be adopted in the army. In the New Army, discipline inculcation relied on beating. Even an officer like Pu Guanshui, who was already considered very good, still didn't oppose corporal punishment. But the Insurance Corps was not like this; they instilled again and again through methods soldiers could understand, training time and time again.

Looking at the happy but serious faces of the soldiers one by one, Pu Guanshui suddenly had a doubt: can such training really be effective?

And on the other side, a burst of shouting came suddenly, which startled Pu Guanshui. Looking over, he saw more than three hundred refugees not far away, carrying ladders, holding various farm tools and spears made of wood, practicing shouting. This was part of the combat plan. The Insurance Corps didn't want to alert the enemy. If fighting, they would invest elites to solve the enemy with the speed of thunder covering ears. And burying explosives at the enemy's place was an important part. Digging soil at night made too much noise, so people were needed to distract the enemy's attention. The refugees led by Zhou Xingrui just undertook this task. Starting tonight, they would go to harass the enemy. At this time, practicing well was also necessary.

This was the first real battle in Pu Guanshui's life. He looked at his pocket watch. It was already four in the afternoon. Before long, the prelude to this operation would begin. What kind of battle was waiting for him exactly? Pu Guanshui only felt inexplicable excitement mixed with a strand of fear. That was real fear. Swallowing a mouthful of saliva to moisten his dry throat, Pu Guanshui decided to go to sleep for a while. Because for the subsequent battle, there was no more time to sleep.
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Everyone inside the Liujiapu fortified village didn't know that the Insurance Corps had already issued an order to attack. Several waves of spies sent out saw no movement at all. There was not a single person in the surrounding ten *li* and eight villages. After questioning the spies, Master Liu Ba and Liu Wentao couldn't detain them there to ask repeatedly without limit. Running so far, they had to eat and rest. So news about the outside gradually spread inside Liujiapu.

Views on this news varied greatly up and down Liujiapu. For the vast majority of people, this was good news. Family guards, especially those who had seen that blue-clad gunman, simply didn't want to meet that sharpshooter again. Since there was no one outside, that was naturally best. Who would want to look for trouble if they had nothing better to do?

But for a very few people, such as Master Liu Ba (Liu Wenxiu), this news made him feel chills on his back. The sudden disappearance of the blue-clad men was not strange. But nearly a thousand refugees also disappearing completely, this was really terrifying. That was not dozens of people; nearly a thousand people disappearing was by no means such an easy thing. After getting the first wave of intelligence, Master Liu Ba felt something was wrong. He specially sent a few capable subordinates to follow the road the refugees took when retreating last time, tracking the footprints carefully.

This tracking did find the refugees' former camp, but the camp was empty. Wanting to follow the refugees' footprints, they found the footprints split into several paths, going in all directions. These people were few in number originally. Asking them to track the whereabouts of the common people together, they could do it. Asking them to split up and act, these people knew deeply that when the refugees attacked the fortified village last time, a deadly feud had been formed with them. If a few solitary people fell into the hands of the common people, they really wouldn't even know how they died.

Since they dared not separate, those people had to check path by path. Finding a path and walking for a long time, the footprints still wound and extended. But no trace of the common people could be seen ahead. Seeing the sun slanting west, these people felt guilty in their hearts and ran back to Liujiapu to report hurriedly. Master Liu Ba questioned the details carefully before letting the spies go out.

"Big Brother..." Liu Wentao also felt things were a bit wrong. The two brothers discussed these things a lot these days. The surroundings were also disaster areas; even if the refugees really wanted to leave, where could they go? To take these refugees away, how many boats would be needed? Someone who could mobilize so many boats on the Huai River was definitely a local overlord. What use were those refugees to them? Having that leisure to transport refugees away by boat, it would be more cost-effective to use this strength to attack Liujiapu.

Liu Wentao accepted the result of rational deduction with great pain in his heart. When he finally confirmed that this force of unknown origin had completely targeted his own family, Liu Wentao's first feeling was not fear, but grievance. What exactly did his family's fortified village do to make those people deal with him so deliberately? Did he offend them? Or was there any deep hatred before?

While thinking wildly, he heard his eldest brother Master Liu Ba say: "Number Two, starting today, patrol the wall day and night for me."

"Yes." Liu Wentao answered subconsciously, then looked at his eldest brother and asked tentatively: "Big Brother, could this be former enemies coming to the door?"

"Enemies?" Master Liu Ba was stunned for a moment, then understood his brother's meaning, "That's impossible!" Liu Wenxiu said decisively, "Now is a disaster year. Regardless of who those people are, they are eyeing our Liu family's property. Revenge or whatever is at most an excuse. If saying there is old hatred, they don't need to dig out old accounts; just those refugees from a few days ago, what end will we have if we fall into their hands?"

Hearing this, Liu Wentao couldn't help nodding. Although listening to his eldest brother, Liu Wentao couldn't figure out who his opponent was more and more. But his eldest brother's words indeed clarified the root of the problem. The enemy absolutely didn't come for revenge.

Seeing his younger brother pursing his lips, looking solemn, but without the overwhelmed appearance just now, Master Liu Ba inexplicably felt somewhat gratified. After experiencing big events, his younger brother finally grew up a bit. Liu Wenxiu couldn't help sighing, "Second Brother, even if our fortified village is broken, you must remember this clearly. Since they are after our property and act in a disaster year, they absolutely cannot leave us alive. So even if captured, we absolutely cannot cry and beg for mercy. Since the other party will absolutely not spare us, what's the use of begging? Even if we can't keep the ancestral property, we must keep this bit of backbone."

"Big Brother, I remember," Liu Wentao nodded hurriedly, "But our fortified village is not something those people can touch just by saying so."

Liu Wenxiu nodded, "Second Brother, don't think I only say discouraging words. Maybe there are other ways now. If those people only demand money and goods, this time as long as they ask, give them some money and goods first. Then this fortified village can still be held. What I fear is one thing: those blue-clad people are just like last time, not saying a word upon coming up, just a fierce beating. Then this fortified village may not necessarily be held."

"How do you say this?" Liu Wentao asked puzzledly.

Before Liu Wenxiu could explain, a noise suddenly rang out outside. The two brothers stood up invariably and walked out. Just arriving in the courtyard, they saw a family guard running all the way. "Eighth Master (*Ba Ye*), someone is attacking outside."

"Is it the bandits from a few days ago, or those wearing blue clothes?" Master Liu Ba asked hurriedly.

"Should be the bandits from a few days ago," the family guard said.

Is or isn't. What is "should be"? Master Liu Ba climbed up the wall, only to see that the family guards dared not expose their bodies outside the wall anymore, but hid behind the wall. As for the one responsible for ringing the bell on the watchtower, he was trembling and dared not stand up at all. He had a way too; tying a long wooden pole to the hammer handle, hiding behind the wall himself, and hitting the bell with the extended hammer. However, this long pole was not easy to operate; although the bell could be rung, the sound was uneven in weight and length. But Liu Wenxiu really didn't get angry with this guy; instead, he felt this guy was quite resourceful.

Holding the wall to look down, judging from the clothes, they were indeed the refugees from a few days ago. But obviously, they had eaten their fill these days; everyone's complexion was very different, completely without the appearance of dying. The people below stood outside the range of the fortified village's muskets, carrying long ladders, holding various guys, and were shouting curses at the wall.

Master Liu Ba shouted downwards: "Fellow villagers, it's useless for you to shout like this. I say you are for survival, we are also for survival. Since everyone wants to survive, some things can't be helped. I see you already have food to eat; why think so hard and come to us again? How about this, everyone curse a few sentences, and let it go."

These words were not unreasonable, but this was the reason of the people inside the Liujiapu fortified village, not the reason of these brothers outside. Hearing this, the refugees immediately felt like oil poured on fire. The cursing became louder. Originally just cursing Liu Wenxiu and these people for having no conscience, now they began to curse Liujiapu people for having no conscience, dying a bad death, and so on. Cursing aside, these refugees refused to approach the fortified village. Instructing the family guards to watch carefully and not be sneak-attacked by refugees, Master Liu Ba went down the wall.

"Big Brother, just let them curse here?" Liu Wentao asked.

Liu Wenxiu smiled bitterly, "Actually, it's best to send people out to kill for a while now. Suppress the arrogance of these bandits. However, our people here are not very useful. Hope those bandits just toss about like this and let it go."

"I'll take people out to kill for a while." Liu Wentao volunteered.

Although worried about his brother, the best way now was to rush out and kill for a while. Liu Wenxiu thought for a moment and nodded, "Remember, don't chase far. Pick some fast runners, rush up to kill for a while, scatter those bandits, and come back. If you encounter those wearing blue clothes, you come back immediately. Never linger in battle."

Listening to his eldest brother's instructions, Liu Wentao responded excitedly. Then went to pick people.

After a while, the common people outside the fortified village found that the people on the wall dared to straighten up. And there were some sounds at the gate. Then the gate of the fortified village, which had not been opened for months, opened just like that.

Seeing the gate open, Zhou Xingrui didn't blink an eye and shouted immediately: "Run!" The refugees threw down the ladders and ran back immediately.

When Liu Wentao rushed out with people, he saw the refugees had fled far away. Thinking for a moment, he saw a large piece of flat land in front. There couldn't be any ambush. Liu Wentao gritted his teeth and shouted: "Chase! Chase close and shoot!"

The family guards rushing out with Liu Wentao all held muskets. The refugees had run out of range. Shooting now was useless. But Liu Wentao firmly believed that his people definitely ran faster than the refugees. Since it was flat land, as long as everyone chased over and fired a volley of muskets from behind, they could definitely let these "bandits" who didn't know death know the severity. Moreover, since it was flat land in front, if blue-clad people appeared suddenly, he just needed to run back quickly, and there wouldn't be any big trouble. Thinking of this, Liu Wentao felt the strategy his eldest brother played was still very reliable. He took the lead and chased over with the family guards.

However, thinking is simple, but really implementing it was far from easy. The "bandits" who attacked the Liujiapu fortified village seemed to have eaten their fill these days. Running speed was really not slow. They ran early, and these people threw things while running. First the obstructive ladders, then wooden sticks. Finally, even precious farm tools like hoes and forks were simply thrown away. Just running forward desperately. Although looking like they were just in front, really wanting to chase, it was really not easy to catch up. Fortunately, the "bandits" came and went on that one trodden path these days; they didn't run aimlessly. Two groups of people raced one after another.

However, Liu Wentao and others were indeed physically stronger than the refugees. Although the refugees finally had food these days, after so many days of tossing, their bodies were still very weak. Running for a while, lacking stamina, Liu Wentao finally chased close. The refugees had entered the range. Although the effect of aimed shooting might not be very good, Liu Wentao still remembered his eldest brother's words and didn't linger in battle. He ordered the family guards to line up in a row and fire a volley at the backs of the refugees.

The effect of the volley was barely satisfactory. Looking from afar, about three or five people were hit. But Liu Wentao didn't intend to kill all these people this time; mainly to make them dare not approach the fortified village. Some people were hit; presumably, these "bandits" would also know the severity. Just preparing to withdraw troops back to the fortified village, suddenly a sharp bugle sound came from not far away. This was different from that deep ox horn sound; this bugle sound "Di Di Da Da" was sharp and piercing. Just wondering what was going on, a group of people pounced from behind. Unknown when, a group of people actually dug pits in the nearby sandy soil and hid inside. Hearing the bugle sound, the people hiding under the sand immediately leaped up and killed their way over.

And these people could really endure. They didn't attack fiercely until Liu Wentao and the others fired a round of muskets. These muskets were not repeating; single-shot muskets had no time to load bullets now. Where was the time to resist? Those people hiding in the sand all wore dark blue clothes. Liu Wentao only felt incomparably regretful. Although always guarding against these people, he never expected that these people actually hid under his eyelids like this.

Regret was useless. These blue-clad people were agile one by one, killing their way over with long spears. Several resisting family guards were poked down instantly. Seeing they couldn't resist, the remaining family guards threw down the heavy muskets in their hands and ran forward, trying to avoid these plague gods. But they obviously made a wrong choice. The blue-clad Insurance Corps poked down a few people but didn't aim for vital parts. And those family guards fleeing forward met the refugees killing their way back head-on. The refugees who dared to come as bait this time were those whose bodies recovered relatively fast and who had deep hatred for Liujiapu. Either having family members beaten to death in front of Liujiapu, or blaming the cause of family members' death on Liujiapu. These refugees and the people inside the fortified village could be said to be irreconcilable. Having the opportunity for revenge finally, how could they let it go? As soon as the Insurance Corps bugle sounded, the refugees had killed their way back. Zhou Xingrui's nephew and sister's son were beaten to death and burned to death in front of the fortified village. He was now the leader of the refugees. Originally retreating at the back, now he held a broadsword borrowed from the Insurance Corps and rushed in front.

Seeing a family guard coming head-on, Zhou Xingrui slashed at the head. The family guard dodged to the side immediately. Behind Zhou Xingrui, two refugees caught up. They held sharpened wooden spears. Seeing the family guard dodge, they jumped sideways in front of them. The two refugees thrust their spears at the family guard simultaneously. One spear pierced deeply into the family guard's lower abdomen, and the other spear broke one of the family guard's ribs but failed to pierce deeper. The family guard was in so much pain that he couldn't even scream. That severe pain made his whole person freeze in place. And this family guard was destined to have no chance to emit the last scream. The refugee following behind held a hoe. He chopped into the family guard's skull with one hoe. Then gouged forcefully like farming. Accompanied by the sound of skull cracking, red and white brain matter was gouged out. The family guard's two eyeballs really turned completely white, then he fell to the ground, twitched a few times, and died.

The common people swarmed up howling. Different from last time. Last time the howling was full of despair, while this time there was only one concept in the voice, "Revenge! Revenge!"

There were more than twenty family guards following Liu Wentao out. And surging opposite were more than three hundred people. Insurance Corps soldiers knocked down six or seven family guards. The fifteen or sixteen fleeing family guards collided head-on with these more than three hundred people. All refugees who went to battle rushed over. Even those few injured refugees didn't stop. Although their movement was not so convenient, their anger was greater.

One against twenty, the family guards had no chance of winning. They were drowned by the torrent of common people in a blink of an eye. Every commoner approached the enemy who had slaughtered their relatives, beating the enemy desperately with various weapons. Even people who threw down their weapons when retreating and were empty-handed now also tried hard to lean over, trying hard to kick a foot, punch a fist. How the family guards died could no longer be verified. Because they suffered countless blows. Layers of stabs, strikes, hammerings were all fatal. Which blow was the most fatal was no longer important at all. Some of them could still emit some shouts before dying, and some were beaten to death without even emitting the last sound.

These people also once showed off their power on the high wall, but once separated from the wall and falling into the hands of the common people, they were just as fragile as ants.

"Beat these dogs to death!" "Beat these dogs to death!" Everyone roared like this. Under the blows falling like raindrops, the family guards were beaten to death instantly. And the vengeful common people didn't even know what they were roaring.

Liu Wentao had never seen what it looked like for more than three hundred people to rush towards him. When he finally saw it, he was scared motionless by such a scene. That stream of people pressing black like a flood charged over. That thrilling feeling was indescribable. Everyone was looking at Liu Wentao, while Liu Wentao couldn't pay attention to so many people one by one. And during this period, those murderous people got closer and closer to him. Then came a desperate feeling of having no way to escape. Liu Wentao froze in place.

But fortunately, precisely because Liu Wentao didn't resist, this saved his life instead. The *Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention* song of the Insurance Corps clearly pointed out that abusing captives is not allowed. Whether those family guards who resisted desperately and were beaten down counted as captives on the battlefield, everyone had no experience and couldn't determine easily. But when Liu Wentao, scared motionless, was caught by Insurance Corps soldiers, he was powerless to resist. So everyone counted him as a captive. The common people beat the fleeing family guards to death, then charged towards those few family guards who fell to the ground. Insurance Corps soldiers only had time to drag Liu Wentao to jump away. Then a bloody and hearty beating happened before their eyes. The few family guards falling on the ground were beaten to death instantly.

The anger depressed in the chests of refugees for a long time was finally vented. Many people beat until exhausted, then suddenly knelt on the ground crying *woo woo*, some simply stood crying. Liu Xingrui (*Zhou*) looked everywhere on the "battlefield" with a broadsword, but saw every family guard was dead. Turning his eyes, he saw Liu Wentao being twisted by the arms by several Insurance Corps soldiers, being tied up. Seeing a Liu family person, Zhou Xingrui's eyes turned red. He raised the broadsword and rushed up.

Insurance Corps soldiers hurriedly stopped Zhou Xingrui, "Fellow villager, fellow villager. My Insurance Corps doesn't allow killing captives."

"You hand him to me; I'll kill him." Zhou Xingrui shouted.

"We hand him to you; what's the difference from us killing him ourselves? Fellow villager, our Insurance Corps doesn't allow killing captives. That means not allowing killing." Lu Zhengping stopped Zhou Xingrui.

Seeing Lu Zhengping, who had been very active in the action of saving refugees, stopping him, Zhou Xingrui knew the Insurance Corps probably really didn't allow killing captives. He sighed deeply and put down the broadsword. But a moment later, Zhou Xingrui suddenly grabbed the lapel of Lu Zhengping's chest and asked loudly: "Brother, why did you come only at this time? When we suffered disaster, why didn't you come earlier!" This voice contained unwillingness, pain, regret, resentment. Various intense emotions turned into accusations rushing towards Lu Zhengping.

Lu Zhengping didn't defend himself. He let Zhou Xingrui grab his clothes on the chest, complaining, scolding, resenting. Until Zhou Xingrui couldn't go on and paused. Lu Zhengping said loudly: "Brother Zhou, we are here now. Rest assured, this time we will resolutely not leave without thoroughly defeating these bad people."

Zhou Xingrui was shouting out of breath just now. Hearing Lu Zhengping's decisive words, he grabbed Lu Zhengping's clothes again, then cried.
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Chapter 45 Liujiapu (9)

An atmosphere of despair began to spread inside the Liujiapu fortified village. Liu Wentao, who was considered shrewd and capable usually, was actually captured. The family guards on the wall never discovered when someone actually hid under the sand. They just saw the family guards who went out to attack being completely beaten down and dragged away together with Liu Wentao. Someone immediately ran to report to Master Liu Ba. The remaining people stood on the wall just clicking their tongues, completely unable to come up with a way.

In the *Manual for Attacking Fortified Villages*, Chen Ke wrote, "Staying in a fortified village for a long time easily gives people an illusion that this fortified village is their own world, and the inside of the fortified village is a safe environment. The direct consequence of this illusion is that the heavier the blow they receive, the less they dare to go out of the fortified village. Once a blow is given to the enemy, pressure must be created continuously immediately to achieve the purpose of blocking the enemy to the maximum."

If the enemies inside the fortified village continuously adopted the tactic of attacking in separate groups, or even fleeing in multiple directions, the Insurance Corps definitely couldn't stop them completely. Someone would definitely escape, perhaps even very important figures. The Insurance Corps was new to Wushui County (*Wuhe County? Text says Wushui, previously Wuhe*) and had not yet established a firm foothold. If the county yamen really led an encirclement and suppression campaign against the Insurance Corps, leaving aside victory or defeat, trouble in between would definitely be unavoidable. The strategy finally decided by the Waterway Detachment was to completely eliminate the stubborn forces of Liujiapu. Not allowing them to escape.

Based on such a strategic concept, after annihilating the family guards under Liu Wentao, the refugees were immediately organized and rushed back to the front of the Liujiapu fortified village. Before the refugees arrived, the gate of the fortified village was already closed tightly, for fear that the refugees would take the opportunity to rush in. The Liujiapu fortified village also had only a north gate. Once the refugees blocked there, it would be difficult upon difficult to come out again.

The sky gradually darkened. Completely different from the silence of the first few days, the Insurance Corps and the refugees opened up their posture. Six or seven hundred refugees and five hundred Insurance Corps soldiers, more than a thousand people completely surrounded the fortified village. Many dead plants had been cut down these days. Except for the south side preparing to bury explosives, fires were lit in the east, north, and west directions. Refugees took turns to go into battle, shouting constantly outside the range of the fortified village's muskets. Or suddenly extinguishing the fire, and those bold refugees put some wooden boards on their heads and ran near the enemy's fortified village, pretending to attack the city.

With this tossing all night, the fortified village couldn't be peaceful at all. Everyone inside the fortified village knew things were very wrong, but they were powerless. People sent out during the day were solved instantly. At night, refugees lit bonfires outside that burned almost all night. Rushing out rashly, under the illumination of bonfires, would only become targets. Everyone still had this bit of common sense. As for why these bandits wanted to harass all night, it was naturally the traditional fatigue tactic.

The principle is easy to understand, but the problem lies in putting it into practice, which is very difficult. Previous fatigue tactics were generally just making noise. The sound might be loud, but when it really transmitted into the fortified village, it was already unclear. As long as ears were plugged, one could really eat and sleep as usual.

But the people outside the fortified village this time were very different. Don't know where this group of people came from, but when they spoke, they shouted collectively, and the voices were extremely neat. In the night, it transmitted directly and clearly from outside into the fortified village. Whether the family guards on the wall or the common people inside the fortified village heard it clearly.

The content of this gang's shouting was nothing more than three items. The first item was urging Liujiapu to surrender. Those guys outside claiming to be the People's Party Insurance Corps claimed that if members of Liujiapu were willing to surrender voluntarily, they would ensure the personal and property safety of the common people of Liujiapu. Such words were clichés said countless times; bandits said so when they came, and the government said so when they came. Different from the government and bandits, the People's Party Insurance Corps didn't have any threatening parts. They didn't mention a word of those ruthless words like leaving no chickens or dogs if not surrendering voluntarily.

The second item was hoping everyone would not resist when the Insurance Corps attacked Liujiapu. The Insurance Corps guaranteed to everyone that even if Liujiapu was captured, they wouldn't rob the private property of the common people. The purpose of attacking Liujiapu was to obtain grain that could allow local common people to survive the disaster year. Not for the Insurance Corps itself to profit by looting the common people.

The Insurance Corps guaranteed to the common people that as long as they hid at home and didn't come out, or knelt on the ground and raised their hands to surrender during the battle, they could keep their lives. The Insurance Corps would absolutely not settle accounts after autumn.

If it were ordinary bandits shouting in formation, the common people might just listen to it as a joke. The problem was that dozens of people shouting neatly together, although not particularly novel words, this extremely disciplined way seemed to have a natural persuasiveness. Many common people pricked up their ears to listen carefully to the content of these words.

The third item was even more incredible. The Insurance Corps guaranteed that even if people of Liujiapu fought the Insurance Corps to the end, as long as they were not killed on the spot, the Insurance Corps would give treatment. But the Insurance Corps warned these people that the Insurance Corps' regulation of preferential treatment for captives was aimed at captives who gave up resistance. If they were dishonest after becoming captives, the Insurance Corps would have to adopt tough means to deal with them.

These words were sorted out by Li Zhao based on Chen Ke's documents. The core purpose was nothing more than one thing: telling the common people of Liujiapu that as long as they were willing to surrender, they could live. The Insurance Corps treats captives well. Although while informing the common people of Liujiapu, the Insurance Corps was also secretly burying explosives. But this didn't mean the Insurance Corps was deceiving the common people. When attacking Yuezhangji, the Insurance Corps and the Zhang family fought to that extent, but Chen Ke didn't eradicate the Zhang family in the end. He just imprisoned them. No matter what kind of guys the opponents were, preferential treatment for captives was preferential treatment for captives. Since the opponent had succumbed, as the victor, one should have such a tolerant mind.

This time refugees beat more than twenty family guards to death alive. The Insurance Corps held a private meeting and conveyed discipline. Although not criticizing this practice directly, the Insurance Corps emphasized repeatedly that under the condition of ensuring the safety of soldiers themselves, abusing captives was absolutely not allowed, let alone killing captives.

This tossing lasted until more than three o'clock in the morning. All attack teams of the Insurance Corps began to rest. In the plan, the attack would officially launch at six-thirty in the morning. Words that should be shouted were shouted; explosives that should be buried were buried. With this tossing all night, people inside the fortified village were also exhausted. Being dazed in the early morning, the resistance encountered when fighting in one go would be smaller.

And on the other side, Master Liu Ba was considered coping effectively. Although his brother's whereabouts were unknown, estimated to be more ill than good. He went to the battle personally, commanding family guards and common people in the fortified village to defend strictly. Although he didn't know how the guys outside claiming to be the People's Party Insurance Corps would fight in exactly. But judging from this posture, the Insurance Corps was absolutely not in a posture of long-term siege, but prepared to take down the fortified village in one go.

More than six in the morning, the sky was already slightly bright. Family guards and common people who hadn't slept well all night felt their eyes sting from the dazzling morning sunlight. Many people even shed tears. Tossing all night, everyone felt tired and hungry. In a disaster year, everyone basically ate one meal of thin porridge and one meal of semi-dry food a day. And breakfast was not eaten. Usually sleeping all night, the body could still hold on. But busy all night, stomachs were already rumbling with hunger. But Master Liu Ba forgot about breakfast. The crowd in the fortified village stayed on the wall with hungry stomachs, simply not knowing whether to slip down to eat or continue to stay on the wall to see if there would be food to eat.

Just then, accompanied by a noise never heard before, thick smoke billowed suddenly under the south wall, and bricks and stones flew randomly. The entire fortified village trembled like a galloping fierce horse. Many people who didn't stand firmly fell directly from the wall. Even those who reacted quickly and could hug something in time, not falling from the wall top, didn't feel much better. An indescribable feeling of nausea, dizziness, and tinnitus appeared suddenly. That was the physiological reaction triggered by the shockwave reaching the human body. Those with good bodies could resist a little, while many with weaker bodies vomited directly. But everyone's stomach was empty; there was nothing to vomit even if they wanted to. They could only lie on the ground or the wall retching continuously.

Just then, the charge bugle of the Insurance Corps blew *di di da da*. The soldiers who had been lying in ambush long ago shouted and charged towards the gap in the south wall.

At least until now, everything was as planned. When the dark gap appeared on the south wall, Zhang Yu already knew that the operation was unlikely to fail. From now on, there was only the degree of success.

But Zhang Yu felt somewhat disappointed because he couldn't lead the team to rush into the fortified village personally like Chen Ke. When attacking Yuezhangji, Chen Ke led the charge personally. When those cadres and soldiers mentioned Chen Ke's heroic posture and calm and skillful combat command, they were all incomparably admiring. Zhang Yu obviously didn't have such a chance. As the current supreme commander, whether the main attack or feint attack, they were responsible by comrades from different troops. Zhang Yu had no room to intervene at all.

Although not being able to lead the charge personally made Zhang Yu somewhat disappointed, seeing the troops rush into the fortified village from the gap and the ensuing gunfight made Zhang Yu feel inexplicably lucky. Instead, Pu Guanshui, as the commander of the assault team, had already led the troops to kill their way in. The gunshots became denser and denser. Listening for a while, Zhang Yu felt he heard some clues. The crisp gunshots were relatively close, and moved from near to far. Presumably, they were Insurance Corps gunshots. While the low and heavy gunshots were always in the distance; they should be muskets fired by family guards inside the fortified village.

While judging, scouts who rushed up the south wall had already signaled with flags. As the commander of the Waterway Detachment, Zhang Yu himself was proficient in semaphore. After watching for only a moment, Zhang Yu shouted happily, "The enemy has begun to collapse."

The enemy had indeed begun to collapse. The enemies on the south wall bore the brunt of the explosion. Most of them were shaken off the wall directly, and some were even shaken to death directly. Guys falling from a height of several meters onto the ground lost half their lives even if they didn't fall to death. The family guards on the wall were the main force inside the fortified village. There were not many family guards on the south wall, but they were relatively elite ones. Being caught in one net unexpectedly this time, the entire south side of the fortified village immediately became a vacuum zone of military strength.

Insurance Corps soldiers killed their way in all the way, actually encountering no resistance. Pu Guanshui commanded the assault team personally. If according to Pu Guanshui's habit, he would definitely let the troops suppress the wall continuously with volleys, and then advance slowly.

However, there were completely different suggestions in Chen Ke's tactical regulations.

"No matter how small the weapon caliber is, and no matter how small the weapon quantity is, always use firepower to support infantry attacks."

"Whoever opens fire first and can conduct the most violent concentrated fire shooting will win."

These two sentences left a deep impression on Pu Guanshui. In Chen Ke's manual, it was suggested that as long as there were conditions, use violent firepower to eliminate enemies on the wall and commanding heights, seize commanding heights, and then control and divide the enemy from a commanding position. Finally seize victory.

Pu Guanshui proceeded exactly like this. Under the cover of the rifle team, bullets were shot at the enemies on the high ground at maximum speed. The troops inserted straight into the north courtyard wall without stopping at all. The enemy's main force gathered there; most muskets and elites gathered there. As long as the enemies in the north could be solved, the resistance inside the fortified village could basically be declared over.

Just a round of concentrated fire shooting, the enemy was immediately thrown into confusion. Actually, the shooting level of Insurance Corps soldiers was not that brilliant. Thirty-odd soldiers holding Hanyang Type 88s divided into two teams to shoot in turns. After two rounds of shooting, only seven or eight enemies were knocked down. Most bullets just hit the wall pointlessly, then creating various perhaps terrifying sounds.

Seeing the shooting effect was not good, Pu Guanshui immediately followed Chen Ke's guiding regulation, "Shoot as close as possible." He led the soldiers running towards the north. As long as they could get close to the enemy, shooting accuracy could definitely be greatly improved.

Although the enemy didn't have such military regulation guidance, they also understood these simple principles. The volley just now scared the people on the wall out of their wits; some timid ones lay on the ground daring not show their heads. Seeing blue-clad soldiers running over, completely exposed on the road inside the fortified village. The family guards immediately fired a round of muskets at this gang of blue-clad people. Such combat could actually be considered dedicated. The only problem was that this practice really lacked rationality, and was merely a subconscious imitation of those soldiers' volley just now.

Because the soldiers were still far outside the range of muskets.

When Pu Guanshui led the soldiers rushing within the range of family guards' muskets, the family guards were still frantically loading gunpowder. Soldiers who could carry Hanyang Type 88s were all carefully selected by Chen Ke. Once the distance was close, the shooting accuracy of these people improved greatly. Volleys set off bursts of blood flowers among the family guards on the wall. The enemy couldn't persist for long, and then collapsed.

But all plans have their uncontrollable side. The process of the battle so far proceeded according to the Insurance Corps' expectation, but not long after, the battle showed its other side.
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Chapter 46 Liujiapu (10)

The "Battle of Liujiapu," as a classic combat case in the early days of the Insurance Corps, was very representative. On one side of the battle was a new-style people's army with complete organization and effective training. On the other side was the backbone force of the completely old era. The Insurance Corps understood the old-style force very thoroughly, but the old-style force knew nothing about the Insurance Corps. In the early days of the Liberation War led by the People's Party, battles with all parties were invariably like this.

The Army School, which was declared established shortly after the Battle of Liujiapu, didn't have so many actual combat cases, so the Battle of Liujiapu became a classic course.

Of course, the lecture couldn't say who fired how many shots and who killed how many enemies. The course must start from the perspective of combining theory with practice. This Battle of Liujiapu basically implemented Chen Ke's military regulations.

"Whether attacking or defending, automatic weapons should be configured as far forward as possible."

"Whoever opens fire first and can conduct the most violent concentrated fire shooting will win."

The assault team led by Pu Guanshui adopted Hanyang Type 88s entirely. This rifle used metal cartridge cases and a five-round magazine design. The rate of fire was simply not comparable by the enemy's muskets or the very few single-shot fire guns. Violent firepower disintegrated the enemy's attempt to use musket volleys instantly.

Every time this point was mentioned, instructors would emphasize one thing: if both sides formed a situation of shooting at each other, even if the enemy's muskets had short range and slow rate of fire, as long as the situation of shooting at each other formed, the Insurance Corps rifle troops would absolutely not be without casualties. Once casualties occurred, "fire support" would be greatly discounted.

From this perspective, Pu Guanshui and the others didn't hide in the south of the city relying on the long range advantage of rifles to confront the enemy, but rushed near the enemy, fully utilizing the high rate of fire advantage of Hanyang Type 88s, disrupting the enemy's deployment in one fell swoop. This practice was the key to ensuring complete victory in the first stage.

The "Battle of Liujiapu" was not only one of the cases in the Military School but also an important case in the curriculum of the Cadre School. Most battles do not depend on simple weapon generation gap issues. In the Battle of Liujiapu, what defeated the enemy first was not a comprehensive failure in weapons; what defeated them first was precisely their own confidence.

Pu Guanshui and the others rushed to a position equivalent to the center of the enemy's position, and then ignored the enemies on the east and west walls shooting at them continuously, concentrating firepower to strike the enemies on the north wall continuously. This courage was the key to the victory of this battle. If the troops hid immediately when the enemy shot at them from both sides, although this battle would still be won, the price would be much, much higher.

"No matter how small the weapon caliber is, and no matter how small the weapon quantity is, always use firepower to support infantry attacks."

Instructors of the Military School emphasized this passage repeatedly. In the Battle of Liujiapu, less than ten minutes after the assault team led by Pu Guanshui attacked into the fortified village, the stubborn resistance on the north wall, which concentrated the enemy's most elite forces, was basically on the verge of collapse. Family guards either ran around under gunfire or simply lay on the wall daring not move. On the surface, the situation was very good, but in fact, the battle situation had entered a dangerous period. The bullets of the rifle team led by Pu Guanshui were running out. As long as the firepower shooting stalled, the enemy would counterattack immediately.

The assault team led by Pu Guanshui won great time and space for the soldiers behind. Before the rifle team's violent shooting stalled, the large force for hand-to-hand combat had already rushed up.

Not everyone in the Insurance Corps owned a rifle, and even muskets were not popularized. More than half of the soldiers in the troops were still using red-tasseled spears. However, in 1906, hand-to-hand combat was far from withdrawing from the stage of war. Even in the First World War that occurred in the "future" 1914, hand-to-hand combat on the European battlefield was also one of the most common battles. The Germans in trench warfare found that the engineer shovel was a sharp weapon for hand-to-hand combat. In this Battle of Liujiapu, Insurance Corps infantry didn't have engineer shovels, only red-tasseled spears.

The Liujiapu fortified village had two stairs leading directly to the wall top, brick and stone structures. The soldiers responsible for hand-to-hand combat rushed to the stairs without enemy fire blockade. They knew very clearly before the battle that only by running fast and rushing in front of the enemy fastest could they exert the combat power of red-tasseled spears.

In the training targeting Liujiapu in the first few days, long spearmen had selected multiple routes for hard practice. Pu Guanshui's assault team progressed excellently. Led by officers, the infantry chose the closest and straightest route to insert directly into the stair orientation. The troop configuration was eight long spearmen and two musketeers in a squad. The squad leader commanded with a long spear, and the deputy squad leader was also a grenadier.

Arriving at the stair entrance, Pu Guanshui had already asked riflemen to stop shooting and load bullets. Calm was restored briefly inside the fortified village.

"Throw!" The commander of the infantry hand-to-hand combat troop asked the deputy squad leader to throw two black powder ceramic grenades up. With a boom, smoke and dust swirled at the stair entrance of the wall. Family guards trying to defend the stairs let out screams and cries of alarm. Before they woke up from the shock, musket soldiers in front, long spearmen behind, the hand-to-hand combat troop rushed up the wall.

Although just climbing a few meters high, the soldiers rushing up the wall immediately felt the field of vision opened up a lot. Rushing into a completely strange environment from the wall hole blown by explosives was a psychological test for anyone. Enemies were all over the high wall, being in enemy territory. Until occupying a small piece of the wall, don't look down on just a small piece, the psychological change was already very different. Originally the enemies were high above; now everyone had become the same height.

Musket soldiers fired at the enemies in front, then flashed to the wall side according to training, leaning against the wall with guns raised. The long spearmen behind shouted and rushed up.

By this time, the family guards knew it had reached the final juncture. Blue-clad people rushed into the fortified village continuously, occupying several key points in a blink of an eye. Blue-clad people holding muskets stood still around those who rushed in first, or divided into small teams, blocking the intersections and doorways of various key points inside the fortified village.

Where had the common people inside the fortified village seen such a posture? They ran around in fright. Although the family guards below wanted to save their families, obviously their number was not as many as the blue-clad people. They stood in front of their families holding either muskets or swords and spears. Although bluffing and raising weapons, it was obvious they dared not attack the blue-clad people at all. The blue-clad people inside the fortified village also had no intention of attacking. They just forced the people inside the fortified village not to run around by numerical superiority. But they didn't arrest people, nor did they kill people.

But this was only for those enemies without resistance ability. Family guards conducted desperate resistance against the rushing long spearmen with swords and spears. Barely holding the east and west walls. But not long after, Pu Guanshui's assault team had reloaded bullets. Under Pu Guanshui's command, a new round of volley began. This time not pursuing speed and firepower, but the troops striking enemies who dared to resist stubbornly. Those family guards resisting with swords and spears were trying hard to fight desperately with enemies in front. But suddenly were knocked down by bullets coming from the side. Or put some attention on the side, but were stabbed down by enemies swarming up from the front with random spears.

Organized resistance finally disintegrated under such multiple blows. The Insurance Corps advanced one foot, and the enemy retreated two feet. But the wall was only so long. Not long after, the enemies on the wall squeezed into a pile. Unknown when, Pu Guanshui had stopped shooting. And the Insurance Corps saw the time was about right; officers and soldiers didn't attack fiercely anymore when victory was at hand, but chose to pause. Both sides deadlocked face to face like this.

Although family guards knew defeat and death were inevitable, no one knew how these blue-clad people would treat them exactly. They nervously watched blue-clad people occupy all key places. Actually, it was only about ten minutes from the attack to now. The Insurance Corps' thunderous blow completely stunned the Liujiapu family guards. Only final pressure was needed to make them give up resistance completely.

Just then, Waterway Detachment Political Commissar Li Zhao walked out. He shouted to the family guards surrounded on the wall: "Brothers of Liujiapu, fighting until now, you have already done right by Master Liu Ba Liu Wenxiu. Everyone surrender. As long as you lay down weapons, our Insurance Corps treats captives well."

Whether the Military School or the Cadre School, when mentioning the battle process up to this surrender persuasion stage, they all used quite positive comments. Although the battle was very fierce, it was still a battle.

When the family guards were ready to give up, a burst of killing shouts suddenly sounded outside the north wall. Both the Insurance Corps and the family guards were actually quite familiar with this killing shout; it was the voice of refugees near Liujiapu. The task the Insurance Corps gave them was to attract the attention of the fortified village in the north. Completely no intention of letting them fight. Of course, the refugees didn't have the idea of joining the battle either. They just pretended with siege ladders outside the north wall.

The Insurance Corps captured the wall swiftly; the refugees saw it clearly. Everyone was frightened by the tough combat power of the Insurance Corps. They never expected that from the explosion of explosives, in just ten minutes or so, the Insurance Corps captured the north wall top. Just then, everyone heard Zhou Xingrui shout, "Fellow villagers, it's our turn to risk our lives!"

Everyone looked at Zhou Xingrui strangely. The Insurance Corps was already on the wall; what lives were they risking?

Zhou Xingrui's next words completely "reminded" everyone, "We didn't contribute any effort; why do you say people should give us more grain?"

Right! The common people felt Zhou Xingrui hit the point. They did nothing, just shouted outside for a night. If it were normal days, being dismissed with a *dou* of rice, everyone would still be quite happy. Even in a disaster year, giving a month's grain would be the max. This fortified village was conquered by the Insurance Corps. If they didn't contribute real effort, why should the Insurance Corps give them things?

Thinking of this, a monstrous sense of urgency arose in the refugees' hearts. They swarmed towards the gate. Don't know who led the way, the killing sound in the refugee team shook the sky immediately. This indeed had to blame the Insurance Corps for being "prepared enough." As troops to confuse the enemy, if the equipment seen by the enemy was not enough, this decoying work was obviously unqualified. So the siege equipment in the refugees' hands was really sufficient.

If there were still family guards guarding the wall, this charge would be beaten down immediately. But now the family guards couldn't even take care of themselves; where was anyone to resist? Everyone rushed under the wall, put up ladders following the momentum, and then inexplicably someone climbed up the ladder. Without anyone stopping them, the refugees successfully "scaled the city."

These people still had guys in their hands. The first refugee climbing up held a wooden spear. Jumping onto the wall, he saw a family guard lying on the ground beside him with an injured leg. The refugee raised the wooden spear high without saying a word, and stabbed into the injured family guard's lower abdomen with one blow. The family guard's scream traveled far. Family guards on the wall and under the wall and residents inside the fortified village were originally stunned by the Insurance Corps' lightning-fast attack. When gunshots were loud, someone screaming didn't attract much attention. Now the gunshots stopped, suddenly hearing a scream, everyone looked over. They saw on the wall, a refugee pulled out a bloody wooden spear from a family guard lying on the ground. Then raised the wooden spear high with both hands and stabbed down forcefully.

Behind this refugee, other refugees were climbing up one after another along seven or eight ladders. They went up the wall, also without saying a word, laying murderous hands on the family guards who fell on the ground but didn't die on the wall.

Seeing this situation, those inside the fortified village dared not move anymore. Family guards and common people who decided to surrender were dumbfounded by reality. Then someone shouted loudly, "They want to kill us all. Everyone fight them desperately!"

These words were not even instigation anymore. The refugees' actions gave the common people the impression that they wanted to kill all the common people inside the fortified village. Moreover, one had to admit, if letting refugees do it freely, they would really do so.

Surrendering after defeat was okay, but if still killed after surrendering, no one could accept this. The common people who had lost their fighting will suddenly began to resist. Someone charged towards the Insurance Corps regardless of life and death. Someone was scared out of their wits and began to flee everywhere.

And the surrounded family guards also began to counterattack violently. Li Zhao didn't want to mess up the situation that was already controlled. So he just let long spearmen force back family guards attempting to resist. But some of these family guards had muskets. They thought the Insurance Corps and refugees wanted to slaughter the fortified village. Resisting means death, not resisting means death. Regardless of anything, these people loaded muskets with gunpowder and iron sand.

No matter how Li Zhao asked them to stop, they didn't listen. Moreover, to these family guards, the reason Li Zhao was so anxious was not wanting to avoid bloodshed conflict. But wanting to trick them not to resist.

Pu Guanshui watched this sudden change dumbfounded. The Insurance Corps conducted a lot of military combat training, but they hadn't received training for "maintenance warfare." The Insurance Corps could defeat organized enemies, but how to control common people running around everywhere, the Insurance Corps was completely unclear. A good military battle at first turned into a "public security battle" instantly after the refugee factor joined. The situation that was somewhat controlled became chaotic instantly, and the chaos was still expanding constantly.

With a "Bang," someone fired a musket. That was a family guard on the wall suddenly firing a shot. Pu Guanshui knew things couldn't end so easily. The battle originally thought to end refreshingly suddenly became cruel and bloody. He sighed in his heart but commanded the musket team to start firing violently at those enemies resisting stubbornly. Now more brutal means must be used to suppress the scene. Actually, the object Pu Guanshui wanted to shoot most now was not these family guards, but those refugees who appeared suddenly.

"Thus the battle turned into a farce!" Both Military School and Cadre School defined the performance of this stage like this.

Because scaling the city was too easy, refugees climbed up one after another like possessed, and then easily climbed onto the fortified village wall that was once unattainable. Looking at the neat fortified village houses, looking at the Insurance Corps blue-clad soldiers having the upper hand everywhere. Holding the thought of must "help," refugees killed enemies they could see around first, then shouted killing and charged towards "enemies inside the fortified village." Refugees really treated everyone inside the fortified village as their enemies.

Waterway Detachment Political Commissar Li Zhao reacted relatively fast after all. Seeing things were wrong, he immediately asked people to block the stairs going down the wall. But he only had time to block the side where he was. Soldiers on the other side didn't figure out what was going on. A dozen people had already rushed down the stairs. Li Zhao hurriedly asked signalmen to send semaphore. Only then did the troops opposite understand and hurriedly blocked the stairs. In such a moment, another dozen people rushed into the fortified village.

Refugees rushing into the pile of common people wouldn't mistake the enemy. The Insurance Corps uniformly wore blue clothes and very special blue soft hats. Refugees themselves wore ragged clothes. So anyone wearing better clothes was an enemy. Chaos continued to expand. Villagers fled in all directions, while Insurance Corps soldiers desperately held back refugees. But refugees had absolutely no discipline to speak of at this time. Finally entering the fortified village, someone thought of food. Although the Insurance Corps also provided food and drink these days, it was far from satisfying the refugees. Entering the fortified village, originally wanted to help the Insurance Corps kill people. But unknown who shouted, "Fellow villagers, go find food." "Go find food!" "Go find food!" Immediately someone began to follow and cheer.

Refugees originally blocked on the wall heard "food" and couldn't hold back anymore. Unable to take the stairs, refugees jumped down from the wall several meters high one after another. As long as they didn't fall to death upon landing, refugees got up one after another and walked towards various houses. Seeing someone wanting to enter their own houses, the villagers' last bit of timidity also disappeared. They immediately picked up everything they could pick up to resist.

Thus thorough chaos finally descended.

When Military School and Cadre School mentioned this matter, the summarized experience was nothing more than two points. First, if not consciously creating this chaos, absolutely don't take refugees onto the battlefield, and let them move freely. Second, if a public security battle occurs, then regardless of who the other party is, restoring order is the first choice.

Every time the second point is mentioned, the Military School would praise Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui for acting decisively, and the Cadre School would praise Commissar Li Zhao for deciding firmly.

Actually, these three people issued orders almost simultaneously. There was such a clause in the regulations provided by Chen Ke, "If encountering a situation requiring large-scale emergency suppression, don't use ropes to bind. Let the people needing to be suppressed lie on the ground holding their heads with hands. Leave a few people responsible for guarding. The main force just needs to knock down the suppression targets to the ground."

The fortified village was filled with screams, wild laughter, angry curses, crying, and wailing. Amidst various human voices, gunshots were mixed from time to time. Just less than ten minutes of chaos and slaughter, hundreds of people on both refugee and villager sides were injured, and a dozen people on each side were hopeless. Three commanders commanded Insurance Corps soldiers. Regardless of anything, let refugees lie down holding their heads first. Those who didn't listen were beaten down directly. Then forced villagers to lie down.

Spending the strength of nine bulls and two tigers, order was finally restored. Without the blind interference of refugees, this stage could have ended early, and many people wouldn't have died originally.

What made villagers feel slightly surprised was that in the great chaos, the Insurance Corps didn't take care of refugees too much. Not only that, some refugees acting very outrageously were tied up.

In such chaos, it wasn't that there was no place maintaining "order" inside the fortified village all along. Zhang Yu personally led troops to surround Master Liu Ba's residence tightly. Dozens of people up and down the Liu family guarded the courtyard gate tightly. Zhang Yu didn't plan to attack hard either. As long as he could block the Liu family and prevent these backbones inside the fortified village from rushing out to add trouble, leaving only the Liu family would be easy to handle.

When refugees caused big trouble, Zhang Yu still felt slightly worried, but the Liu family obviously didn't seize this opportunity. Wait until chaos was completely suppressed. The Liu family knew there was no hope just by listening to the voice. At this time, they had some intention of burning boats. Zhang Yu said nothing and ordered grenadiers to throw the hand grenades, which were scarce in the Insurance Corps, inside. Two loud bangs passed. The Liu family was completely honest.

They heard someone shouting in the yard: "Heroes outside, I am Liu Wenxiu."

"So it's Master Liu Ba. Does Master Liu Ba have any instructions?" Zhang Yu laughed. Controlling the situation completely at this time, his mood was relaxed. Even had room for jokes.

Master Liu Ba, Liu Wenxiu, didn't expect the other party to answer like this, and didn't know how to respond for a moment. Such relaxation proved that the other party completely mastered the situation; I'm afraid some conditions he wanted to say wouldn't be useful either. Then someone climbed up the watchtower of the Liu family courtyard, looking around furtively for a good while. He saw the wall was full of Insurance Corps blue-clad people. There were gunmen on all commanding heights. Looking for a while, really couldn't find a way to escape, that person simply stood on the watchtower shouting down: "Heroes outside, I am Liu Wenxiu, I admit defeat. Just please spare the lives of old and young in the fortified village; you can do whatever you want to me, Liu Wenxiu."

Zhang Yu walked a few steps forward, coming out of the crowd. "Master Liu Ba, I am Insurance Corps Commander Zhang Yu. I advise you to surrender now. Our Insurance Corps treats captives well. We will absolutely not kill captives."

Liu Wenxiu looked at Zhang Yu for a while, suddenly laughed loudly: "This Brother Zhang, aren't you underestimating me, Liu Wenxiu, too much? I'm not a three-year-old child; can you deceive me?"

Zhang Yu also pretended to laugh loudly, "Master Liu Ba, wanting to destroy your family, whether attacking hard or setting fire, do you think we can't do it? We don't do this because we really don't want to kill so many people. Heaven has the virtue of loving life; we don't want to kill people. Otherwise, if we transfer the refugees over, can they spare you? So, Master Liu Ba, surrender quickly. Being able to live in this fortified village, you are a character at any rate. If you want to be a turtle shrinking its head to avoid this matter, it definitely won't work."

Hearing Zhang Yu say this, Liu Wenxiu knew polite talk was useless. He no longer pretended any hypocritical appearance, "Gentlemen, why do you attack my fortified village? Please speak clearly, so I, Liu Wenxiu, can die understanding."

Zhang Yu shouted: "Master Liu Ba, can't you guess it yourself? Guess."

Seeing Zhang Yu teasing him like this, Liu Wenxiu was really burning with anger. He roared: "Could it be that you want to rebel?"

"Exactly so, we are going to rebel." Zhang Yu shouted.

Liu Wenxiu was originally just speaking angrily, but seeing Zhang Yu admit it so easily. He felt very incredible instead. But he heard Zhang Yu continue to shout: "To rebel, one needs people, land, grain, and guns. Our purpose of rebellion is to save the common people of this world. That's why we want to attack your fortified village. We will attack one fortified village after another like this, save one place of common people after another. Fight until the Manchu Qing is defeated, saving the common people of the world."

"You! You!" Liu Wenxiu was so angry at Zhang Yu's words that smoke came out of his seven orifices. He wanted to curse loudly but didn't know what to curse.

Zhang Yu continued to persuade: "Master Liu Ba, the reason I keep you until now is very simple. I want to send your whole family to our base camp. See how our leader prepares to deal with you. As the saying goes, buying horse bones with a thousand gold (*Qian Jin Ma Gu* - showing sincerity to attract talent). You, Master Liu Ba, are also considered a character; maybe useful. So surrender now. If you don't surrender, I can only attack your courtyard with fire. At that time, life or death won't matter."

While speaking, soldiers suddenly brought a few dirty and wet people over. Zhang Yu asked soldiers to take these few people to a place Liu Wenxiu could see. Then he shouted: "Master Liu Ba, you let people go through the tunnel. I think it's inappropriate. So I invited them over. Do you want to come down and say something to them?"

Seeing his sons captured, Liu Wenxiu only felt his head buzz, almost falling from the watchtower. Courtyard surrounded, sons captured. He heard Zhang Yu laugh: "Master Liu Ba, we say treat captives well, then we will treat captives well. We will absolutely not kill your sons. But I give you two hours. If you don't surrender. We will attack your courtyard. Anyway, your sons are in our hands; not killing them already leaves you descendants. For the people in your courtyard, as long as they resist, we will kill without mercy (*ge sha wu lun*). Think about it properly, Master Liu Ba."

Everyone bargained like this, spending an hour. Under the pressure of the Insurance Corps' powerful armed forces, Liu Wenxiu finally surrendered.

"Send a boat back to deliver the message. Take Liu Wenxiu's whole family along too." Zhang Yu immediately issued the first order after the war.

Chen Ke got the news four days later. He ordered Liu Wenxiu's family to be escorted to Yuezhangji prison for detention, and immediately convened a Party Committee meeting. After the seven secretaries listened to the report of the Liujiapu battle, Chen Ke couldn't help exchanging a look with Shang Yuan.

"Let's fight out." Hua Xiongmao said.

"Right, it won't do not to fight out anymore." You Gou supported very much.

He Zudao didn't speak, but everyone knew He Zudao absolutely supported the view of fighting out.

In the final vote, the seven secretaries unanimously agreed to the opinion of fighting out.

But unexpectedly, after the Party Standing Committee made this decision, the first order Secretary Chen Ke issued was to send someone to recall Chen Tianhua, who was far away in Hebei, back to the Central Committee for work. Comrades in the People's Party knew Chen Tianhua was in Hebei, but they didn't quite understand why Chen Ke recalled Chen Tianhua to the Central Committee now. But no one opposed either.

On September 20, 1906, the entire fleet of the Waterway Detachment returned to the base area after completing the task of sending New Army soldiers. Immediately, the troops participating in this battle exchanged a large number of personnel with the First and Second Regiments. The newly formed Waterway Detachment was three times the size of the previous troop. After the fleet set out again, battles of breaking fortified villages and saving common people unfolded on both banks of the Huai River immediately.

The People's Party's military struggle actually unfolded so early; before this, including Chen Ke, no one expected it.
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Chapter 47 King Pang

September in the Hebei Plain is exactly when the "Autumn Tiger" (Indian Summer) rages. Unlike the miserable state after the Anhui flood, Hebei did not suffer disaster. Crops have been harvested smoothly. In the autumn fields, there are piles of wheat straw, sorghum stalks, and some other crop stalks everywhere. These are fuels for farmers' families, so naturally, they must be prepared well.

This year's harvest in Hebei is neither good nor bad, a normal year. Life can pass by so-so. According to rural custom, at this season, there should always be some celebrations or something. But this year, the countryside of Nangong County, Xingtai, Hebei, seems to have something more attractive to the common people's attention.

Although the vast majority of crops have been harvested, farm work still has to last for a long time. Now there is no need to go to the fields; most villagers work in the village. Hejia Village, like usual, had signs of human habitation early. But today everyone had no intention of working seriously. Although doing some things in hand, most people ran to the street, looking towards the village entrance constantly. A cyan flag was planted by the road at the village entrance. In the middle of the flag was a white round bottom, with a black character "Pang" written on it. This flag stood solitarily by the road at the village entrance, but no one moved it.

The sun rose slowly. Suddenly someone at the village entrance shouted: "King Pang is here!" This voice seemed to explode a thunderclap. Everyone put down the work in their hands and swarmed towards the village entrance.

In the distance, a dozen riders and thirty-odd horses galloped towards Hejia Village along the dirt road. The one in the lead held a big flag, cyan flag face, white round bottom in the middle, with a big character "Pang" written on it. Except for the size, it was exactly the same as that flag outside Hejia Village.

The horse team came very fast. Villagers didn't wait long before the horse team arrived at the village entrance. Children had already surrounded them joyfully. They raised their small faces looking at Pang Zi sitting high on the horse, shouting excitedly: "King Pang! King Pang!"

Pang Zi laughed *haha*, took out a handful of copper coins casually, and scattered them to the side. Children cheered and pounced on them to pick up money. The road ahead was unobstructed. Pang Zi urged his horse, leading the horse team to continue forward. When passing by that flag at the village entrance, Pang Zi pulled up the flag smoothly and laughed loudly.

Villagers looked at Pang Zi's appearance; many young people were already eager to try. They saw Pang Zi finish laughing. Only then did he shout loudly: "Fellow villagers and elders, I, Pang Zi, said when I came here a few days ago, if anyone feels I, Pang Zi, shouldn't manage this village, when I come, bring the flag to see me. How to compete, I'll let that person set the rules. If no one looks for me, then I'm going to look for everyone to compete."

"King Pang, what do you want to compete in?" A young villager couldn't help shouting already.

"Exactly, compete in what? Say it quickly."

Pang Zi looked at the young villagers being impatient one by one, but deliberately not rushing to speak. His slightly frowned brows looked around. Seeing no one around really had hostility towards him. Pang Zi then suddenly laughed loudly *haha*, "I, Pang Zi, am a wine sack and rice bag (*jiu nang fan dai* - glutton/good-for-nothing). Let's compete in eating meat and drinking wine."

As soon as these words came out, the villagers already cheered thunderously. Especially young villagers began to move tables out impatiently, preparing bowls and chopsticks.

Pang Zi waved his hand. His subordinates unloaded wine, meat, and food from the pack horses. Chicken, duck, fish, and meat were all there, but mainly pork and chicken, and also prepared Nangong smoked vegetables. White flour steamed buns were packed in a dozen big cloth bags, all steamed just this morning. Although no longer steaming hot, they were still fresh and soft. Wine wouldn't be less either. Water had long been boiled in the village. These meats, vegetables, and steamed buns were re-steamed hot, and immediately the aroma overflowed.

Although it was called a competition, Pang Zi dared not lack any courtesy. The elders in the village were invited to the seats of honor. Wine, meat, and food were placed in front of them first. Pang Zi toasted the old masters first. After the old masters moved their chopsticks, he returned to the table where young people gathered. This was a long big table made of a dozen tables put together. Hejia Village was not big, just fifty-odd households. A hundred or so young men. Such a big table could seat them. Seeing Pang Zi come over, everyone stood up one after another, "King Pang, we have to compete with you." The leader laughed.

"Bring it on!" Pang Zi laughed. Everyone sat at the table and began to eat. Drinking wine first, everyone held a steamed bun in the left hand and chopsticks in the right hand, eating non-stop. Where had young people seen so much meat? Smelling the meat, saliva was already flowing long. Seeing Pang Zi move his chopsticks, everyone started eating immediately. Bowls of strip meat were served on the table like this, and then eaten clean. Whole roast chickens came up; everyone could even get one in front of them. Everyone buried their heads and ate fiercely, but after eating only half a chicken, they couldn't eat anymore. The vast majority of young people had never eaten so much meat and swallowed so much oil in one meal. At this time, although the mouth still felt very insufficient, the stomach already felt full. Although trying hard to eat some more, they couldn't stuff it down no matter what.

Pang Zi didn't have this problem. He ate meat and steamed buns at the same time. Two bowls of strip meat went down to the stomach, and he ate half of that chicken. Then he took a flatbread (*lao bing*), put Nangong smoked vegetables, big meat, and chicken in the flatbread, poured a lot of bean paste inside, sprinkled shredded green onions, rolled the bread into a roll the size of a fist, and ate it holding it. Finished it in a while. A big bowl held red bean and millet porridge, which was left to cool aside from the beginning. At this time Pang Zi took it and drank the porridge up with a slurping sound. Looking at the crowd at the same table again, a lot of unfinished food was left in front of them. One by one, they stared dumbfounded at Pang Zi eating so freely.

Pang Zi smiled complacently: "Just this little stuff; I haven't let go to eat yet. Eating three or five *jin* of meat in a meal doesn't tire me. Otherwise, where do you think my strength of several hundred *jin* comes from?"

Whether the fatty had a strength of several hundred *jin*, the young men of Hejia Village didn't know. But Pang Zi's appetite was solidly visible. So everyone tended to believe Pang Zi's words.

"Gentlemen, do you have anything else unconvinced?" Seeing admiration in everyone's eyes, Pang Zi said while striking the iron was hot.

"This..." The young men had nothing unconvinced, but everyone was a junior; what they said themselves didn't count.

The fatty knew this clearly in his heart. He laughed *haha*: "Actually, this is not something you can decide either. I don't collect grain from everyone, nor do I ask everyone to pay me any profit money. I just want to tell everyone, if you encounter any difficulties in the future, just come to find me directly. If you are unconvinced and think who among you is better than me, then stand out, let's compete. Won't it be clear who is strong and who is weak? We are all men; speak a straightforward word!"

Pang Zi failed to convince the young people successfully, but he didn't care either. He encountered this kind of thing a lot these days. From anxious dissatisfaction at the beginning to being able to treat it calmly now. Pang Zi felt he also improved a lot. After eating and drinking, Pang Zi always had to leave some polite remarks. The object of persuasion this time was those elders, "Fellow villagers and elders, I, Pang Zi, am just a wine sack and rice bag, but I always want to exert some strength for everyone. Now I opened an Escort Agency (*Biao Ju*), running in our Nangong County, running the business of our Xingtai. If everyone doesn't despise it and wants to find something to do, come to find me."

After saying this, Pang Zi didn't stay long either. Mounting the horse with his subordinates, Pang Zi cupped his hands towards everyone, "If there is any place where you old and young men can use me, I will absolutely not decline." After speaking, Pang Zi turned the horse's head and whistled away with his subordinates.

Although everyone had their own thoughts in their hearts, the urgent task now was not to consider Pang Zi's words, but to move this table full of wine and meat home as much as possible. Women at home couldn't come to the table; they had been waiting anxiously at home for a long time.

Horses galloped. Pang Zi felt very happy. Not only the refreshment after a big meal, but those envious and longing eyes of the villagers made Pang Zi feel that a large part of the meaning of his life had been realized. Being born means making everyone envy and jealous. This was one of Pang Zi's views. So he actually knew that he could never catch up with Uncle Jing Tingbin in this life.

This was not something that could be expounded directly with very clear words. If forced to say, Pang Zi knew Uncle Jing was a "decent person." While he was far from having Uncle Jing's "rules." Back then, whether people who liked Uncle Jing or people who didn't like Uncle Jing. Whether landlords, gentry, or common people, all considered Uncle Jing's actions as "reason" (*Dao Li*). Whether dealing with him perfunctorily to his face or stabbing him in the back. But even those who opposed Uncle Jing actually dared not say that what Uncle Jing did lacked reason.

Compared with Uncle Jing Tingbin, Pang Zi completely lacked such a reputation. In Nangong County, Pang Zi was famous for liking to associate with those dubious guys. The direct result of this reputation was that Pang Zi's image was greatly affected. And Pang Zi himself had no intention of imitating Uncle Jing Tingbin. Regarding being called liking to associate with "lowlifes," Pang Zi didn't feel anything wrong at all.

The rebellion led by Uncle Jing Tingbin and Uncle Zhao Sanduo almost mobilized all the bloody men from Xingtai to Shandong. After the uprising failed, Yuan Shikai led the Beiyang New Army to suppress it cruelly. Those who dared to fight either died in battle or left their native places to go elsewhere. Those remaining were scared out of their wits. Asking them to do something, these people thought over and over again; where was the heroism of predecessors pledging life and death over a bowl of wine?

Previous predecessors didn't pledge promises of life and death for that bowl of wine, that meal. What allowed everyone to associate sincerely was the "righteousness" (*Dao Yi*) possessed by Uncle Jing. As the saying goes, shoulder righteousness with iron shoulders. Uncle Jing was that kind of person; he almost hated evil as an enemy. Encountering things that didn't conform to righteousness and etiquette, Uncle Jing could always stand out. He was not upholding justice, but maintaining righteousness.

Pang Zi was not this kind of person who could undertake righteousness. When Uncle Jing was alive, he was scolded a lot. Reasonably speaking, Uncle Jing passed away; Pang Zi should be able to develop freely, and no one could restrain Pang Zi anymore. But what surprised Pang Zi himself was that what he wanted to do most now was actually become a person like Uncle Jing. Not imitating Uncle Jing Tingbin, but possessing that kind of "righteous" life from the root.

In these years, Pang Zi discovered one thing. Unknown for what reason, this world began to change. In the past, wherever foreign missionaries and foreign goods went, that place would definitely be chaotic. Uncle Jing and the others devoted their lives to eliminating foreign religions and boycotting foreign goods. Just to be able to restore traditional righteousness. But now, Chinese missionaries and foreign goods produced by Chinese themselves began to appear constantly. Previously seeing those curvy and bending characters, one knew it was foreign goods. Now it's all Chinese characters; how do you know it was made by fake foreign devils?

Pang Zi's theoretical and practical knowledge were both insufficient. He didn't know what exactly happened to this world. He only knew that this world was undergoing slow but irresistible changes. The whole country became impetuous, and the relationship between people no longer relied solely on "righteousness" as the standard. Many things were changing constantly. In Uncle Jing Tingbin's view, Pang Zi was already a rebellious child. But facing such overall changes, Pang Zi's first thought was actually hoping this society, this world could return to the path Pang Zi was familiar with.

To make this world return to the path Fatty wanted, there must be people and guns. Otherwise, before Pang Zi achieved his ideal, he would be killed by others. Pang Zi was very clear about this. After Uncle Jing died, the forces once suppressed in Xingtai surfaced one after another. Those guys who were ignored by everyone originally now also felt they were characters. Pang Zi believed his current opponents were them. If he couldn't suppress this gang, he would absolutely not become a leading figure in Nangong County.

Even adopting unusual methods, as long as he could regain the dominant position in Nangong County in the short term, Pang Zi didn't care who he cooperated with, nor did he care what means he used. This was Pang Zi's thought before meeting Chen Ke.

After meeting Chen Ke, more specifically, after getting Chen Tianhua's help, Pang Zi found suddenly that he had many new chips to use. Chen Tianhua devoted himself to building a breeding farm. At that time Wu Xingchen was still in Nangong County; with him sitting in town, Pang Zi dared not oppose directly either. The breeding farm was just done like this.

It experienced many twists and turns in the middle, but finally succeeded. First eggs, duck eggs. Then chicken meat, duck meat. More than half a year later, the piglets raised in the breeding farm actually grew to about a hundred *jin*. If according to ordinary pig raising, such pigs could already be killed for meat. And Pang Zi did exactly this. Calling himself "wine sack and rice bag" was not Pang Zi's hobby. Now Pang Zi didn't have more means to buy off surrounding villagers. Anyway, the breeding farm didn't have much investment either. If spending money to buy these meats and eggs, it would indeed require a lot of money. But taking them out as favors was very cheap. Pang Zi hoped this kind of life with wine and meat all day could attract those youths to join his team.

Hejia Village was not too far from Gaojia Village where Pang Zi was located. Going there carrying a pile of wine and meat took a longer time. Coming back was light travel. Plus taking advantage of the alcohol, Pang Zi, who spent more than two hours riding back to Gaojia Village, didn't feel the fatigue of the past at all. At this time, he was glowing with health and radiating vigor. After dismounting, Pang Zi threw the reins to the subordinate waiting at the gate of his compound. Then he strode into the courtyard.

This courtyard didn't change much from when Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua came together. Except that Pang Zi had actually given this courtyard to Chen Tianhua to live in, there was nothing different. Now Pang Zi was mainly active in the county town. This was the most beautiful thing he thought he had done in his life so far.

Four months ago, one month after Wu Xingchen left Xingtai, the breeding farm started by Chen Tianhua and Wu Xingchen could already provide eggs and duck eggs stably. That was exactly April, soon to be the days when the green crop was not yet ready. Pang Zi immediately summoned landless poor men from Nangong County town and surrounding areas. This gang of brothers was about two hundred or so. When Pang Zi got them to Gaojia Village, he really felt he found the right people.

These people looked like brothers who no longer sought any future, typical of getting drunk today when there is wine today. When greeting everyone to eat, everyone ate neither fast nor slow. Drinking wine and eating meat was no different from eating steamed buns. Although that decadence could be seen in their eyes. But from another angle, this gang also had a temperament Pang Zi cared about very much. To put it nicely, that was a kind of demeanor. What made these people despair was not the helplessness of life, not just unable to survive.

If one must say, it was a kind of despair produced after being abandoned by the mainstream. If in the eyes of many others, the setbacks these people encountered were only temporary. But these people had a thought that they could never be accepted by the "correct path" again. Rather than saying they were forced into this precarious life, it was better to say this gang chose self-exile, wanting to face the end of life on this road of idlers.

Why did these people have such an attitude? Pang Zi really couldn't understand. But Pang Zi knew he found the people he needed. Facing everyone, Pang Zi asked, "Afraid of losing heads or not?"

These people below neither said afraid nor said not afraid. Everyone asked back: "Give enough to eat?"

Pang Zi laughed: "As long as everyone is in the county town, I want to scare the government. Don't know if everyone is afraid."

"Afraid of what? Beheading? Beating with boards?" Everyone laughed.

Pang Zi laughed too listening; these idlers didn't mean to be afraid, "Beheading may not be necessary; beating with boards and being cangued probably can't be avoided. But what should be given to everyone to eat and use, I, Pang Zi, will absolutely not short you. Moreover, if everyone wants to work here in the future, just work. I don't lack here. If you don't want to work, this mouthful of rice won't be short for everyone either."

"As long as providing food, what are we afraid of? Even if we can't do things, can't we even make a fuss?" The idlers gave the bottom line of what they could do. And what Pang Zi needed was exactly such a bottom line.

After some discussion, Pang Zi led more than two hundred idlers to occupy the street in front of the Nangong County Yamen first. The idlers lined up and walked from this end of the street to that end, walking back and forth several times. The team began to circle around the county yamen. If just walking back and forth on the street, it only aroused the curiosity of the bailiffs. Circling around the yamen, the bailiffs panicked immediately.

The Magistrate got the report and sent someone to inquire. Seeing a bailiff coming to question, the idlers clamored immediately, "You ask what we want to do? Now life can't go on; we want to rebel!"

Hearing this, the bailiff's face turned somewhat pale instantly. "Brother, don't joke." The bailiff tried to ease everyone's mood.

Pang Zi and the idlers had discussed things long ago. Hearing the bailiff say this, the idlers shouted instantly, "Life can't go on! Rebel and be done with it (*Zao Fan Le Suan Qiu*)!"

While speaking, they took out various guys and surrounded the county yamen. Seeing things were wrong, the bailiff was scared into running back to the yamen to report hurriedly. And the idlers surrounded the county yamen tightly and began to make a fuss.
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Chapter 48 Peasants' Association (1)

"Are these unruly people not afraid of royal law?" Magistrate Zhou of Nangong County trembled with anger in the yamen. But being blocked at the gate of the yamen, if this continued, how could he continue to be the magistrate?

"How many people are outside exactly?" Magistrate Nangong asked.

"Sir, I see there are at least more than two hundred people outside." The bailiff dared not speak too loudly, fearing to irritate the magistrate.

"Hiss!" The magistrate felt a sensation similar to a toothache. Needless to say, someone must be playing tricks behind the scenes. "Find out who is instigating behind the scenes first!" The magistrate ordered.

Sometimes even a Marquis of a Hundred Li (*Bai Li Hou* - Magistrate) like the magistrate couldn't do whatever he wanted. Magistrate Nangong suddenly found that hundreds of ruffians and idlers united were also very difficult to deal with. Bailiffs wanted to go out to inquire about news, but as soon as they opened the door, they saw idlers standing full at the gate, shouting: "Life can't go on; we want to rebel." They simply didn't let the bailiffs go out.

"Do you want to rebel?" The bailiff shouted.

"We just want to rebel!" The idlers shouted back.

Facing such rolling knife meat (*gun dao rou* - tough/shameless people), the bailiffs really had no way. Holding weapons in hand, the bailiffs really dared not fight their way out. Otherwise, fighting out meant they had to come back. After reporting the matter to the magistrate, the magistrate was furious. This was too bullying.

"Come, this official will take you to see personally. If this official gives an order, you beat them out for me." The magistrate shouted.

Opening the door this time, the idlers were still at the gate. Seeing the magistrate's official uniform, the idlers clamored again, "Can't live anymore, rebel!" Hearing these words, the magistrate's face was gloomy. Just as he was about to let the bailiffs fight out, he saw two people squeeze to the door. The magistrate's hand was originally raised, pointing at the idlers. As soon as he saw these two people squeezing to the door, the magistrate's fingers trembled, and his gloomy face almost turned green with anger, "Drag these two bastards in for me." The magistrate shouted to the bailiffs.

The two were dragged into the gate, and then the door closed with a bang. The bailiffs held weapons preparing to wait for Magistrate Zhou to speak, but saw Magistrate Zhou rush up directly and give each of the two a kick first. He shouted while kicking, "Rebel? You guys really rebelled."

The two young men took a kick but didn't complain at all. Instead, they both spoke with smiles, "Hello, Uncle." "Hello, Teacher."

As soon as these words came out, the bailiffs were surprised. Magistrate Zhou waved to the bailiffs, "You go down." After speaking, the magistrate's anger hadn't subsided, and he kicked the two again. This Magistrate Zhou was from Julu, Hebei. One of the two young men kicked by him was Pang Zi, who had studied with this Magistrate Zhou for a few months. The other was Magistrate Zhou's nephew, Pang Tianshuo. Pang Zi and Pang Tianshuo were distant cousins.

Seeing these two brats actually play this trick on him, Magistrate Zhou was almost amused by anger. Taking the two into the study, the magistrate opened his mouth and cursed: "How does Brother Jing have relatives like you?"

"Teacher, I have no choice..." Pang Zi said. Although he only studied with Magistrate Zhou for a few months, Pang Zi still dared not act rashly towards the teacher.

Magistrate Zhou stared at Pang Zi for a while but didn't continue to scold, "What rebellion? I'll issue an escort license (*ya piao*); you lead these idlers to escort goods for people in the future."

This was originally the purpose of Pang Zi's action this time. He thought there would be some twists and turns, but didn't expect Magistrate Zhou to agree so easily. This made Pang Zi overjoyed, "Thank you, Teacher."

Magistrate Zhou said seriously: "I only help you this one time. If other things happen in the future, I can only do business officially."

Just like this, Pang Zi got the escort license and started the business of the Escort Agency (*Biao Ju*).

Every time he thought of this matter, Pang Zi felt lucky. Actually, Magistrate Zhou was usually a very serious person. It was really not easy to make him help so readily.

"Is Mr. Xingtai here?" Entering his own courtyard, Pang Zi shouted.

"Mr. Chen is not here." A fifteen or sixteen-year-old boy came out to answer.

"He went to the breeding farm again?" Pang Zi asked the boy.

"Mr. Chen went to the Peasant Association."

After Pang Zi got the escort license for the Escort Agency, Chen Tianhua set up the first Peasant Association in Gaojia Village. The first batch of Peasant Association members were farmers who participated in the breeding farm. After that, Chen Tianhua spent most of his time in the Peasant Association, and Pang Zi was used to it.

To buy people's hearts in Hejia Village today, Pang Zi took a lot of chickens, ducks, and pigs from the breeding farm starting the day before yesterday. Although preparing to return to Nangong County immediately, Pang Zi felt he should greet Chen Tianhua and thank him before leaving. If Chen Tianhua didn't run the breeding farm well, where would there be so many livestock and poultry for Pang Zi to use? Thinking of this, Pang Zi got up and went out, going to the breeding farm to find Chen Tianhua.

From last year to now, Chen Tianhua stayed in Hebei for almost a year. Because he learned the Hanyu Pinyin taught by Chen Ke, although his accent still had a strong Hunan flavor, Hebei people could understand what he said.

At this time, Chen Tianhua was organizing fertilizer in the earthworm field with other breeding farm personnel. Carrying a hoe and working skillfully, that is, covering the humus retted from straw stalks, pig manure, and chicken manure on the organized earthworm field. After the autumn harvest, there was no shortage of straw stalks. Lay a layer of retted stuff, then lay a layer of wheat straw and sorghum stalks, then sprinkle a layer of soil, then cover a layer of humus, and then lay straw stalks and soil. Every commoner working in the earthworm field wore a mask. Even so, the pungent smell still smoked the eyes so they couldn't open much.

When left in Hebei by Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua had already prepared mentally that future work would be very hard. But in the long talk before parting with Chen Ke, Chen Ke gave Chen Tianhua three suggestions. One was not to propagate beating away foreigners to the common people. The common people didn't care about such things at all. Second was to understand that the problem now was to develop productive forces so that the common people could produce more food. Third was to establish an organization truly belonging to the common people—the Peasant Association.

Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke very much. Since Chen Ke said so, Chen Tianhua really implemented Chen Ke's three suggestions. Actually, Chen Ke had only heard of Chen Tianhua's great name. Because historically Chen Tianhua committed suicide in 1905, Chen Ke had no concept of Chen Tianhua's "possibilities." This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted to leave Chen Tianhua in Hebei. Chen Tianhua was a person who could see current surface problems and raise relatively profound questions. As for how to find solutions to China's current problems, as a latecomer, Chen Ke's evaluation of the problem-solving ability of people in this era was extremely low.

History has proven that only by carrying out a thorough revolution, smashing all old orders, and rebuilding a new order in China, can China be saved. Any reformism is bullshit.

Chen Ke had always been puzzled by one thing. The industrial age and the agricultural age are originally two social situations that have nothing to do with each other. Why do some people always hold on to those "warm veils" of the agricultural age while being in the industrial age? Even in the 21st century, such fools still emerge one after another. These people basically call themselves "public intellectuals," and the vast majority have a characteristic: they only revere the status of "scholars" in China's agricultural age. Thinking that recognizing a few broken characters and reading a few sour essays allows them to be high above, naturally entitled to power. Most of these people praise some "Republic of China Style" (*Min Guo Fan*).

The Republic of the so-called "Republic of China Style" is the era when such "public intellectuals" who read some books occupied high positions in society. Without exception, these people praising "Republic of China Style" in the 21st century are guys who think scholars are superior to others.

Since Chen Ke had a good impression of Chen Tianhua, but since there was no trace of Chen Tianhua in history after 1905, Chen Ke must let Chen Tianhua prove that he was not this kind of "Republic of China Style." Because Chen Ke actually had a very serious idea: if he came to power, these "Republic of China Style" predecessors shouldn't even think about possessing a shred of political power. Even for the rubber-stamp Political Consultative Conference, Chen Ke wouldn't give this gang any chance. So Chen Ke hoped very much that Chen Tianhua could withstand such a test.

Of course, this was also because Chen Ke didn't know there would be such a big flood in Anhui in 1906. In the disaster area, Chen Tianhua could definitely withstand a harsher test. If he knew, he would have taken Chen Tianhua to Anhui.

Chen Tianhua didn't know Chen Ke's true thoughts. He only knew Chen Ke asked him to practice a very hard revolutionary road in Hebei. Chen Tianhua had participated in using existing social contradictions to launch revolutions. But that was the dissatisfaction of the middle class with the Manchu Qing regime. These people were either out of indignation or because of long-accumulated economic contradictions.

In Hebei, Chen Ke asked Chen Tianhua to study the needs of the bottom-level common people for revolution. What exactly did the common people need? How was their revolutionary demand generated exactly? How to tell the common people a fact: without revolution, they will never have a future.

When Chen Tianhua asked Chen Ke how to deal with the common people, Chen Ke only said one sentence, "Work with the common people."

Now Chen Tianhua was working hard. Although Chen Tianhua's family background was poor, his father was a scholar, so Chen Tianhua himself didn't lack books to read. Later he studied well, and someone paid to help him. He continued to study further, even able to study abroad. Chen Tianhua was not too used to farm work. As for the breeding farm mainly run by Chen Tianhua, it goes without saying. This was a mode Chen Ke copied from the 21st-century breeding farm. In the understanding of the breeding farm management mode, there was a gap of nearly a century between the two sides.

So the work was naturally very hard. With Pang Zi's help, Chen Tianhua first gathered the owners of those saline-alkali or wet low-lying lands around the village. These lands were all bad lands; people with such lands were not poor people. Because these lands didn't produce much grain. If they were poor people, these lands would have been sold long ago to buy good land, or simply exchanged land.

Chen Tianhua didn't lack money. Led by Pang Zi, with a rent of fifty taels of silver a year, more than two hundred *mu* of continuous "bad land" was contracted at one time for a year and a half. With land, someone had to serve it. Still Pang Zi came forward; those people in the village who lacked land, had no land, or were forcibly deprived of tenancy were arranged to work here.

This breeding farm quickly became the laughingstock of the surrounding ten *li* and eight villages. Someone actually raised earthworms, and specially built some troughs with bricks. Everyone laughed at Chen Tianhua and these people. Just the money for these bricks couldn't be earned back by raising earthworms for a lifetime. If wanting to dig earthworms, just go to the field to dig; why bother so much?

Let alone the common people contacting this kind of artificial earthworm breeding for the first time, even Chen Tianhua, who had only read the book written by Chen Ke, was anxious in his heart. But relying on blind faith in Chen Ke, he persisted according to what was written in Chen Ke's book. Until more than two months later, Chen Tianhua, who initially mastered the law of earthworm reproduction, finally began to purchase the first batch of chicks, ducklings, and piglets from villagers. Another month passed, and nearby villagers were horrified to find that the chickens raised in the breeding farm led by Chen Tianhua grew extremely fast. Being chicks of more than a month old, the chickens and ducks in the breeding farm were half bigger than those of other families.

So naturally someone came to inquire, learning that these chickens and ducks fed on earthworms, and almost used earthworms as daily staple food to achieve the effect. Villagers who knew this "secret" could only shake their heads. Villagers would catch some earthworms and scoop some fish and shrimp as supplements for chicken and duck feed when earthworms often appeared after rain. Everyone who raised chickens and ducks knew that getting some earthworms and small fish and shrimp occasionally was fine, but if going specifically to get them every day, it was extremely uneconomical.

But the breeding farm run by Chen Tianhua raised earthworms on a large scale. Besides living earthworms used to raise chickens, ducks, and pigs, they were also used to raise small fish and shrimp in specially dug fish ponds. So the things that were very uneconomical for these villagers to capture in the natural environment alone, greatly reduced costs here with Chen Tianhua through artificial breeding.

Actually, Chen Tianhua merely brought knowledge to the countryside. Through organization, utilizing local resources slightly, he obtained great results.

In 1906, if someone ate an egg or duck egg a day, and ate chicken, duck, or fish meat once every five days, how big a household must this be to achieve it? The poor common people in the breeding farm basically achieved it.

If it were an ordinary person, able to achieve such results and let the common people live such a life, he would naturally be smug. Chen Tianhua was actually an ordinary person too. The reason he wasn't smug was simple: the plan Chen Ke left him specifically discussed the situation at this stage. By now, Chen Tianhua understood for the first time what was called "industrialized production" and what was called "small-peasant economy."

The purpose of "small-peasant economy" is production to satisfy a self-sufficient lifestyle, while "industrialized production" is production for the purpose of "transaction." Although the small-peasant economy also raises chickens, ducks, and pigs, those are incidental. This breeding farm personally started by Chen Tianhua aimed to produce more poultry and livestock. And the ultimate goal of these productions was to sell these poultry and livestock to make money. Before having enough sales channels, Chen Tianhua found that he encountered "product backlog" for the first time in his life. Many "chickens and ducks" simply couldn't be eaten.

And relying on a fanatical support for Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua even forced himself to read the part about the transition between "agricultural society" and "industrial society" in the book *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism* patiently.

In this part, Chen Ke expounded "how the agricultural system looks warm and affectionate in ordinary days and bumper years," but becomes hell on earth in disaster years. So Chen Ke firmly believed that the agricultural system must be completely destroyed and replaced by an industrialized system. For example, in the agricultural system, as long as one industrial variable is added, it will immediately trigger a series of chain reactions.

Because the small-peasant economy can never compare with industrialization in low cost no matter what, Chen Ke warned Chen Tianhua in the document left to him. Distributing the products produced by the breeding farm to poor common people for free is an absolutely foolish act.

The day Chen Tianhua's breeding farm succeeded, basically sentenced the farmers in Nangong County who wanted to rely on raising poultry and livestock to get rich and make money to death. The small-peasant economy can absolutely not compare with industrial production. Unless all farmers join the breeding industry federation, that is, the Peasant Association. Any competition will only make farmers go bankrupt continuously.

Chen Tianhua really didn't quite believe it because when he began to suggest the common people of Gaojia Village join the Peasant Association, he encountered "onlookers" and rejection. Northerners had no confidence in Chen Tianhua, this southern barbarian. Everyone knew Chen Tianhua came with Pang Zi, this guy who didn't do proper work. Since Pang Zi wasn't a good person, Chen Tianhua wouldn't be much better.

As the saying goes, refusing a toast only to be forced to drink a forfeit. Since Chen Tianhua's good intentions couldn't be recognized by everyone, he could only do according to the method provided by Chen Ke. Within the next month, the prices of poultry and chicken/duck eggs in Nangong County fell by thirty percent. Nangong County was originally convenient in transportation, with merchants gathering, known as "Linqing water wharf, Nangong dry wharf." Merchants gathering meant strong consumption. The breeding industry looked inconspicuous, but actually, it was also a way for many people to obtain money. It's just that many people didn't feel it.

Moreover, the breeding industry has a characteristic: livestock and poultry have to eat as long as they are alive. Eating less will make them thin; if thin, they can't sell for a high price. If killed when these livestock and poultry are fat, if the meat cannot be sold immediately, it will spoil. Still can't sell for a price.

Chen Tianhua's big dumping immediately made many families feel the crisis. Because in Chen Tianhua's breeding farm, the proportion of earthworms and small fish/shrimp in the feed was very high. This meant sufficient protein and phosphorus content. And the amount of grain consumed was much less. Other family breeding had a much higher demand for grain. Don't look down on a thirty percent price drop; it immediately made raising chickens and ducks uneconomical. Not only that, if looking at grain alone, perhaps exchanging grain for Chen Tianhua's chickens and ducks might be even more cost-effective.

In the fifth month of the breeding farm opening, finally, someone came to make trouble.
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Chapter 49 Peasants' Association (2)

Even by September 1906, Pang Zi still wasn't clear how Chen Tianhua, as an outsider, spent four months from May to September to build Peasant Associations in Gaojia Village and several surrounding villages. Pang Zi had read the constitution of the Peasant Association; it was concise and to the point. To put it plainly, it was the line written on the wall of the Peasant Association, "Common people's affairs, common people decide."

All affairs of the Peasant Association were decided by collective voting of Peasant Association members. Chen Tianhua told Pang Zi a very novel term called "People's Representative Congress." It was said to be a fresh thing proposed by Chen Ke far away in the south. Pang Zi didn't like Chen Ke, so he immediately lost interest in understanding it deeply. And Chen Tianhua relied on that pile of strange things to turn the Peasant Association from a small breeding farm into a major force in Nangong County spreading over five or six surrounding villages.

According to the news provided by Jing Side, Pang Zi indeed found Chen Tianhua working in the earthworm field. The two hadn't met for more than a month actually. When Chen Tianhua raised his head to look at Pang Zi, Pang Zi suddenly realized one thing. For almost a year, every time he saw Chen Tianhua, he would strongly feel that there was a very obvious change in Chen Tianhua.

In the beginning, Chen Tianhua obviously didn't want to stay in Nangong County very much. At that time, Chen Tianhua was still in a student suit, with neck-length hair, full of "Japanese flavor." As soon as this foreign student opened his mouth, it was "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries." Although interesting, it sounded like storytelling.

Later Chen Tianhua cut his hair into that extremely short style of Chen Ke, and changed his clothes to Hebei farmer's clothes. His speech and actions also changed gradually. After starting to build the breeding farm, Pang Zi also worked with him for a while at first. Chen Tianhua began to become haggard. Besides the fatigue brought by physical labor, the whole person became somewhat anxious and neurotic. Those farm works obviously made him extremely unaccustomed. Sometimes Chen Tianhua liked to speak loudly, and sometimes he would mutter to himself in Hunan dialect. Besides working, he would hold the thick pamphlet written by Chen Ke to read, brows frowning tightly. A look of great bitterness and deep hatred.

The work of the breeding farm was tired and cumbersome. Pang Zi couldn't persist for too long and ran away too. It wasn't until the breeding farm could start providing poultry and eggs stably that Pang Zi came more times. Chen Tianhua became cheerful, and there was a smile on his face. When with Pang Zi, he never mentioned the previous "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries" again. Besides specific breeding farm work, Chen Tianhua actually didn't talk about anything else.

Not only that, there was a very major change in this young man. He was finally willing to listen seriously to others talking about small things completely unrelated to national affairs. Pang Zi had experienced before that no matter what he talked about, although Chen Tianhua was listening, he would eventually pull the topic to "revolution." Now Chen Tianhua absolutely didn't mention "revolution," but listened seriously to others talking about specific things, and then would discuss with others how to solve these things. That young man who was once high above and always tried to be others' "teacher" seemed to have become another person, a simple farmer, an ordinary farming youth.

In September 1906, after Pang Zi saw Chen Tianhua, he felt very keenly that Chen Tianhua had changed again. A familiar thing began to reveal itself in Chen Tianhua. That was something Pang Zi had seen in Uncle Jing Tingbin, something Pang Zi envied most.

When Chen Tianhua held a hoe, he was really working, and "merely" working. That was an indescribable focus, both calm and gentle. As long as seeing Chen Tianhua, everyone knew what he was doing. Most importantly, everyone knew Chen Tianhua knew very well how to do the current farm work best.

Among the people Pang Zi had seen, Uncle Jing was such a person. Every word and deed of his was full of a kind of persuasiveness. When everyone didn't know how to solve the problems back then, Uncle Jing Tingbin might not necessarily know either, but everyone believed Uncle Jing could definitely find a way. Could definitely solve these problems. Although Pang Zi didn't know if Chen Tianhua could really achieve the level of Uncle Jing Tingbin, Chen Tianhua's every move now let Pang Zi, who had followed Uncle Jing Tingbin for many years, see those familiar movements and eyes.

Realizing these, Pang Zi couldn't help being in a daze.

"Captain Pang, long time no see. It's great that you came; I was just saying I wanted to find you. Wait for me a moment." Chen Tianhua shouted. After speaking, Chen Tianhua explained a few sentences to the Peasant Association member working together. The Peasant Association member didn't fully understand Chen Tianhua's meaning. Chen Tianhua was not anxious either; he listened to the member's question seriously first, thought for a while, and then put forward his own opinion. Since that Peasant Association member understood, he continued to work. Chen Tianhua watched from the side for a moment, feeling the Peasant Association member had truly grasped the correct method, before walking out of the field.

"Mr. Chen, I'm going back to the county town immediately. I just wanted to see you before leaving, so here I am." Pang Zi laughed.

Chen Tianhua also smiled but didn't exchange pleasantries. "Captain Pang, I want to ask you, have you thought about the matter of the Money House (*Qian Zhuang*) mentioned last time?"

"Money House?" Pang Zi asked with slight doubt. He was either busy expanding territory in distant places recently or busy escorting goods. Thinking carefully, he remembered Chen Tianhua indeed said there was such a thing. "Mr. Chen, we don't have much money now; why open a Money House?"

Chen Tianhua said very seriously: "We want to lend money to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association; it won't do without a Money House."

"Are we going to lend usury (*Yin Zi Qian*)?" Pang Zi felt very strange.

"Not usury. I want to lend loans to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association at an annual interest of one *fen* (10%). It's autumn harvest; many fellow villagers want to buy more things and work hard next year. Since we have some money on hand, I think the Peasant Association might as well open a Money House, and we lend money to the fellow villagers. This way the Peasant Association can have some income, and fellow villagers don't need to borrow usury." Chen Tianhua explained.

Pang Zi had no special concept of finance. Asking him to do business was okay, but asking him to run a Money House, Pang Zi completely didn't understand. But Chen Tianhua looked serious; presumably, this matter was not as simple as it looked on the surface. Pang Zi said: "Then let's calculate properly."

In these years, money was getting harder and harder to get. Exorbitant taxes and levies were increasing, and everyone's life was getting harder day by day. One of the reasons Uncle Jing Tingbin led everyone to rebel before was that the Imperial Court distributed "foreign donation" (*Yang Juan*) to the countryside. Uncle Jing stated clearly: I am Chinese; why should I pay this foreign donation? So he raised his arm and called, and all directions responded. According to what Chen Tianhua said before, this was Chinese money being robbed by foreigners. The Imperial Court wanted to scrape money, so they increased taxes on the common people.

Since setting up the Peasant Association, one of the important jobs of Pang Zi's escort team was to use the money earned from selling poultry and eggs to purchase a lot of daily necessities in large quantities. Because Pang Zi's team could go to more distant daily necessity production areas, buying in large quantities, the price was also cheap. These cheap goods were not for earning much money, because poultry, eggs, and livestock were also supplied to Pang Zi's horse team members for free in large quantities. Pang Zi also needed a large amount of these meats to go out and buy people's hearts. Plus the money for buying things was paid by the Peasant Association, so Pang Zi didn't really mean to make a big profit from it.

As a result, Peasant Association members could buy many commodities at prices far lower than local daily necessity trade. It was really a tangible benefit for everyone. Pang Zi actually didn't know that the rapid development of the Peasant Association was closely related to this internal commodity supply channel of the Peasant Association. Joining the Peasant Association didn't require paying money. Farmers didn't spare their strength; in these years, the money earned by selling strength was actually very limited. Being able to get cheap daily necessities through the Peasant Association's freight channel could save a lot of money in itself. The fellow villagers wouldn't let go of such a big benefit.

Pang Zi had no economic knowledge. What he could experience directly was that the commodities the Peasant Association could provide were increasing. These commodities were transported to the canal dock by Pang Zi's caravan and sold directly to Shandong, Tianjin, Beijing, and other places. Taking now as an example, there were already two suppliers of salted duck eggs in the Beijing-Tianjin area. One was Baiyangdian, where duck eggs were basically picked up for free. The basic cost was just the labor to pick up duck eggs. And the other was the breeding farm in Nangong County. Different from Baiyangdian's duck eggs, Nangong County was characterized by uniform duck egg quality, lots of oil, delicious taste, and very stable supply. Beijing and Tianjin were both cities with very strong consumption capacity, and the market demand in these two places was huge. After Nangong County could finally lower the price of salted duck eggs to a level sufficient to compete with Baiyangdian, Nangong County and Baiyangdian had basically carved up the Beijing-Tianjin market.

And those surrounding daily necessity suppliers flattered "King Pang," who was wealthy and bought goods generously, in every possible way. In just half a year, the name of "King Pang" resounded through the canal business world. Pang Zi already looked down on those second-hand and third-hand dealers. The bulk daily necessities he purchased were already transported directly from the production areas in Beijing and Tianjin. This was something even Uncle Jing Tingbin hadn't been able to do.

However, Pang Zi didn't realize what exactly his actions meant. Actually, even Chen Tianhua himself, who proposed opening the Money House, absolutely didn't know before. The manuscript Chen Ke left for Chen Tianhua briefly introduced the formation principles of the Peasant Association and the functions it could exercise. After Chen Ke explicitly pointed out the construction significance of Rural Credit Cooperatives, Chen Tianhua prepared to start one to try.

Although Pang Zi said "calculate properly," he just wanted to listen. Actually, Pang Zi had a bigger plan.

Chen Tianhua said: "The most important thing about the constitution of this Money House is one thing. The Money House doesn't lend money for people to spend, but keeps a share for them in the business provided by the Peasant Association and the caravan. Whoever wants to do any business, as long as we can help them sell things and earn money, we lend money to them to do this business."

Pang Zi could understand lending money for people to do business. Pang Zi didn't understand not lending money for people to spend. He asked Chen Tianhua honestly what this meant.

Chen Tianhua explained: "That is to say, weddings and funerals cost a lot of money. Whoever wants to borrow Money House's money to do this, we won't lend."

"That's bullshit!" Pang Zi answered immediately after listening: "I heard there are plenty of jobs the Peasant Association can let everyone do. Doing anything can earn money. Except for these big events, who borrows money for nothing?"

Actually, Chen Tianhua didn't understand economics either. His economic concepts were all learned from Chen Ke and gradually developed in practice. But Chen Tianhua himself still had some habits of old intellectuals. Didn't like talking about money. Even if he had changed a lot now, he was still a layman in finance. Most importantly, Chen Ke didn't expect Chen Tianhua to reach this extent in Hebei, so the manuscripts left to Chen Tianhua involved very limited economic aspects.

For the Peasant Association Money House, Chen Ke only emphasized repeatedly: absolutely do not issue any consumption loans. Because farmers' repayment ability is limited, once consumption loans are issued, the lending risk is too great. While for productive loans, as long as logistics can be guaranteed, actually cash doesn't need to be provided. Instead, credit loan support can be provided using production tools and other means. To put it more clearly, "money" is just a standard for measurement; actually, money only exists on the books. In practice, it is merely the handover of supplies.

For example, if a farmer wants to buy a new iron plow, he "borrows" from the Peasant Association Money House. The Peasant Association gets the iron plow through Pang Zi's caravan, costing one silver dollar. Then the Peasant Association signs an agreement with this farmer, giving the iron plow directly to the farmer. And the farmer doesn't really have to pay one silver dollar of principal and interest at the end of the year; he can pay with free labor and agricultural products. "One silver dollar" is merely a "general equivalent" used on the books to measure whether these labors and agricultural products are of equal value. "General equivalent" is originally the true face of currency.

Chen Tianhua spent the strength of nine bulls and two tigers and turned two hairs white before understanding Chen Ke's concept of currency. After he understood this concept, Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's "profound knowledge" even more prostrately. Standing at this height, Chen Tianhua recalled when he made revolution with Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others back then; everyone just saw the superficial stuff and then messed around. Completely didn't understand the true meaning of revolution.

If it were before, Chen Tianhua would definitely explain the significance of this theory to Pang Zi in detail. After this almost a year of actual revolutionary experience, Chen Tianhua would never do these useless works rashly again. Anyway, the economic operation of the Peasant Association was not under Pang Zi's control now; it was okay to talk about this matter later. He said: "Captain Pang, this matter can be discussed at length. You didn't come just to see me this time, right? If there is anything you want the Peasant Association to do, just say it."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, Pang Zi became excited immediately, "I plan to do saltpeter and salt business. Our Peasant Association is also established in Pingxiang, right. I go to deal with those salt police (*Yan Ding*), and the Peasant Association provides people and labor. This is big business; once done, we will be rich. That little money for weddings and funerals counts as a fart. We can buy the land of the entire Nangong County then. The Magistrate can go..."

Pang Zi spoke happily. He originally wanted to say the Magistrate can go to hell. But he immediately thought the Magistrate was his teacher, so he stopped the words immediately. Thinking about the wording, he then said: "The Magistrate can hand over official business to us to handle; he, the old man, can just enjoy happiness."

Unlike Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua didn't become elated after hearing this news. "Captain Pang, doing this, will you offend too many people?" Since opening the breeding farm, Chen Tianhua had already experienced how strong the destruction of "industrialized production" on the small-peasant economy was. The rise of the Peasant Association was on one hand because joining the Peasant Association indeed had tangible benefits. On the other hand, Chen Tianhua also hoped to alleviate the damage of the increasingly prosperous Peasant Association to the regional economy of Nangong County by pulling farmers into the Peasant Association.

Even so, in the intelligence collected by the Peasant Association, the local handicraft industry in Nangong County, which was excluded from the economic cycle composed of the Peasant Association and Pang Zi's transport team, already faced the dilemma of comprehensive bankruptcy. Pang Zi wanted to intervene in saltpeter and salt; this was no longer doing business, but solid robbery. Contradictions would only be more intensified. Chen Tianhua was quite worried about this.

"Xingtai, are you afraid?" Pang Zi laughed, "With my hundreds of brothers backing me up, just those few salt police, if they dare not to know what's good for them, I can beat them to smithereens just by stretching out my hand casually."

Seeing Pang Zi so confident, Chen Tianhua knew he absolutely couldn't persuade Pang Zi to stop. He had to nod, "I will let the Peasant Association provide people and effort when the time comes."

"Then it's a deal. I'll go to the county to prepare first." Pang Zi accomplished his own business and stood up to bid farewell immediately.
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Chapter 50 Peasants' Association (3)

Being blocked outside the breeding farm and cursed at, it would be impossible for Chen Tianhua to say he wasn't angry. However, this anger was more of a grievance. In later days, every time Chen Tianhua recalled being scolded by the villagers at the end of May 1906, he couldn't help laughing. These simple and cunning peasant brothers were really so simple that people couldn't feel a trace of annoyance. For their own interests, farmers could beg, curse in the street, and make trouble. These common people did this not because of their evil nature, but because the production mode of the small-peasant economy forced them to haggle over every penny for their lives.

Farmers outside were cursing in the street. The "employees" of the breeding farm were confused at first and very nervous. Outside were their own fellow villagers, whom they couldn't offend no matter what. But as time went by, everyone understood what the fellow villagers outside wanted. So the common people inside became angry.

"Why don't you let us sell eggs and duck eggs?" The young people became angry immediately. Since following Mr. Chen Tianhua, the beginning days were quite hard, but now the breeding farm was finally straightened out and opened. Everyone ate several eggs and duck eggs a day, and could eat a meal of chicken and duck every three or five days. That was the first time in their lives they lived such a good life. And completely not relying on others, just relying on their own strength and Mr. Chen's guidance. Moreover, Chen Tianhua's management accounts were open: how much the breeding farm invested, how much it consumed, how much income it had. The "employees" from top to bottom knew clearly in meeting after meeting. Dividends and salary payments were never delayed, and everyone's life was getting better day by day.

Mr. Chen Tianhua organized everyone in the breeding farm and built a "Gaojia Village Peasant Association." Discuss if there is anything, reason if not understood. No one suffers anger. As long as you work well, no one says a word about you. If you don't work well, it's also discussed together in a meeting. Everyone is fellow villagers; if you slack off yourself, people don't even need to scold you; standing in front of everyone, you would wish to find a crack in the ground to crawl into.

Most importantly, Mr. Chen never scolded people; he just found a solution.

Can't get up in the morning? No problem, someone is specially assigned to call. An elderly uncle or grandpa stands by your bed; do you really dare to lie there motionless?

Feel tired working? No problem, work is calculated by burning incense. After a stick of incense, everyone rests together for a while. Then continue working together.

Feel the work is not handy? No problem, there are many different jobs; you can pick. How to do it specifically, everyone discusses and does it together.

As for distributing money, it is discussed by the old and young men participating in the Peasant Association together according to different jobs. A distribution method that everyone is not too satisfied with but can always accept can always be produced.

When the Peasant Association operated, members of the Peasant Association inevitably had bumps and collisions themselves, but once outsiders came to curse in the street, the Peasant Association was like a poked hornet's nest, immediately filled with public indignation.

Seeing several impatient youths stand up preparing to go out, Chen Tianhua rushed to the door and stopped everyone.

"Mr. Chen, let us go out and curse them!" The youths couldn't help clamoring.

Chen Tianhua hurriedly persuaded: "Comrades, everyone is fellow villagers; what's the use of you going out to curse? At most fight after cursing. If people didn't really encounter an insurmountable hurdle, they wouldn't curse at us like this, right?"

"If they can't get over it themselves, then endure it. Why come to us to play tough? Even if we don't go out today, they come to curse every day; could it be that we listen here every day?" The youths were very dissatisfied. If Chen Tianhua hadn't established his prestige, the youths probably wouldn't reason with Chen Tianhua at all, but go out and curse first.

Chen Tianhua waved his hand to the youths hurriedly, "Comrades, people curse outside; we don't go out to curse back at them. Let's let them in. Make things clear."

After speaking, Chen Tianhua opened the door and walked out. He saw several men with red faces and thick necks cursing outside. Behind them, women led children standing aggrievedly behind their own men. Seeing Chen Tianhua walk out alone, the crowd outside was somewhat surprised. People inside clamored to rush out; the people outside already knew. Since they dared to come to curse in the street, these people were not prepared to end peacefully. Isn't it just a fight? Fight then. Who is afraid of whom? Moreover, fighting this fight would give an excuse to make trouble in this breeding farm. These simple farmers were all in urgent need of money. Their own poultry and eggs couldn't be sold, and planned things were delayed. They didn't intend to let the breeding farm have an easy time either.

"Fellow villagers, I know everyone encountered trouble, but cursing outside is useless. Let's go inside and talk things out." Chen Tianhua laughed.

"Talk out? How to talk out? You buy our chickens and ducks; then it can be talked out. Otherwise, it can't be talked out no matter what." Jing Side shouted immediately.

"Buying your chickens and ducks, that's impossible." Chen Tianhua laughed. Jing Side knew there would definitely be such a result long ago. Hearing Chen Tianhua speak decisively, he glared and prepared to continue cursing. But he saw Chen Tianhua smile and continue: "However, our Gaojia Village Peasant Association wants everyone to join our Peasant Association. Everyone contributes an effort and earns a share of money. Isn't this better than you cursing me and me cursing you outside?"

Jing Side never expected that cursing at the gate of the breeding farm for a while would actually get such a result. His mouth half-opened, words of cursing were instantly choked in his throat and could no longer be spoken.

"Fellow villagers, please come in." Chen Tianhua invited again.

People are like this. If they don't have to ask others, they are naturally self-righteous. But Chen Tianhua invited everyone into the Peasant Association courtyard very politely, and even invited everyone to join the Peasant Association together. Jing Side and others, who were arrogant and furious just now, immediately lost that spirited energy. As soon as the few people entered the Peasant Association courtyard, they immediately saw seven or eight young men standing at the door looking at them angrily. Jing Side and others immediately looked embarrassed on their faces.

"Move a table, pour water for these fellow villagers." Chen Tianhua said to the youths. Although the youths were very unwilling in their hearts, they dared not disobey Chen Tianhua's words. They moved tables and chairs and placed them heavily in the courtyard. One of the youths had a bad idea; he went straight into the room on the left. Chen Tianhua was originally meticulous, and these days he learned the "careful work" Chen Ke talked about even more. He simply went to the room on the right to get the water pitcher himself. The water vat in the room on the left contained bitter water, which was used for sprinkling and cleaning. Drinking water was placed in the room on the right. Seeing Chen Tianhua saw through his little trick, the youth who wanted to take a small revenge blushed and simply ran away.

Chen Tianhua didn't blame him either; he just poured water for Jing Side and others, then sat down.

Jing Side didn't really dare to drink water either. He said in a begging tone: "Mr. Chen, we really need money. Once your stuff is sold, our chickens, ducks, and eggs are bought by no one. We don't dare to disturb you too much. If you can buy our chickens and ducks, we won't dare to raise chickens and ducks anymore. We can't compete with you; we accept it."

"If you don't sell chickens and ducks in the future, how do you earn money?" Chen Tianhua asked gently. The small-peasant economy originally had few means to earn currency. Farming could at most mix a full stomach; selling grain could earn very little money. Without relying on the "agricultural sideline business" written in Chen Ke's book, farmers actually couldn't live on. So he absolutely didn't intend to use the breeding farm to squeeze out other "competitors." Moreover, Chen Tianhua never regarded the peasant brothers as his opponents.

"This..." Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, Jing Side was speechless.

Chen Tianhua continued to persuade: "Can earn money, why don't we fellow villagers from ten *li* and eight villages earn money together? What's the use of me earning so much money alone? I said just now I wanted to invite everyone to join the Peasant Association together; it wasn't a joke. I really think so."

Seeing Chen Tianhua's attitude was gentle and sincere, really not fooling him, Jing Side also simply told the truth: "Mr. Chen, I have no money now. As far as I know, joining the association requires paying money. I don't have any."

In these years, joining various gangs or other organizations, besides needing someone to recommend, paying a certain amount of money was also necessary. For ordinary gangs and civil organizations, although shouting various slogans, they themselves must also accumulate wealth. Operating an organization requires funds. Such organizations generally say they want to stand up for the common people, but actually, standing up is not so common. Not to mention Chen Tianhua was with Pang Zi. Pang Zi set up an escort business, which was also a prominent organization locally. The money or grain to be paid to join such an organization would definitely not be too little. As for guarantors, they couldn't be missing either. Jing Side and others originally came to make trouble because they encountered problems. They themselves were already short of money; how could they have money to give Chen Tianhua?

Chen Tianhua knew this. He laughed: "Our Peasant Association doesn't ask for money to join. As long as they are people from our own village, regardless of men, women, old, or young, they can join. You rest assured; we don't charge money."

Hearing this, Jing Side and other few villagers looked at each other. In each other's eyes, they all saw doubts. Such good conditions sounded unreliable no matter what. If saying not for himself, why did Chen Tianhua do this?

Chen Tianhua looked at everyone's puzzled expressions. He said seriously: "No profit, no getting up early. Everyone must feel I have some thoughts. I know. But, what I told everyone just now is the constitution of this Gaojia Village Peasant Association. Now we do it like this. In the future, we will also do it like this. How about this, since everyone needs money urgently, I give everyone two paths. See for yourselves how it is."

"You say, you say." Jing Side responded hurriedly.

"First, everyone brings the chickens, ducks, and eggs you want to sell. I'll allocate cash to you now. I buy them. The price will be according to the price in April, five *wen* for an egg. What do everyone think?"

Hearing Chen Tianhua offer this price, everyone wondered if they heard wrong. Such favorable conditions were fundamentally unthinkable by everyone at the beginning.

"This..., this is really thank you very much." Jing Side said incredulously.

Chen Tianhua waved his hand, "But there is a condition for this."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, everyone immediately felt Chen Tianhua definitely wanted to extort a handful. The gratitude just now flew to the nine heavens instantly. Villagers pricked up their ears one by one, ready to hear how Chen Tianhua prepared to make things difficult for them.

"It is definitely not just you few whose chickens, ducks, and eggs can't sell for a price. Speaking of which, this is all related to us. In the past one or two months, everyone must have suffered a lot of losses. The fellow villagers in our village definitely don't welcome us. I want to ask everyone to take us to talk to families one by one, so that the fellow villagers will also believe us. From now on, within a month, we will collect chickens, ducks, and eggs at this price. At any rate, we can't let everyone suffer losses."

Hearing this, Jing Side's mouth opened wide. Such benevolence and righteousness were something he never thought of at all. Recovering with difficulty, Jing Side's mouth was dry, feeling his mouth full of bitterness. He picked up the water bowl and drank a big mouthful, then asked incredulously: "Mr. Chen, you are not teasing (*hua jiao* - Sichuan pepper/trick) us, right?"

Chen Tianhua said seriously: "We built this Peasant Association really wanting everyone to earn more money and live a good life. But now we have offended the fellow villagers. Without letting the fellow villagers calm down, do you think everyone will be willing to listen to us?"

Jing Side looked at Chen Tianhua carefully. From Chen Tianhua's serious and earnest expression, Jing Side couldn't see the slightest deception. He nodded forcefully, "Good, Mr. Chen, I'll take you to talk to everyone!"
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Chapter 51 Peasants' Association (4)

Even by September 1906, Pang Zi still wasn't clear how Chen Tianhua, as an outsider, spent four months from May to September to build Peasant Associations in Gaojia Village and several surrounding villages. Pang Zi had read the constitution of the Peasant Association; it was concise and to the point. To put it plainly, it was the line written on the wall of the Peasant Association, "Common people's affairs, common people decide."

All affairs of the Peasant Association were decided by collective voting of Peasant Association members. Chen Tianhua told Pang Zi a very novel term called "People's Representative Congress." It was said to be a fresh thing proposed by Chen Ke far away in the south. Pang Zi didn't like Chen Ke, so he immediately lost interest in understanding it deeply. And Chen Tianhua relied on that pile of strange things to turn the Peasant Association from a small breeding farm into a major force in Nangong County spreading over five or six surrounding villages.

According to the news provided by Jing Side, Pang Zi indeed found Chen Tianhua working in the earthworm field. The two hadn't met for more than a month actually. When Chen Tianhua raised his head to look at Pang Zi, Pang Zi suddenly realized one thing. For almost a year, every time he saw Chen Tianhua, he would strongly feel that there was a very obvious change in Chen Tianhua.

In the beginning, Chen Tianhua obviously didn't want to stay in Nangong County very much. At that time, Chen Tianhua was still in a student suit, with neck-length hair, full of "Japanese flavor." As soon as this foreign student opened his mouth, it was "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries." Although interesting, it sounded like storytelling.

Later Chen Tianhua cut his hair into that extremely short style of Chen Ke, and changed his clothes to Hebei farmer's clothes. His speech and actions also changed gradually. After starting to build the breeding farm, Pang Zi also worked with him for a while at first. Chen Tianhua began to become haggard. Besides the fatigue brought by physical labor, the whole person became somewhat anxious and neurotic. Those farm works obviously made him extremely unaccustomed. Sometimes Chen Tianhua liked to speak loudly, and sometimes he would mutter to himself in Hunan dialect. Besides working, he would hold the thick pamphlet written by Chen Ke to read, brows frowning tightly. A look of great bitterness and deep hatred.

The work of the breeding farm was tired and cumbersome. Pang Zi couldn't persist for too long and ran away too. It wasn't until the breeding farm could start providing poultry and eggs stably that Pang Zi came more times. Chen Tianhua became cheerful, and there was a smile on his face. When with Pang Zi, he never mentioned the previous "country," "revolution," "constitutionalism," "foreign countries" again. Besides specific breeding farm work, Chen Tianhua actually didn't talk about anything else.

Not only that, there was a very major change in this young man. He was finally willing to listen seriously to others talking about small things completely unrelated to national affairs. Pang Zi had experienced before that no matter what he talked about, although Chen Tianhua was listening, he would eventually pull the topic to "revolution." Now Chen Tianhua absolutely didn't mention "revolution," but listened seriously to others talking about specific things, and then would discuss with others how to solve these things. That young man who was once high above and always tried to be others' "teacher" seemed to have become another person, a simple farmer, an ordinary farming youth.

In September 1906, after Pang Zi saw Chen Tianhua, he felt very keenly that Chen Tianhua had changed again. A familiar thing began to reveal itself in Chen Tianhua. That was something Pang Zi had seen in Uncle Jing Tingbin, something Pang Zi envied most.

When Chen Tianhua held a hoe, he was really working, and "merely" working. That was an indescribable focus, both calm and gentle. As long as seeing Chen Tianhua, everyone knew what he was doing. Most importantly, everyone knew Chen Tianhua knew very well how to do the current farm work best.

Among the people Pang Zi had seen, Uncle Jing was such a person. Every word and deed of his was full of a kind of persuasiveness. When everyone didn't know how to solve the problems back then, Uncle Jing Tingbin might not necessarily know either, but everyone believed Uncle Jing could definitely find a way. Could definitely solve these problems. Although Pang Zi didn't know if Chen Tianhua could really achieve the level of Uncle Jing Tingbin, Chen Tianhua's every move now let Pang Zi, who had followed Uncle Jing Tingbin for many years, see those familiar movements and eyes.

Realizing these, Pang Zi couldn't help being in a daze.

"Captain Pang, long time no see. It's great that you came; I was just saying I wanted to find you. Wait for me a moment." Chen Tianhua shouted. After speaking, Chen Tianhua explained a few sentences to the Peasant Association member working together. The Peasant Association member didn't fully understand Chen Tianhua's meaning. Chen Tianhua was not anxious either; he listened to the member's question seriously first, thought for a while, and then put forward his own opinion. Since that Peasant Association member understood, he continued to work. Chen Tianhua watched from the side for a moment, feeling the Peasant Association member had truly grasped the correct method, before walking out of the field.

"Mr. Chen, I'm going back to the county town immediately. I just wanted to see you before leaving, so here I am." Pang Zi laughed.

Chen Tianhua also smiled but didn't exchange pleasantries. "Captain Pang, I want to ask you, have you thought about the matter of the Money House (*Qian Zhuang*) mentioned last time?"

"Money House?" Pang Zi asked with slight doubt. He was either busy expanding territory in distant places recently or busy escorting goods. Thinking carefully, he remembered Chen Tianhua indeed said there was such a thing. "Mr. Chen, we don't have much money now; why open a Money House?"

Chen Tianhua said very seriously: "We want to lend money to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association; it won't do without a Money House."

"Are we going to lend usury (*Yin Zi Qian*)?" Pang Zi felt very strange.

"Not usury. I want to lend loans to the fellow villagers of the Peasant Association at an annual interest of one *fen* (10%). It's autumn harvest; many fellow villagers want to buy more things and work hard next year. Since we have some money on hand, I think the Peasant Association might as well open a Money House, and we lend money to the fellow villagers. This way the Peasant Association can have some income, and fellow villagers don't need to borrow usury." Chen Tianhua explained.

Pang Zi had no special concept of finance. Asking him to do business was okay, but asking him to run a Money House, Pang Zi completely didn't understand. But Chen Tianhua looked serious; presumably, this matter was not as simple as it looked on the surface. Pang Zi said: "Then let's calculate properly."

In these years, money was getting harder and harder to get. Exorbitant taxes and levies were increasing, and everyone's life was getting harder day by day. One of the reasons Uncle Jing Tingbin led everyone to rebel before was that the Imperial Court distributed "foreign donation" (*Yang Juan*) to the countryside. Uncle Jing stated clearly: I am Chinese; why should I pay this foreign donation? So he raised his arm and called, and all directions responded. According to what Chen Tianhua said before, this was Chinese money being robbed by foreigners. The Imperial Court wanted to scrape money, so they increased taxes on the common people.

Since setting up the Peasant Association, one of the important jobs of Pang Zi's escort team was to use the money earned from selling poultry and eggs to purchase a lot of daily necessities in large quantities. Because Pang Zi's team could go to more distant daily necessity production areas, buying in large quantities, the price was also cheap. These cheap goods were not for earning much money, because poultry, eggs, and livestock were also supplied to Pang Zi's horse team members for free in large quantities. Pang Zi also needed a large amount of these meats to go out and buy people's hearts. Plus the money for buying things was paid by the Peasant Association, so Pang Zi didn't really mean to make a big profit from it.

As a result, Peasant Association members could buy many commodities at prices far lower than local daily necessity trade. It was really a tangible benefit for everyone. Pang Zi actually didn't know that the rapid development of the Peasant Association was closely related to this internal commodity supply channel of the Peasant Association. Joining the Peasant Association didn't require paying money. Farmers didn't spare their strength; in these years, the money earned by selling strength was actually very limited. Being able to get cheap daily necessities through the Peasant Association's freight channel could save a lot of money in itself. The fellow villagers wouldn't let go of such a big benefit.

Pang Zi had no economic knowledge. What he could experience directly was that the commodities the Peasant Association could provide were increasing. These commodities were transported to the canal dock by Pang Zi's caravan and sold directly to Shandong, Tianjin, Beijing, and other places. Taking now as an example, there were already two suppliers of salted duck eggs in the Beijing-Tianjin area. One was Baiyangdian, where duck eggs were basically picked up for free. The basic cost was just the labor to pick up duck eggs. And the other was the breeding farm in Nangong County. Different from Baiyangdian's duck eggs, Nangong County was characterized by uniform duck egg quality, lots of oil, delicious taste, and very stable supply. Beijing and Tianjin were both cities with very strong consumption capacity, and the market demand in these two places was huge. After Nangong County could finally lower the price of salted duck eggs to a level sufficient to compete with Baiyangdian, Nangong County and Baiyangdian had basically carved up the Beijing-Tianjin market.

And those surrounding daily necessity suppliers flattered "King Pang," who was wealthy and bought goods generously, in every possible way. In just half a year, the name of "King Pang" resounded through the canal business world. Pang Zi already looked down on those second-hand and third-hand dealers. The bulk daily necessities he purchased were already transported directly from the production areas in Beijing and Tianjin. This was something even Uncle Jing Tingbin hadn't been able to do.

However, Pang Zi didn't realize what exactly his actions meant. Actually, even Chen Tianhua himself, who proposed opening the Money House, absolutely didn't know before. The manuscript Chen Ke left for Chen Tianhua briefly introduced the formation principles of the Peasant Association and the functions it could exercise. After Chen Ke explicitly pointed out the construction significance of Rural Credit Cooperatives, Chen Tianhua prepared to start one to try.

Although Pang Zi said "calculate properly," he just wanted to listen. Actually, Pang Zi had a bigger plan.

Chen Tianhua said: "The most important thing about the constitution of this Money House is one thing. The Money House doesn't lend money for people to spend, but keeps a share for them in the business provided by the Peasant Association and the caravan. Whoever wants to do any business, as long as we can help them sell things and earn money, we lend money to them to do this business."

Pang Zi could understand lending money for people to do business. Pang Zi didn't understand not lending money for people to spend. He asked Chen Tianhua honestly what this meant.

Chen Tianhua explained: "That is to say, weddings and funerals cost a lot of money. Whoever wants to borrow Money House's money to do this, we won't lend."

"That's bullshit!" Pang Zi answered immediately after listening: "I heard there are plenty of jobs the Peasant Association can let everyone do. Doing anything can earn money. Except for these big events, who borrows money for nothing?"

Actually, Chen Tianhua didn't understand economics either. His economic concepts were all learned from Chen Ke and gradually developed in practice. But Chen Tianhua himself still had some habits of old intellectuals. Didn't like talking about money. Even if he had changed a lot now, he was still a layman in finance. Most importantly, Chen Ke didn't expect Chen Tianhua to reach this extent in Hebei, so the manuscripts left to Chen Tianhua involved very limited economic aspects.

For the Peasant Association Money House, Chen Ke only emphasized repeatedly: absolutely do not issue any consumption loans. Because farmers' repayment ability is limited, once consumption loans are issued, the lending risk is too great. While for productive loans, as long as logistics can be guaranteed, actually cash doesn't need to be provided. Instead, credit loan support can be provided using production tools and other means. To put it more clearly, "money" is just a standard for measurement; actually, money only exists on the books. In practice, it is merely the handover of supplies.

For example, if a farmer wants to buy a new iron plow, he "borrows" from the Peasant Association Money House. The Peasant Association gets the iron plow through Pang Zi's caravan, costing one silver dollar. Then the Peasant Association signs an agreement with this farmer, giving the iron plow directly to the farmer. And the farmer doesn't really have to pay one silver dollar of principal and interest at the end of the year; he can pay with free labor and agricultural products. "One silver dollar" is merely a "general equivalent" used on the books to measure whether these labors and agricultural products are of equal value. "General equivalent" is originally the true face of currency.

Chen Tianhua spent the strength of nine bulls and two tigers and turned two hairs white before understanding Chen Ke's concept of currency. After he understood this concept, Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's "profound knowledge" even more prostrately. Standing at this height, Chen Tianhua recalled when he made revolution with Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others back then; everyone just saw the superficial stuff and then messed around. Completely didn't understand the true meaning of revolution.

If it were before, Chen Tianhua would definitely explain the significance of this theory to Pang Zi in detail. After this almost a year of actual revolutionary experience, Chen Tianhua would never do these useless works rashly again. Anyway, the economic operation of the Peasant Association was not under Pang Zi's control now; it was okay to talk about this matter later. He said: "Captain Pang, this matter can be discussed at length. You didn't come just to see me this time, right? If there is anything you want the Peasant Association to do, just say it."

Hearing Chen Tianhua say this, Pang Zi became excited immediately, "I plan to do saltpeter and salt business. Our Peasant Association is also established in Pingxiang, right. I go to deal with those salt police (*Yan Ding*), and the Peasant Association provides people and labor. This is big business; once done, we will be rich. That little money for weddings and funerals counts as a fart. We can buy the land of the entire Nangong County then. The Magistrate can go..."

Pang Zi spoke happily. He originally wanted to say the Magistrate can go to hell. But he immediately thought the Magistrate was his teacher, so he stopped the words immediately. Thinking about the wording, he then said: "The Magistrate can hand over official business to us to handle; he, the old man, can just enjoy happiness."

Unlike Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua didn't become elated after hearing this news. "Captain Pang, doing this, will you offend too many people?" Since opening the breeding farm, Chen Tianhua had already experienced how strong the destruction of "industrialized production" on the small-peasant economy was. The rise of the Peasant Association was on one hand because joining the Peasant Association indeed had tangible benefits. On the other hand, Chen Tianhua also hoped to alleviate the damage of the increasingly prosperous Peasant Association to the regional economy of Nangong County by pulling farmers into the Peasant Association.

Even so, in the intelligence collected by the Peasant Association, the local handicraft industry in Nangong County, which was excluded from the economic cycle composed of the Peasant Association and Pang Zi's transport team, already faced the dilemma of comprehensive bankruptcy. Pang Zi wanted to intervene in saltpeter and salt; this was no longer doing business, but solid robbery. Contradictions would only be more intensified. Chen Tianhua was quite worried about this.

"Xingtai, are you afraid?" Pang Zi laughed, "With my hundreds of brothers backing me up, just those few salt police, if they dare not to know what's good for them, I can beat them to smithereens just by stretching out my hand casually."

Seeing Pang Zi so confident, Chen Tianhua knew he absolutely couldn't persuade Pang Zi to stop. He had to nod, "I will let the Peasant Association provide people and effort when the time comes."

"Then it's a deal. I'll go to the county to prepare first." Pang Zi accomplished his own business and stood up to bid farewell immediately.
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Pang Zi had an impatient temper. After discussing intervening in the saltpeter and salt business with Chen Tianhua, he didn't delay at all and immediately took people to Pingxiang.

This place, Pingxiang, was right by the Kushui River (*Bitter Water River*). A large saline-alkali beach only grew sparse salt-tolerant plants. Many salt pans circled by ropes were set up on the beach. Under the command of salt police (*Yan Ding*), coolies drew out the bitter water seeping out of the ground, and then transported it to the place where brine was boiled. The tidal flat was very wet and slippery; these coolies rolled like mud monkeys one by one. Theoretically, salt police in these years should do these things personally, but like other industries monopolized by the Imperial Court, these salt police who should have practiced personally had long become the group who didn't work. After hundreds of years of elimination, these industries had been monopolized by certain big forces. Although salt police also had a quota, that was already something on paper. All salt police quotas had become methods used by monopoly families to avoid taxes.

The current salt police were thugs rather than laborers. They were responsible for supervising coolies and suppressing various resistances. To make a living, the common people had to sell their strength, but even so, working as coolies in the salt field was also a way many people would choose only when they had no way out. Not only was it hard work here in the salt field, but the wages given were also much less.

Pang Zi took a dozen people, all riding horses, galloping all the way to the vicinity of the salt field. There were no obstacles on the beach. The salt police saw Pang Zi and others from afar; they immediately became vigilant. The horse team finally slowed down but didn't stop. The place for boiling brine was on a high ground by the road. Pang Zi and the others stopped only when they arrived nearby. And the salt police already blocked in front of the venue holding knives and spears.

"Humph!" The fatty sneered. There were a dozen of these people holding knives, spears, and muskets. Although Pang Zi himself didn't carry a gun, the brothers behind him carried rifles on their backs; the worst were Hanyang Type 88s (*Lao Tao Tong* - Old Sleeve, nickname for Hanyang 88 or Gewehr 88). The comparison of strength between the two sides was clear at a glance. Looking down at the salt police from a high position, Pang Zi shouted: "Let your person in charge come out. Is it time to pay back the medicine money from last time?"

The salt police hadn't seen Pang Zi and didn't know which road this sturdy-looking young man belonged to. Hearing Pang Zi shout like this, the salt police were even more confused. "What do you do?" A small leader shouted.

"What do I do?" Pang Zi sneered after listening, "I came to collect debts." After speaking, Pang Zi waved to the brother behind him. The brother handed over a flag from the saddle. Pang Zi raised the flag and inserted the flagpole fiercely in front of his horse. A gust of wind blew; in the white full moon in the middle of the cyan flag, the character "Pang" was clearly visible.

The leader recognized a few characters slightly. Although he didn't recognize this character, he knew Pang Zi must have a big background. He hurriedly cupped his hands, "May I ask how to address this brother?"

"My name is Pang Zi. I came to collect medicine money today. Let your person in charge come out quickly." Pang Zi was very happy to see that hearing this, the salt police's faces changed immediately. Their eyes looking at him also became much more respectful. He saw the salt police whisper a few words slightly, and someone went back to report.

Like Official Ximen in the book (*Jin Ping Mei* / *Water Margin*), Pang Zi had a raw medicine shop under his name. Although it also saw patients, it provided medicine trading more. This was Chen Tianhua's request; members of the Peasant Association needed to see doctors. And the price of seeing a doctor was too high in these years, let alone getting medicine. So Pang Zi simply opened such a medicine shop. The source of the original capital of the medicine shop was simple. Chen Ke's specific medicine "914" for treating syphilis was also a scarce commodity in Hebei. The fatty just treated a few big households infected with the disease and earned the starting capital for the medicine shop. It was equivalent to getting such a medicine shop for free.

And the current owner of the salt field was named Jing Tinglie, a distant relative of Pang Zi. His son went to Beijing and came back infected with the disease. Pang Zi treated him at that time but didn't ask for money immediately. This was Pang Zi's excuse for coming this time.

Jing Tinglie naturally couldn't manage things personally in the salt field; the one who came was his family's legal advisor (*Shi Ye*). Seeing him, Pang Zi asked sternly immediately: "Where are the five hundred taels of silver agreed for treating the disease? When will you give it to me?"

The legal advisor Jing Tingjun originally greeted him with a smile; he didn't expect Pang Zi to say this as soon as he opened his mouth. His face changed immediately, "Big Nephew, what do you mean by this?"

Pang Zi sneered: "Last time your family member caught syphilis, I came to treat the disease, and we agreed to give five hundred taels. Now the person is well long ago; why is there no movement about the money? You are trying to cheat me, right?"

Hearing this, Jing Tingjun knew Pang Zi came to find fault. He had also seen the world and knew this was not about five hundred taels of silver at all, let alone impossible to give Pang Zi five hundred taels. He also sneered simply: "You have no proof for empty words; you say treating disease then treating disease?"

"Very good. As the saying goes, pay with life for killing, pay with money for debt. If you bully onto my head. Then you try. I'll come again tomorrow, right by this flag. I won't force you either. If five hundred taels are not sent under the flag for me tomorrow, don't open your salt field. Open again when the money is paid off." After speaking, regardless of what Jing Tingjun wanted to say, Pang Zi turned the horse's head and galloped away with his subordinates.

Riding far away, the horse team slowed down. Those following Pang Zi were all confidants. They actually knew that this Jing Tinglie really had his son's life saved by Pang Zi. But whether there was an agreement of five hundred taels of silver, they didn't know.

"Big Brother Pang, does Jing Tinglie really owe us medicine money?" someone asked.

"Is five hundred taels of silver too much to save his son's life?" Pang Zi laughed.

Whether this was much, these Escort Agency brothers actually couldn't judge either, but Jing Tinglie was rich; taking out five hundred taels was still no problem.

"If they have no money, they can let us do saltpeter and salt business. Allocating a piece of land to us, they don't suffer a loss either. Brothers tell everyone this after going back. Pay debts with money."

When the crowd returned to Nangong County the next day, it was exactly noon. Half of the street in the south of Nangong County town was Pang Zi's territory now. In the past half year, because of the Peasant Association's own business, the scale of the escort team expanded extremely fast. Most people engaging in escorting in 1906 were not children from good families. Making money, everyone began to eat and drink. For other teams, drinking wine in big bowls and eating meat in big chunks was a luxurious life. For Pang Zi, this was instead a project that didn't require special expenditure.

As soon as entering the gate of the Escort Agency, a burst of aroma of wine and meat assailed the nostrils. Nangong smoked vegetables were famous originally; now with sufficient meat supply, they were even more delicious. Inside the courtyard, as usual, a dozen tables were arranged in two rows, and the tables were full of people. There must be a hundred or so. Seeing Pang Zi come in, everyone stood up one after another. "Captain Pang!" "Big Brother Pang!" Enthusiastic greetings made Pang Zi feel very comfortable in his heart.

"Captain Pang, seeing you so annoyed, did someone offend you?" Pang Tianshuo seemed to have drunk wine, his face red, speaking very drunkenly.

Pang Zi knew this was a false appearance. Pang Tianshuo had a huge capacity for liquor, but even drinking a small cup would show on his face. But this guy was very shrewd. Always using this false appearance to fool others.

"Close the door; I have something to say." Pang Zi shouted.

Someone closed the gate immediately. Seeing Pang Zi do this, everyone knew there was big business. Impatient ones surrounded him; gluttonous ones stuffed food into their mouths fiercely while looking at Pang Zi.

"I have to tell everyone something. I once treated Jing Tinglie's son for syphilis. He owed me five hundred taels of silver and hasn't paid back until now. Everyone says, should this money be asked for!" Pang Zi shouted.

"Of course should pay back!"

"They dare to bully Big Brother Pang; this is wanting to die. Big Brother, we go to ask for money tomorrow. If not paying back, make them look good."

The brothers of the Escort Agency were immediately filled with indignation.

"Jing Tinglie doesn't lack this little money! Five hundred taels to save his son's life, is this money much?" Pang Zi continued to shout.

"Not much, not much!" The brothers continued to shout.

Pang Zi continued to incite: "Originally seeing we are fellow villagers, I didn't ask for money at the time of treatment. Now looking at it, Jing Tinglie definitely wants to renege on the debt. I'm afraid he definitely won't admit this matter. Brothers, everyone knows what kind of person I, Pang Zi, am. Can I tell lies about such things? Treated is treated, not treated is not treated. Heaven is watching such things. Choose fifty people tomorrow to follow me to ask for money. Of the money asked for, I keep three hundred taels for the medicine shop, and the rest will be distributed to brothers. Those following me get two shares each."

Since Pang Zi offered a heavy reward, the brothers of the Escort Agency naturally became more energetic. But some people were also a bit worried, "What if that Jing Tinglie denies the debt to death?"

"Useless, isn't it just fighting? What to fear. Can't we beat Jing Tinglie?" Immediately someone began to scold this worried person.

There were also some relatively prudent people who were not so excited, "Captain Pang, what if that Jing Tinglie refuses to pay back money?"

"Why doesn't Jing Tinglie lack money? What business does he do? Isn't it relying on saltpeter and salt business to earn so much? Everyone must know how profitable this business is." Pang Zi said loudly.

"Oh!!" A burst of exclamation below. Nangong County produced saltpeter and salt. The saline-alkali water oozing from the river beaches of several Kushui Rivers was rich in salt. Although there was salt from Shandong sold back and forth along the canal, saltpeter and salt never lacked sales channels in these years. It was a big business.

"If Jing Tinglie refuses to pay back money, that's also simple. We allocate a piece of land and do saltpeter and salt business too. This is not about that five hundred taels of silver. If letting Jing Tinglie bully onto our heads, do we still want to run the Escort Agency in the future?"

Someone hurriedly bit off the meat on the chicken leg bone from his mouth, then shouted: "Big Brother Pang, let's do it."

"Exactly, exactly. It would be a pity if we don't do this business."

Pang Zi provided sufficient wine and meat, but these Escort Agency brothers had eaten for a few months. Although couldn't say tired of eating, the initial excitement was gone long ago. Because of sufficient wine and meat supply, the salary of the Escort Agency was not very high. If they could occupy the saltpeter and salt business, the money distributed could definitely be raised by a large chunk. Thinking of this, the brothers were immediately in high spirits.

"Captain Pang, is this saltpeter and salt business done by our Escort Agency ourselves?" Some people asked more straightforwardly. The Escort Agency transported a lot of supplies for the Peasant Association. The Peasant Association was "one of us" after all, and provided wine and meat. Fatty didn't let charge more money, and everyone dared not ask for more. But transport business was not that much in these years. Wanting to feed hundreds of people, these people naturally couldn't get too much money.

How could Pang Zi not know the thoughts of these people below? He laughed: "Rest assured, this business won't let everyone lack money to spend."

As soon as this statement came out, the brothers below cheered thunderously immediately. "Do it!" "Do it!" Everyone expressed their attitude one after another.

"My mother said last time she wanted to marry a wife for me. But the betrothal gift asked by others is not small. Big Brother Pang, I'll follow you to work hard!" A young man said full of longing.

"You? You marry a wife? I say you have taken a fancy to Xiao Tao Hong (*Little Peach Red* - likely a prostitute's name), right?" Pang Tianshuo teased. As the saying goes, when warm and full, one thinks of lust. These young men drank and ate meat all day; their energy had been saved enough long ago. The biggest customers of brothels in Nangong County now were this gang. Hearing Pang Tianshuo's teasing, everyone laughed loudly *haha*.

"Then hurry up and eat for me now. Let's calculate; tomorrow or the day after tomorrow, we'll go to Pingxiang to explore the way first." Pang Zi said. Everyone naturally agreed. Seeing everyone agreed, Pang Zi shouted: "Serve the dishes quickly; I'm hungry too."
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Sixty horses preparing to set off together, that scene was quite spectacular. At least the main street of Nangong County town was immediately blocked by these fifty horses (*text says 60 then 50*). Passersby dared not compete for the road with Pang Zi and his men, hiding by the roadside to watch the street full of people. The brothers of the Escort Agency stood beside their horses. To guard against horse accidents delaying things on the way, ten people had two horses each. Everyone carried a gun on their back, brought swords, spears, and sticks, holding the reins and standing beside the horses. Perhaps sensing the master's mood, the horses were also spirited, either pawing the ground with hooves or snorting. Watching the awe-inspiring expressions of the passersby, the brothers of the Escort Agency spoke louder or spat heavily, a look of smug satisfaction.

Pang Zi came out last. Glancing at the heroic appearance of the brothers, Pang Zi was also very happy. He grabbed the saddle, stepped on the stirrup, and mounted the horse, then raised his right hand high. Pulling the reins with his left hand, the horse obediently turned a circle in place. All brothers watched Pang Zi's mighty and dashing movement. They heard Pang Zi roar, "Mount!"

With this order, fifty people mounted their horses one after another.

"Go!" Pang Zi roared again.

Like a rolling wave, Pang Zi advanced first. The riders lined up along the street spurred their horses to join the team when Pang Zi and the team behind him passed by them. The number of the marching cavalry team increased more and more, and finally, all moved. More than two hundred horse hooves struck the ground, making a rumbling sound. At this time, no one dared to block in front of this cavalry team. Pang Zi's horse team whistled out from the gate along the main road of the county town swaggeringly. The billowing dust raised didn't settle for a long time.

The salt field in Pingxiang looked no different from yesterday. Coolies rolled in muddy water covered in mud. Salt police were still supervising coolies working. Except that the flag Pang Zi planted was pulled out, everything was as usual. Seeing a large group of horses whistling over, everyone stopped the work in their hands, staring dumbfounded at Pang Zi and the others rushing over.

The horse team stopped at the place where Pang Zi planted the flag yesterday. Pang Zi glanced at the hole poked by the flagpole on the ground, shouting with a face full of anger: "Let the person in charge come out to see me."

Those salt police who dared to block in front of Pang Zi yesterday didn't dare to answer. Seeing someone running away to report from afar, Pang Zi didn't care so much. He continued to shout: "Let the person in charge come out to see me."

Jing Tingjun came very quickly this time. Seeing Pang Zi making such a big noise, Jing Tingjun walked over with a straight face. Pang Zi looked down at Jing Tingjun from a high position. He saw that although Jing Tingjun pretended to be calm, his limbs were somewhat stiff, and the muscles on his face obviously twitched a bit. This was not because of anger, but because of fear.

Suddenly, Jing Tingjun put on a smiling face, "Nephew Pang, why bother? We are all one family; is there anything we can't talk about? You insist on making it like this. Who are you showing this to?"

Pang Zi sneered: "Yo! Uncle Jing, you remember we are one family now? When will you give that money? I have so many brothers needing to eat and drink. If you feel we are one family, you should have sent us the money long ago, right?"

"But Big Nephew, you didn't say you wanted money for the medicine at that time." Jing Tingjun said loudly, trying to occupy some moral advantage.

"I said I didn't want money?" Pang Zi raised his voice and shouted immediately, "I said if it wasn't cured, I wouldn't take a penny. Jing Tinglie's boy was disappointing himself and caught syphilis. You came to my door to beg for medicine. I said five hundred taels, treat the disease first; if not cured, I won't take a penny. This is loyal enough, right?"

Pang Zi's words immediately received the approval of the Escort Agency brothers; they scolded one after another.

"Exactly! I saw Jing Tinglie's boy a few days ago. Nothing wrong at all. When something happened, you ran faster than rabbits. Now the disease is cured, you disappeared without a trace. Our Big Brother Pang is righteous; it won't do for you to bully onto Big Brother Pang's head."

"You have such a big salt field; how can you lack those few hundred taels of silver?"

"Is a human life worth only a few hundred taels? Are Jing Tinglie's family members so worthless?"

Hearing these sturdy men of the Escort Agency shouting angrily, Jing Tingjun couldn't respond. Fairly speaking, Jing Tingjun didn't think Pang Zi asking for five hundred taels of medicine money was really excessive. The problem was he was just a legal advisor. When he went back to report yesterday, Jing Tinglie asked Jing Tingjun to adopt an attitude of ignoring Pang Zi's request. Since the master had such an idea, what could Jing Tingjun do? Could he pay Pang Zi out of his own pocket?

Thinking of this, Jing Tingjun couldn't help cursing Jing Tinglie in his heart for being unrighteous. This was clearly putting him on the fire to roast. When Jing Tingbin rebelled back then, Pang Zi was a famous capable general, a master who feared neither heaven nor earth. This time Pang Zi was not in the wrong originally. Regardless of what idea Jing Tinglie had, once the trouble started, it wouldn't end well no matter what.

Sure enough, seeing Pang Zi raise his right hand, the brothers of the Escort Agency quieted down instantly.

"Uncle Jing, I only ask you to pass a word. Since Jing Tinglie refuses to pay back money, then don't blame me for being impolite. You might as well stop the business of this salt field first. Open work when these five hundred taels are gathered." After speaking, without waiting for Jing Tingjun to speak again, Pang Zi waved to the people behind, "Brothers, disperse these people!"

The brothers of the Escort Agency had been waiting for these words for a long time. Fifty people divided into two teams. One team galloped straight to the field boiling salt brine. Salt police wanted to resist; two or three muskets were raised among a dozen people, but they saw twenty-odd tough men of the Escort Agency holding firearms in their hands, black muzzles pointing straight at them. These people usually bossed coolies around and were bold enough to encompass the sky, but really encountering people stronger than themselves, their legs went soft immediately with fright.

The crowd of the Escort Agency held guns, forced the salt police into a corner, and began to confiscate the weapons in the salt police's hands. For any salt police who still didn't know what was good for them at this stage, the brothers of the Escort Agency went up and slapped them on the face first, then snatched the weapon, and gave two backhanded slaps. The beaten salt police dared not utter a sound. Other salt police dared not resist anymore and handed over their guys obediently.

Another team dismounted and went straight to the salt field. While shouting "Stop working, all get out for me," they drove all the coolies out. For these coolies, the brothers of the Escort Agency didn't make things difficult for them. They threw a string of twenty *wen* coins to each person as compensation for not being able to work. The coolies never expected Pang Zi and the others to be so righteous; one by one, they were surprised speechless. Then they heard the brothers of the Escort Agency shout: "From now on, everyone stop coming for now. When to let you come, we will tell you. If you dare to come again and let us see, we won't be so polite."

Driving away the coolies with coaxing and threats, Pang Zi drove Jing Tingjun and the salt police together, "Uncle Jing, go back and tell Uncle Jing Tinglie, I will come here every day to wait for him to send money. If he doesn't give money, this salt field doesn't need to open anymore." After speaking, he commanded the brothers of the Escort Agency to pack the boiled saltpeter and salt into sacks, put them on horsebacks, and whistled away.

Jing Tingjun looked at the backs of Pang Zi's horse team, and then looked at the empty salt field and salt boiling pots, sighing continuously. Pang Zi made it clear he would oppose to the end. Jing Tinglie was not a kind person either. Being bullied to the door, future things would absolutely not end well. But having so much saltpeter and salt robbed while he was present, he would inevitably be scolded when going back. For him, this was really an unexpected disaster.

After hearing Jing Tingjun report this matter, Jing Tinglie just snorted. He neither got angry nor annoyed. He just waved his hand, "No matter. That kid Pang Zi is not for these five hundred taels of silver at all. He has taken a fancy to the saltpeter and salt business. He would come whether money is given or not."

"Second Brother, then what do we do?" Jing Tingjun asked. Although as a legal advisor he should give advice, Jing Tinglie saying so now made it clear he had a plan long ago. Since so, he had to ask clearly first.

Jing Tinglie just smiled, "Humph, we don't need to do anything. Just spread this matter out. Now there are so many people who find Pang Zi an eyesore. What do you think they will think after knowing Pang Zi wants to intervene in the saltpeter and salt business? In addition, let's not be idle either; just report to the officials."

"Report to the officials?" Jing Tingjun was somewhat puzzled. What's the use of reporting to the officials? Pang Zi didn't come under the banner of robbing the salt field. At least nominally, Pang Zi came to collect debt; reporting to the officials was of little use.

"Not asking to find the Magistrate, but find the Beiyang Army." Jing Tinglie sneered, "The Beiyang Army and Pang Zi are old acquaintances anyway. Pang Zi is gathering crowds to rebel now; the Beiyang Army has to come out to manage it no matter what."

Jing Tingjun couldn't help gasping. This move was too ruthless. As a legal advisor, hearing the employer's words, Jing Tingjun had already arranged the charge of "robbing the salt field, intending to rebel" for Pang Zi. Beiyang Minister Yuan Shikai was promoting a new police system now, strengthening public security in Hebei. Once this charge was pinned, the Beiyang Army definitely couldn't sit idly by. Not to mention Pang Zi fought with the Beiyang Army before; using Pang Zi's head to deter lawlessness was not a bad thing either.

His employer looked like he was bullied to the door by Pang Zi now, but actually, Pang Zi was in imminent disaster.

The news that Pang Zi robbed the Pingxiang salt field and prepared to intervene in the saltpeter and salt business spread throughout Xingtai like flying. If before, such things would only become material for gossip after tea and meals. But the situation this time was completely different. In the surrounding areas centered on Nangong County, after learning this news, landlords were first stunned, then filled with public indignation.

Since Chen Tianhua started running the breeding farm and Peasant Association relying on Pang Zi's Escort Agency as military backing, landlords suddenly found their livelihood became much worse all of a sudden. Although landlords didn't rely on selling poultry and eggs to get rich, they controlled local businesses and workshops. Landlords ran businesses in all walks of life, and Pang Zi intervened in all walks of life now. Pang Zi's Escort Agency did business itself, supplying transported daily necessities to Peasant Association members at low prices. This was a devastating blow to the businesses controlled by landlords.

With the support of the Peasant Association, fewer and fewer common people relied on working for landlords as short-term laborers to make money, which directly led to landlords lacking manpower. Businesses that could barely hold on were even worse. If Pang Zi was allowed to intervene in the saltpeter and salt business again, the Escort Agency, whose power was already growing, could no longer be shaken.

For landlords, this was a life-and-death juncture. Landlords who didn't interact much usually had to start linking up. First landlords running cloth workshops, then landlords running handmade ceramics; landlords communicated more and more. By September 20, the first batch of complaints was sent into the Nangong County Yamen.

"What? Someone sued me?" Learning the news, Pang Zi was furious immediately.

In this half year, Pang Zi had smoothed the way inside the yamen and knew the news inside the yamen very clearly.

"Exactly!" The head bailiff of the county yamen answered.

"Who are they?" Pang Zi asked immediately.

"This..." The head bailiff played dumb.

Pang Zi immediately took out a few silver dollars and handed them over. The head bailiff weighed them in his hand and put them into his bosom with satisfaction. "Brother Pang, actually those suing are nothing. But I heard that inside the Canal Defense Battalion (*Yun He Fang Ying*), someone seems to want to make a move on you."

Hearing this news, Pang Zi's angry look calmed down immediately. Indeed, suing to the officials was nothing. The magistrate was his teacher, and Pang Zi doing business was not a crime either. Those landlords were really nothing special, but the Canal Defense Battalion was the real big threat. It wasn't that Pang Zi didn't know his business was big and the Defense Battalion had targeted him long ago. It was just that Pang Zi didn't want to send money to these Defense Battalions for nothing. Although there were daily bribes, it was just to be passable on the surface; actually, both sides didn't like each other at all.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi bowed deeply to the head bailiff, "Then I have to trouble Old Brother to help me check clearly who exactly in the Defense Battalion has bad intentions towards me."

"Brother Pang, it's not that I refuse to help you. As far as I know, now the Defense Battalion up and down is dissatisfied with you. If you really want to say who wants to target you, I think everyone wants to target you. So, Brother Pang, you have to be careful yourself." After speaking, the head bailiff stood up to bid farewell.

That afternoon, Pang Zi rarely shut himself in the room. The brothers of the Escort Agency never knew Pang Zi could have such patience. Usually, whenever there was nothing to do, Pang Zi would come out to drink and talk with everyone, or pull people to compete in martial arts. Pang Zi didn't like sleeping during the day. Looking in from the door, Pang Zi stood up and sat down for a while, not sleeping at all. Everyone felt strange; clever ones already vaguely felt a disturbing atmosphere.

By evening, Pang Zi finally came out of the room. He first ordered all brothers to come back first. Temporarily not accepting escort business these days. Then Pang Zi called a few confidants into the room. Closing the doors and windows, Pang Zi's first sentence was, "It won't do not to rebel."

Several brothers were startled. Life was going well; why suddenly mention rebellion?

After Pang Zi told the matter of the Defense Battalion to several confidant brothers, these few people also stopped making sounds. The Defense Battalion was the troops of the old Huai Army on the canal. When creating the Beiyang New Army, soldiers recruited were all good family sons of Hebei. The Canal Defense Battalion, as an old Huai Army unit, had actually rotted long ago. Yuan Shikai had no intention of recruiting from these dregs either.

But no matter how much the Defense Battalion was dregs, they were government troops after all. The Canal Defense Battalion was responsible for arresting canal bandits. If they really wanted to attack, once Pang Zi and the others fought with the Defense Battalion, that would really be rebellion.

Everyone could clamor about rebellion usually, but really facing the choice of whether to rebel, unexpectedly no one could give an answer immediately.

"What plans does everyone have?" Pang Zi asked with a grim expression.

Finally, Pang Tianshuo raised his head and said fiercely: "Grandma's, I finally ate meat for a few days. They want to come and hit me! Big Brother Pang, I'll follow you to rebel!"
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If it were before, as long as Chen Tianhua heard someone say the word "revolution," he would definitely become inexplicably excited. In early 1906, Chen Tianhua dragged Pang Zi to talk about revolutionary principles all day long, so Pang Zi never expected that when he said personally "want to rebel, want to revolutionize" at the end of September 1906, Chen Tianhua didn't even blink an eyelid.

Seeing Chen Tianhua's reaction, Pang Zi was quite discouraged. Although he appeared extremely calm in front of his brothers, internally, Pang Zi was not optimistic at all. That was why Pang Zi sincerely found Chen Tianhua to seek help.

In the eyes of outsiders, Pang Zi had participated in the uprising led by Jing Tingbin before, and now he had built such a big family business; he was really a capable person who had seen the world. But Pang Zi knew his own affairs. Precisely because he had seen so many failures, Pang Zi's heart was full of fear.

Pang Zi wouldn't naively think that by defeating the Defense Battalion, he could become a king or hegemon in this Xingtai. The Yihetuan once had the power supported by the Imperial Court, mobilizing brothers and societies in many places in Hebei, but in the end, it was death. Uncle Jing Tingbin relied on no one, pulling up a scale of more than a hundred thousand people himself, but in the end, it was still death. These armed struggles Pang Zi personally participated in seemed to be vivid in his mind now. Regarding the ending without any suspense, Pang Zi felt as if there was an invisible thing pressing tightly on his body, preventing him from breathing, seeing, and hearing normally.

"Captain Pang, since you decided to rebel, what are you afraid of?" Chen Tianhua said unhurriedly: "Don't you believe the revolution can succeed?"

If it were before, Chen Tianhua revealing the true face of a "revolutionary party" as soon as he opened his mouth after a long silence, Pang Zi would at least sneer as ridicule. Now, after all, it concerned his life and death. Under pressure higher than mountains and deeper than seas, Pang Zi's thinking had been completely forced onto the narrow path of finding a way to survive, and he couldn't even squeeze out a bit of a sneer. Even so, Pang Zi still treated a dead horse as a living horse (*tried a desperate remedy*), asking reluctantly: "Mr. Chen, can there be a way to live after revolution?"

Looking at Pang Zi's face, deliberately pretending to be calm and barely looking calm, Chen Tianhua had absolutely no assurance whether he could make Pang Zi understand his whole plan. Since Pang Zi started to move against the salt field, Chen Tianhua knew things were wrong. Actually, the Peasant Association's information was even better informed than Pang Zi's network. Pang Zi could only get news by smoothing the joints above. If the other party was wary, for example, Jing Tinglie in Pingxiang strictly blocked his own news, Pang Zi couldn't get any internal news.

But the Peasant Association was very different. Farmers' networks were intertwined. Fatty certainly couldn't get news about Jing Tinglie, but Chen Tianhua did. The godfather of a relative of a Peasant Association member worked as a servant in Jing Tinglie's house. Usually responsible for serving tea and pouring water, not even a high-ranking servant. But he happened to hear Jing Tinglie's words about reporting Pang Zi's rebellion to the Beiyang New Army. And he passed the words back.

Discovering that local tyrants and gentry were so hostile to Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua hurriedly began to collect intelligence. Although landlords held meetings cautiously enough, their gatherings could never avoid the eyes of the masses. As long as landlords dared to use common people of servant origin in meetings, Chen Tianhua could always connect with these servants through the Peasant Association. At least until now, there had been timid servants afraid of retaliation who dared not speak the content of landlords' meetings. But there had never been servants who stood on the landlord's side dead set to oppose the Peasant Association's affairs.

But Chen Tianhua didn't want to tell Pang Zi all this intelligence now. This was not because Chen Tianhua looked down on Pang Zi, but because he didn't think Pang Zi could really know why the common people supported the Peasant Association so seriously.

As long as he had this information, Pang Zi could attack hostile landlords effectively, which could relieve pressure to a large extent. Even possibly avoiding direct confrontation with the government. But what was the significance of Chen Tianhua adopting this practice? If Pang Zi couldn't give an answer that satisfied Chen Tianhua himself, Chen Tianhua didn't want to share intelligence with Pang Zi.

Pang Zi asked if the revolution could succeed. Chen Tianhua immediately looked at Pang Zi's eyes very seriously, then answered: "The revolution will definitely succeed."

Hearing this, Pang Zi was not moved by Chen Tianhua's firm eyes at all. He finally smiled self-mockingly, and didn't even reply.

Chen Tianhua said seriously: "Captain Pang, you are just worried that you can't beat the Beiyang New Army. Although the Beiyang New Army has many people and great power, Xingtai is such a big territory; if they want to find a small group like the Transportation Brigade, I'm afraid it's not that easy."

These words made a lot of sense. Pang Zi's eyes lit up after hearing them. Actually, he just felt he really had no chance of winning. Before, Pang Zi followed others; even if failed, Pang Zi could start over himself. Now Pang Zi led people to do it himself. Once failed, Pang Zi should never think of turning over from here in Nangong County forever. How many times of going through life and death, seeing how many brothers fall beside him. If the result of all this was that Pang Zi could never return to his hometown, Pang Zi felt he might as well die in battle in Nangong County.

Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, Pang Zi's eyes really lit up. If it was mobile warfare, as a local, he indeed had a lot of room for maneuver. But on second thought, Pang Zi felt this idea was very unrealistic. Before Pang Zi raised his own idea, Chen Tianhua asked: "Captain Pang, you definitely feel that even a character like Mr. Jing Tingbin was blocked by the Beiyang Army just the same. Then I want to ask you, if local common people don't reveal your news to Beiyang, do you say it's easy for Beiyang to find a small team like yours?"

Even in low spirits, facing such a childish question from Chen Tianhua, Pang Zi still couldn't help sneering, "Humph, sounds nice. These fellow villagers are usually close only with their mouths. At this critical moment, it would be good if they don't take the initiative to sell you out."

Chen Tianhua answered tit for tat: "Yo ho, Captain Pang is blaming the common people for not talking about *Jianghu* loyalty. You say the common people are not sincere to you; then Captain Pang, pat your chest and ask yourself, when have you sincerely done anything for the fellow villagers and elders?"

Pang Zi frowned. Chen Tianhua's words were already extremely impolite. Sizing up Chen Tianhua up and down, Pang Zi couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, which side are you speaking for exactly?"

Chen Tianhua answered neatly, "As the President of the Peasant Association, I definitely speak on the side of the common people of the Peasant Association."

Pang Zi grunted and was about to say something. But he heard someone knocking on the door. Before Chen Tianhua responded, a young man outside had already rushed in. After entering the door, he shouted regardless of anything: "Mr. Chen, something happened. The Defense Army has set off to attack the Transportation Brigade."

Both people in the room widened their eyes after hearing this. Chen Tianhua bit his lip slightly, considering countermeasures. Pang Zi stood up abruptly, went up and grabbed the lapel of this young man's chest, "Who did you hear it from?"

Scared by this, the young man spoke unsmoothly, "This..., someone asked me to tell Mr. Chen that the Defense Army wants to attack the Transportation Brigade's station in the county town."

Pang Zi was not stupid at all. After hearing this, he pondered for a moment and suddenly understood one thing. He turned his head abruptly, raised his finger pointing at Chen Tianhua, "Surname Chen, damn you, you set me up (*yin wo*)! You know no less than me at all, but you told me nothing! Loss I still treated you as one of the family, you white-eyed wolf (*ingrate*)!"

Chen Tianhua was not angry or annoyed. Although being seen through by Pang Zi was a bit embarrassing, this was not too big a deal. He waited for Pang Zi to finish scolding, then asked: "Captain Pang, we brothers can quarrel anytime. How do you plan to deal with the Defense Army?"

This question instantly sobered Pang Zi up. Even if Chen Tianhua knew the news, so what? Chen Tianhua had only a group of common people farming and raising chickens and ducks under him. Asking them to fight war was a joke. He could talk with Chen Tianhua anytime, but if the nest in the county town was destroyed, then everything would be finished.

"Mr. Chen, your news is not nonsense, right?" Pang Zi asked.

"Should not be nonsense." Chen Tianhua answered.

Hearing this guarantee, Pang Zi walked out of the room without turning his head.

The young man who came in just now was very anxious in his heart. He asked urgently: "Mr. Chen, that harrow my family borrowed money from the Peasant Association to buy hasn't arrived yet; this won't be a problem, right?"

"Don't be afraid. The Peasant Association said that as long as the things bought with money borrowed from the Peasant Association haven't arrived, the Peasant Association won't calculate interest for everyone. You rest assured about this."

Although the young man knew the Peasant Association always stressed credibility, facing the matter of Pang Zi's Transportation Brigade being attacked by government troops now, he was also somewhat panicked. Chen Tianhua sent the young man away and took out a pamphlet to start studying. On the cover was written a line of words—*How Long Can the Red Flag Fight? Deduction of Revolutionary Guerrilla Warfare*.

When Pang Zi rode back to Nangong County town, his heart was full of confusion. Why could Chen Tianhua know so much? This was something Pang Zi couldn't understand no matter how much he thought. The matter of the Defense Army wanting to act against him, Pang Zi only told a few confidants. And these people usually didn't deal with Chen Tianhua at all; presumably, they didn't betray intelligence. Then there was only one reason: Chen Tianhua established an intelligence network himself. But usually Chen Tianhua never interacted with famous figures in Xingtai, always only dealing with those ordinary common people. How did he know so much news?

However, thinking blindly about this kind of thing was useless. Pang Zi forcibly withdrew his mind and considered how to deal with the Defense Battalion. Actually, everyone had made a plan long ago, just didn't know when the Defense Battalion would move. After all, everyone didn't really want to rebel. If the Defense Battalion didn't come to attack them, everyone would thank Heaven and Earth. In the Escort Agency, there was not a single one who wanted to attack the Defense Battalion on their own initiative.

Returning to the county town, everything in the city looked no different from usual. Fatty suddenly suspected whether the news from Chen Tianhua's side was fake. He hurriedly called Pang Tianshuo over and asked: "Did those brothers you sent out to watch the Defense Battalion send back words?"

"Big Brother Pang, no words sent back yet." Pang Tianshuo laughed.

"I asked them to send one person back and one person go every two hours regardless of any news. What did these brothers say?" Fatty continued to ask.

Hearing this question, Pang Tianshuo answered: "No one has come back yet."
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Pang Tianshuo casually answered that the people sent out hadn't come back yet, and then he saw Pang Zi's face change immediately. Then he saw Pang Zi staring at him with a ferocious look. Pang Tianshuo had never seen such a gaze; it was a gaze of shock, uneasiness, and suspicion. At this moment, Pang Zi was no longer the big brother close as family, but another completely strange existence. Such a gaze made Pang Tianshuo shiver.

However, this was only a matter of a moment. Pang Zi had figured out the key point in a blink of an eye. He asked: "Who exactly among the brothers has left the county town in the past two days?" Since getting the news that the Defense Battalion wanted to attack the Escort Agency, Pang Zi gathered all brothers back to the county town and strictly ordered everyone not to leave without permission. Pang Tianshuo couldn't be a traitor; although it couldn't be completely confirmed yet, if Pang Tianshuo were a traitor, he would have no need to tell the truth that the Escort Agency's spies hadn't returned. He didn't even need to be so troublesome; he only needed to let the spies report fake news.

So Pang Zi's gaffe was only a momentary thing. He had concluded that if Pang Tianshuo wasn't a traitor, then the traitor must have gone to contact the Defense Battalion personally, or at least sent someone out of the city to contact. Sure enough, Pang Tianshuo pondered for a moment and answered: "Gao Songling went out of the city for half a day. When I asked him, he said something happened at his home."

"Anyone else?" Pang Zi pressed.

"There were also a few boys who secretly went to visit brothels and were caught by me. I slapped each of them twice."

Pang Zi asked the names of these people clearly one by one, then Pang Zi ordered: "Good, you tell the brothers we are setting off now. You call these people who have been out of the city over first; don't say anything. Just call them over first."

"What's wrong, Big Brother Pang?" Pang Tianshuo saw Pang Zi's face was unkind.

"Don't say anything; just call them and the people connected with them over for me. Go."

The brothers of the Escort Agency were gathered together originally, so it was quite convenient to assemble. Soon, the big courtyard was full of people. Pang Zi asked to close the gate, then said: "Brothers, I'll tell you something. The Defense Battalion is preparing to target us. I heard these people are bringing men over now."

Most of the crowd didn't know this news. Suddenly hearing Pang Zi say this, almost everyone's face changed.

Pang Zi knew everyone was panicked in their hearts. He laughed: "Brothers, we conduct business and escort goods properly; whom did we provoke? The Defense Battalion wants to target us; why do you say?"

"They must be eyeing our money." These brothers of the Escort Agency were not stupid. Everyone ate big chunks of meat and drank big bowls of wine every day; everyone saw the envious and jealous eyes of the people in the county town usually. If such a life didn't incur jealousy, that would be a big joke. Many brothers of the Escort Agency came from idle backgrounds. Although they didn't know Marx classified them as "lumpenproletariat," the neighbors indeed didn't think they were good people. If they didn't mix in the Escort Agency but were on the street, meeting a team like Pang Zi's, they would definitely want to extort some contributions too. So they knew very clearly why the Defense Battalion wanted to act against the Escort Agency.

Because they knew the Defense Battalion's thoughts very well, after a brief panic, these people returned to normal, "Big Brother Pang, what do you say we do? You mark a path, and brothers will follow you." The crowd shouted.

"People say extending the head is a slash (*death*), shrinking the head is also a slash. Since that gang eyes our money, they won't stop easily. Wait until they hit our door; they are officials, we are commoners. Where can we have a place to speak? Instead of waiting for death here, we might as well act directly. Now the Defense Battalion has already set off; let's beat them halfway. Once they know our power, they definitely won't dare to act rashly again." Pang Zi shouted loudly.

"Big Brother Pang, if we beat them, what if they report to the officials?" Someone asked uneasily.

"We cover our faces. As long as we win, and no one falls into the Defense Battalion's hands, when they say we did it, who can prove it?" Pang Zi laughed.

Fairly speaking, this idea was really lousy enough. If the Defense Battalion really wanted to report to the superior, let alone Pang Zi and the others covering their faces, even if it really wasn't Pang Zi and the others who hit them, they could pin the crime on Pang Zi's head. But these brothers actually just wanted an excuse to convince themselves. As for whether the excuse was really reasonable, it was not the most critical instead. Hearing Pang Zi's idea of attacking the Defense Battalion with masked faces, many people already cheered.

"Exactly, we cover our faces. When those people ask, we just don't admit it." Someone already shouted happily.

"Everyone is my good brother; how do I, Pang Zi, treat everyone usually?" Pang Zi shouted.

"Nothing to say! (*Great*)"

"Big Brother Pang, we were right to follow you."

Listening to the brothers expressing loyalty greatly, Pang Zi nodded with satisfaction, "After beating the Defense Battalion, we'll go to Gaojia Village to avoid the limelight. If it really doesn't work, we'll go to Shandong. I won't be stupid enough to insist on resisting to the end."

Hearing this, the brothers felt they had a way out and were even more relieved.

Seeing morale had stabilized, Pang Zi laughed: "But we must fight this battle. If we run away for nothing, the Defense Battalion will only reach out for a yard after taking an inch; we will never have peaceful days again. So this time, it's not to kill many people either, just to beat the Defense Battalion away. This way brothers won't have any big trouble either. If the Defense Battalion doesn't lose many people, it's not easy to blow things up. But we have to let them know that Lord Ma has three eyes; it's not that the Defense Battalion can do whatever they want!"

"Beat them! Let them know our power."

"Have to let them know we are not easy to provoke."

These brothers of the Escort Agency were originally pugnacious or ruffians. Knowing there was a way out and not really risking their lives, this gang immediately got energetic.

"Good, then everyone take your guys and go out in separate ways now. Gather at ten *li* north of the county town. Gao Songling, you and these few brothers follow me." Pang Zi ordered.

The brothers of the Escort Agency responded and went to lead horses and bring guys one after another. Pang Zi took some confidants and Gao Songling and a few other unreliable people to wait at the last. When other brothers set off in groups, Pang Zi suddenly sank his face fiercely. He asked Gao Songling and others to stand in front of him, saying with a fake smile: "How do I, Pang Zi, treat everyone? You say."

These people didn't know why Pang Zi suddenly looked like this; almost everyone showed a strange expression on their faces. Pang Zi stared at these people's eyes one by one, then shouted: "Someone sold me behind my back! This person is among you!"

This shout made all these people change their faces. Pang Zi said nothing and kicked out. The person beside Gao Songling couldn't dodge in time and was kicked right in the lower abdomen. He retreated a few steps *deng deng* and fell on the ground on his back. Pang Zi saw clearly that when he stared at these people's eyes just now, other people's eyes were baffled, only that person tried to avoid his eyes. And after that shout, others couldn't help standing straight, only that person stepped back subconsciously.

"Li Kun! You have such bold guts!" Pang Zi waved his hand, "Tie him up!"

Brothers on both sides immediately went up to press Li Kun on the ground and began to find ropes to tie him up. Pang Zi stared at Gao Songling's eyes deadly but didn't speak. Gao Songling already knew why Pang Zi looked at him like this. He immediately defended himself with a red face and thick neck: "Big Brother Pang, I didn't sell you. My family really has something. I brought some farm tools sold outside to my family. This time knowing the Defense Battalion wants to be disadvantageous to us, I took the farm tools home. You must believe me."

After saying these, seeing Pang Zi still looking at him coldly, Gao Songling hurriedly said again: "I was indeed afraid we couldn't beat the Defense Battalion. I specially asked my family to bury these farm tools in the ground. I can take you to see. It's really not me."

Seeing Gao Songling neither implicating others nor dodging, just defending himself desperately, Pang Zi could already determine that Gao Songling was not a traitor. Being able to tell even the matter of hiding farm tools, Gao Songling should be telling the truth.

"I don't disbelieve you. This concerns the lives of our hundreds of people. Moreover, we very likely have brothers who have fallen into the hands of the Defense Battalion. I can't take risks anymore." After speaking, Pang Zi walked to Li Kun who was already tied up firmly, "Li Kun, do you say it or not? I won't scare you either. If you say it, I'll let you go after defeating the Defense Battalion. If you don't tell the truth, I'll take you to the brothers to ask. See if they dare to slice you alive piece by piece!"

Li Kun knew Pang Zi was absolutely not scaring him. Reaching such a state, he had nothing to hide either. "Big Brother, I let you down."

"Don't talk nonsense. What exactly happened?" Pang Zi shouted angrily.

"I took a fancy to Xiao Tao Hong (*Little Peach Red*) and went many times. Money was all spent. Borrowed a lot too. Later the boss suddenly asked me if we actually knew the Defense Battalion was preparing to act against us. He said as long as I told him our affairs, he wouldn't ask for money and would let Xiao Tao Hong accompany me for a few nights. So I told about us sending spies."

"Motherfucker!" Hearing this, Pang Zi couldn't hold back anymore and slapped Li Kun on the face, "The lives of so many brothers are fucking worth a whore accompanying you for a few nights? Are you fucking human?"

This slap was extremely heavy. Li Kun's head looked like it was about to be fanned away. Nosebleed splashed out *ceng*. Words he originally wanted to say could no longer be spoken.

"Stuff his mouth, pack him in a sack and take him away!" Pang Zi shouted.

Pang Zi hated it in his heart! He was actually still wondering why the Defense Battalion acted so quickly. It turned out they really learned the intelligence from his side, knew he was prepared, and then acted suddenly. Pang Zi actually felt brothers should talk about *Jianghu* loyalty anyway. Even the most good-for-nothing guy wouldn't sell brothers so easily encountering such things. And this Li Kun was usually a guy very regarded, and the money distributed was not small. Unexpectedly, for a whore, he dared to sell everyone.

Several people packed Li Kun, whose mouth was stuffed tightly, into a sack, then mounted horses and went towards ten *li* west of the county town.
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When Pang Zi arrived at the ten *li* point, the brothers of the Escort Agency were already waiting in a hidden place nearby. Seeing Pang Zi come, Pang Tianshuo hurried up and said: "Big Brother, all brothers have arrived." Learning there was a traitor among his own people, Pang Tianshuo felt very annoyed and also strengthened precautions. For every wave of brothers setting off, he counted the number personally. Until Pang Zi arrived, every single person in the Escort Agency had arrived without lacking one.

Looking carefully at the team brought by Pang Zi, Pang Tianshuo asked strangely: "Big Brother, where is Li Kun?"

Pang Zi snorted coldly and shouted to Gao Songling: "Get him out."

The brothers of the Escort Agency watched Gao Songling drag Li Kun out of the sack, not knowing what happened. But they heard Pang Zi say loudly: "We have an insider here. Li Kun sold our brothers for a whore."

Hearing this, all brothers' faces changed. Pang Zi ignored Li Kun's face turning ashy; he told the brothers surrounding him loudly what Li Kun did. Just after finishing speaking, the people around were already angry. Some wanted to rush up to beat Li Kun. People behind couldn't squeeze into the crowd, so they cursed loudly outside. Li Kun's ancestors for eighteen generations were cursed all over in an instant.

To avoid the angry crowd and not be beaten to death, Li Kun leaned tightly against Pang Zi's leg. Pang Zi shouted: "Everyone don't hit him."

"Big Brother, you still protect him even now?"

"Big Brother Pang, hand him to us; we'll kill him."

Brothers surged up relentlessly, looking like they must kill Li Kun.

"I told him, as long as he told the truth, I wouldn't hand him over to everyone to deal with. Since he told the truth, he, Li Kun, can be perfidious, but I, Pang Zi, am not such a person." Pang Zi blocked everyone for Li Kun while shouting. After much persuasion, he finally made everyone stop beating Li Kun temporarily. But everyone had no intention of letting Li Kun go at all.

"Big Brother Pang spare my life! Big Brother Pang spare my life!" Li Kun cried and shouted continuously.

Pang Zi looked at Li Kun with contempt, then pulled him up, drew the saber from his waist, and cut the rope. "Li Kun, I won't let everyone kill you. I can also let you go. As long as you can pass my test, you can go."

These words were strange; everyone including Li Kun didn't understand. Pang Zi asked everyone to make way. He led two horses over, and asked for a knife from Pang Tianshuo to hand to Li Kun.

"Brothers, my words, Pang Zi, always count. None of you intervene; I will solve this matter." After shouting, Pang Zi said to Li Kun: "Here is a horse; you have a knife in your hand. I also have a horse and a knife. Other brothers won't make a move. I count ten sounds. As long as you can run away, as long as we don't meet in the future, I won't look for you."

Li Kun never expected Pang Zi to draw such a path for him. He didn't know if Pang Zi spoke true or false. He dared not move for a moment. Pang Zi didn't say anything more either; he counted loudly: "One... Two..."

Li Kun was also a clever person. Seeing Pang Zi start counting, he couldn't care so much either. He rushed up in three steps and two steps, mounted a horse, and urged the horse to flee for his life. At this time Pang Zi just counted to six. He didn't speed up either, still counting at the speed just now: "Seven... Eight... Nine... Ten." As soon as the voice fell, Pang Zi raised the knife in his hand and threw it forcefully at Li Kun's fleeing back.

The long knife drew a white light and went straight to Li Kun's back. Pang Zi spent a lot of effort on the knife. The long knife pierced straight through the heart from Li Kun's back. Swaying on the horse's back, Li Kun fell from the horse. Pang Zi strode forward, pulled out the long knife from Li Kun's body, and with a backhand swing, cut off Li Kun's head.

The brothers of the Escort Agency completely didn't expect Pang Zi to solve Li Kun like this. For a moment, they didn't know what to say either. They saw Pang Zi wipe the blood on the knife dry on Li Kun's corpse, and strode back to the brothers. "Everyone set off now."

When the Huai Army was established, there were 6,500 people. After arriving in Shanghai between April and May 1862, it purchased foreign guns and cannons with foreign aid and Shanghai customs tax revenue, expanding the troops. By 1864, the Huai Army first colluded with the British and French armies and the Ever Victorious Army to fight against the Taiping Army near Shanghai, then cooperated with the Xiang Army to attack the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and other places. After the fall of Tianjing (now Nanjing), the capital of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, in the autumn and winter of 1864, after reduction, the Huai Army still had 104 battalions, more than 50,000 people. Between 1865 and 1868, as the main force of the Qing army, under the leadership of Zeng Guofan and Li Hongzhang, it fought against the Nian Army successively in Anhui, Hubei, Henan, Shandong, Jiangsu, Zhili (approx. present Hebei), and other places. After the Nian Army was suppressed, the Huai Army undertook the defense of important places in rivers and seas for thousands of *li* from north Tianjin and Baoding to south Shanghai and Wusong.

The Canal Defense Battalion was the troop of the old Huai Army. The Shandong Canal was an important transportation trunk line and had always been the bulk of tax revenue. Although theoretically, the Defense Battalion was a troop established for the purpose of striking bandits along the river and protecting the safety of the canal, they didn't put their minds on such duty at all. Encountering such a lucrative job, the Huai Army completely became a tax collection group setting up checkpoints to collect *lijin*. As for military training, it had basically been abandoned. And Yuan Shikai, who inherited Li Hongzhang's mantle, poured all his efforts into the construction of the Beiyang New Army and the police system, having no intention of reorganizing the old Huai Army at all. In recent years, the military training of the Defense Battalion had plummeted. This troop was already tax personnel carrying guns, with extremely low combat effectiveness.

Canal tax revenue was a business where money came fast. As the saying goes, money comes fast and goes fast. Among the officers and soldiers of the Defense Battalion, there were quite a few who smoked opium. The originally low combat effectiveness due to lack of training reached an even lower level with the help of opium.

But they were government troops after all; they still had basic firearms. Li Yutang, the Battalion Commander (*Ying Guan*) of the Canal Defense Battalion, didn't ride a horse. Instead, he sat in a sedan chair like a civil official. But not an ordinary sedan chair, but a bamboo sedan chair carried by four people. Li Yutang compared himself to the famous general Wei Rui of the Southern Dynasty, riding a bamboo sedan chair when fighting. But firstly, the soldiers hadn't read books and didn't know Wei Rui's deeds. Secondly, Lord Li Yutang had all five vices of "eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, and smoking." His body had long been hollowed out, completely unable to ride a horse. Being able to sit in a sedan chair and come out with everyone this time already surprised the soldiers quite a bit. As for the significance represented by the "example" Lord Li Yutang set for himself, it didn't move any officers and soldiers at all.

Lord Li being able to lead troops personally to deal with Pang Zi this time could be considered giving Pang Zi face. In these days, the name of "King Pang" spread around the canal. Reasonably speaking, Pang Zi should have discussed a tribute amount with the Defense Battalion long ago, so everyone could meet well. But this Pang Zi was extremely insensible. Lord Li sent people to find him several times; Pang Zi perfunctorily dealt with it with a very serious attitude. Soft didn't work, so come hard. But when he prepared to do so, Pang Zi's escort route became the line from Nangong County to the Beijing-Hankou Railway, actually breaking away from Lord Li's jurisdiction.

And the insider bought from Pang Zi's Escort Agency told Lord Li that this guy Pang Zi actually dared to send spies to monitor the Defense Battalion's movements. This was the real reason that thoroughly enraged Lord Li. A small Escort Agency actually dared to monitor the Defense Battalion? Really didn't know how to write the word "death." Lord Li immediately sent people to arrest those spies of the Escort Agency, and additionally gathered troops and horses to go to Nangong County to punish the crimes.

Pang Zi's practice made Lord Li very angry. If people around were all like this, how could the order of the canal be maintained? So Lord Li felt it necessary to give Pang Zi a profound lesson. Moreover, he heard that Pang Zi's teacher was the current Magistrate of Nangong County. Sending people to teach Pang Zi a lesson might not be effective. Plus Lord Li heard that this guy Pang Zi's Escort Agency also had quite a few guns. He felt he might as well take a large group of people to block Pang Zi; this way things could always be handled well.

Actually, Lord Li might not really want to do anything to Pang Zi. The key was that Pang Zi had "offended" the Canal Defense Battalion. If the face wasn't recovered, the reputation of the Defense Battalion would be damaged.

A large group of people marched on the road. Lord Li had no intention of watching the scenery either. He calculated how to speak to the Magistrate when arriving in Nangong County, how to intimidate Pang Zi. How to make Pang Zi spit out all the things he should have spat out before. How to set a tribute amount in the future. The key was the Magistrate of Nangong County. If it weren't for this Magistrate protecting his calf (protecting his own), Lord Li would have dealt with Pang Zi long ago. So those spies of the Escort Agency were taken in the team. Arriving in Nangong County, as long as these people were handed over to the Magistrate for questioning, the Magistrate would definitely know the rules too. It would definitely be more effective for the Magistrate teacher to teach this student Pang Zi a lesson.

Seeing so many government troops, the common people by the roadside were scared into hiding by the roadside one after another. Occasionally a few guys who didn't know death rode horses past the Defense Battalion. Defense Battalion officers and soldiers scolded angrily, and those people were scared into fleeing in panic. Lord Li was carried by four people in the sedan chair, so naturally he couldn't notice. And the officers and soldiers escorting those captured Escort Agency brothers didn't care either. Whenever someone rode past, there were strange gazes in the eyes of these Escort Agency brothers. But that brother with relatively high prestige always stopped these captured brothers with his gaze. So they didn't show too outrageous performance after all.

Pang Zi got the news. Those brothers were not locked in the Defense Battalion's barracks but were taken in the team to rush to Nangong County together. He breathed a sigh of relief. As long as the brothers could be rescued, Pang Zi's worries would be much less. But what exactly did Li Yutang of the Defense Battalion plan, actually taking these brothers to rush to Nangong County together? Could it be that he still wanted to go to file a complaint? Pang Zi thought.

How to say with the mouth was one thing. If saying Pang Zi really determined to tear faces with the Imperial Court, that was also flattering Pang Zi. If speaking of Pang Zi's true purpose, it was just to establish his own independent small kingdom in Nangong County. Having a teacher as Magistrate was fine; others must listen to his "King Pang's" words. As for outside Nangong County, whether the Imperial Court decided or someone else decided, Pang Zi actually didn't care.

If one must say, Uncle Jing Tingbin back then also had such a style. But encountering external challenges, foreign religion began to preach, the Imperial Court levied additional "foreign donation," Uncle Jing had the backbone to raise troops to rebel, opposing these unreasonable things imposed on the common people. Pang Zi, who participated in Uncle Jing's uprising and watched the uprising fail with his own eyes, had worries in his heart. These straw bags of the Defense Battalion naturally were not in Pang Zi's eyes, but if the Beiyang Army was attracted...

At the end of last year, Pang Zi and Chen Ke went to watch the Beiyang Army's autumn maneuver together. Seeing the drill of that team of ten thousand people scale with his own eyes, no matter what he said with his mouth at that time, Pang Zi was very fearful in his heart. As long as he fought the Defense Battalion, sooner or later the Beiyang Army would be attracted. Pang Zi had to face this fact. Every time he thought of this, he felt very panicked.

If only letting the Defense Battalion extort a bit, business could still be done in the future.

If inviting his teacher to come forward, it wasn't that there was no room for maneuver.

If...

Various reasons and excuses hovered in Pang Zi's mind. Only a line difference from completely convincing Pang Zi. But this line was like a wall of copper and iron, unable to break through no matter what.

"Big Brother Pang, what to do?" Pang Tianshuo beside him asked. Seeing the Defense Army was about to reach the preset ambush site, Pang Zi delayed issuing orders. Since Pang Zi executed Li Kun, the brothers knew it was impossible to settle peacefully with the Defense Battalion. Everyone waited with tense faces. Some wiped their swords and guns; some ate the salted duck eggs they carried with them. But no one spoke anymore.

"What to do? Beat this group of bastards!" Pang Zi answered subconsciously.

As soon as these words came out, Pang Zi suddenly understood one thing. He wanted to fight this battle deep in his heart. Uncle Jing's hatred, Yihetuan brothers' hatred, the hatred of those fellow villagers he knew since childhood. Beiyang, foreigners, the Imperial Court owed too many blood debts. This was also the reason why Pang Zi couldn't lower his face to wag his tail and beg for pity to the Defense Battalion no matter what. This was also the reason why Pang Zi couldn't submit to this set of order formulated by the Imperial Court no matter what.

"Pass the word down; we prepare to fight. Remember, rescue the brothers first. Drive the Defense Battalion away. If possible not to kill people, then don't kill people." Pang Zi explained the main points.

Hearing the order, the brothers of the Escort Agency mounted their horses one after another and wrapped the masking cloth on their faces. Pang Zi raised the long knife that killed Li Kun and only shouted one sound, "Go!" Then he galloped onto the main road.

More than five hundred government troops came; the long team stretched out for several *li*. Pang Zi had communicated a lot with Chai Qingguo about cavalry combat skills before. He knew that if dividing into two teams to cut this long snake formation into several sections from the waist, and then cavalry slashed and killed vertically, no matter how many infantry there were, they could be defeated instantly. But Pang Zi was afraid the brothers would get addicted to killing. If Li Yutang and these people were really killed off, it would immediately be a shocking big event. Once the brothers' killing nature rose, how could they stop? They would definitely start a massacre. To avoid this happening, Pang Zi adopted the most inefficient method, attacking from the front. The horse team approached the enemy in an instant. After a round of firearms was fired, Pang Zi was just preparing to lead the team to rush up, but saw the enemy opposite first stunned in place, and then collapsed.

This was not a partial collapse, but the entire enemy army began to collapse comprehensively.
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Chapter 57 Canal Defense Battalion (4)

Lord Li Yutang was not born a person with all five vices. To become the commander of the Canal Defense Battalion, it was certainly impossible without some real ability. Lord Li had fought battles and suppressed bandits. But after the Gengzi year (1900), Lord Li collapsed completely. The strength of the Eight-Nation Alliance and the rise of Japan stimulated the minds of many Manchu Qing officials to strive for progress to some extent. But for Lord Li Yutang, he felt the whole world collapsed. After the Tongzhi Restoration, the Manchu Qing accumulated quite a bit of family property, but the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895 and the Boxer Rebellion made these family properties pale and ridiculous. Lord Li, who once felt the Manchu Qing had restored its glory, suddenly saw the Manchu Qing defeated again and again, losing even its underpants. This psychological change completely destroyed this person.

He originally drank occasionally and was not addicted to pleasure either. After Hebei restored order, Li Yutang plunged into a life of debauchery and had no other pursuit. The officer who was not a bad person and was considered capable disappeared completely from the world.

After Pang Zi's horse team killed their way over from the opposite side of the road, Lord Li at least didn't forget his military literacy of back then completely. What he thought of was actually the same as Pang Zi. The enemy would definitely send cavalry to cut off the infantry and then charge repeatedly. Such a result would definitely be the full-line collapse of the infantry. So Lord Li issued the order to the sedan chair bearers neatly, "Run back!"

A raging soldier raging one, a raging general raging a nest (if the general is useless, the soldiers are useless). Moreover, the officers and soldiers of the Canal Defense Battalion had no combat capability originally. Lord Li ordered to flee, and the bandits opposite fired a round of guns. The officers and soldiers at the very front turned and ran immediately. When Pang Zi's cavalry began to charge, the Canal Defense Battalion collapsed completely on the main road. Many officers and soldiers were somewhat reluctant when they first started to flee, but the rumbling sound made by more than two hundred cavalry galloping, the muskets in the hands of those masked bandits, and the snow-bright long knife waved like a wheel in the hands of the leading bandit chief ruthlessly deprived the courage of those officers and soldiers who still had a little fighting will.

Although Pang Zi looked down on the Canal Defense Battalion, the other party was government troops after all. Although his own brothers were reliable, they were not tested warriors. The collapse of the Defense Battalion was really beyond his expectation. But since the horse team had already started to charge, there was no way to stop. Chai Qingguo once warned Pang Zi: either don't charge, or continue to charge forward even if only one person is left. The horse team is not infantry; it is not so easy to reorganize the team. Moreover, with people shouting and horses neighing, orders cannot be transmitted effectively.

Seeing the Defense Battalion begin to flee, Pang Zi couldn't care so much either. He urged the horse to speed up.

As the saying goes, a defeat is like a landslide. If escaping was only forced at the beginning, but after running, seeing the enemy's horse team catching up behind, the psychological collapse was even faster. Soon, the scattered formation of the Canal Defense Battalion became like a flock of sheep.

Pang Zi liked to compare martial arts. When fighting under Uncle Jing Tingbin, with Chai Qingguo and this group of congenial brothers together, they compared notes a lot. When fighting on horseback and hacking people, especially chasing and killing like this, the most effective move is nothing more than hacking with a long knife. Hacking to the left, the target is the enemy's neck. When the horse rushes forward, withdraw the long knife with the momentum, and then hack to the right. Although he knew clearly in his heart that it was best not to inflict too many casualties on the Defense Battalion this time. But riding on a galloping steed, looking at the enemy running like wolves and rushing like pigs ahead, Pang Zi only felt his blood boiling. He could no longer control himself. The long knife probed to the left, slashing towards the neck of the Defense Battalion soldier on his front left.

Blood gushed out from the severed artery; the bloody smell sprayed straight into Pang Zi's nostrils. This was a smell he hadn't smelled for a long time. Pang Zi only felt the blood already surging in his body flow even more violently. That high fighting spirit didn't become more激昂 (激昂 - excited/aroused); on the contrary, Pang Zi became calm in an instant. All doubts and considerations for the future were thrown by him to the nine heavens. In Pang Zi's heart now, only one thought remained: eliminate all enemies visible in front of him.

Pang Zi's long knife swept right; the sharp blade cut directly into an enemy's throat. That enemy froze in place as if immobilized. After Pang Zi's long knife was pulled out, he only had time to cover the wound with his hand. Pang Zi couldn't see the performance of more enemies. Pang Tianshuo's horse rushing up closely behind Pang Zi knocked this Defense Battalion officer down directly from behind. Next, Pang Zi had already rushed into more enemies. Having killed two people, Pang Zi could no longer care so much. He roared, "Brothers, kill them all!"

Ignoring whether the brothers behind heard this roar, Pang Zi raised the long knife high and continued to hack towards the enemy. Perhaps hearing this roar of Pang Zi, perhaps someone seeing the killed companion, or perhaps just a natural reaction when caught up by the enemy, hysterical shouts of extreme fear came from the fleeing crowd of the Canal Defense Battalion.

Chen Tianhua listened to the report of the Peasant Association member with a solemn face. These honest and simple farmers hadn't really seen fighting, nor did they understand fighting. So these reports were full of various exclamations, various praises that completely missed the point. Fortunately, Chen Tianhua was considered knowledgeable. After asking about a few key points one by one, he could roughly piece together the overall situation.

Pang Zi and the others completely defeated the Canal Defense Battalion with one charge. The fleeing Canal Defense Battalion suffered heavy casualties. But Pang Zi only made one charge and held the team, without continuing to pursue. So at least half of the Defense Battalion officers and soldiers escaped with their lives. After cleaning up the battlefield, Pang Zi led the team towards Gaojia Village.

On the faces of Peasant Association members, more than half was excitement, and the remaining small half was faint fear. After Uncle Jing Tingbin rebelled back then, the Beiyang Army suppressed it bloodily in Xingtai. This was only a few years ago. Now Pang Zi did such a big thing; it would be incredible instead if the government troops didn't come to suppress it. Although the Peasant Association didn't participate in Pang Zi's Escort Agency, the relationship with Pang Zi was so deep. If saying they could completely get away with it, Peasant Association members wouldn't believe it themselves.

"Uncle Jing, please call the few officers over," Chen Tianhua said.

After the people went out, Chen Tianhua closed his eyes and sighed deeply. If it were before, hearing such a thing, Chen Tianhua would be excited first, and then go to join Pang Zi's team no matter what. But now, Chen Tianhua found that what he cared about first was not fighting with the Manchu Qing, but considering the livelihood of the Peasant Association common people. This change really made Chen Tianhua feel incredible. He had long changed from that "revolutionary" considering "big events" all day to the current "Director Chen of Peasant Association" paying attention to trivial matters all day.

Chen Tianhua couldn't distinguish whether this change was good or bad. The change of stance led to the change of concern points. When Chen Tianhua was no longer a person who just wanted the common people to contribute to the revolution, when Chen Tianhua believed that the purpose of the revolution was to let the people of the whole world live a good life. He no longer had that "frivolous" feeling. Thousands of households joining the Gaojia Village Peasant Association, tens of thousands of common people—Chen Tianhua had obligations and responsibilities to them. When the lives and properties of these ten thousand people were put in Chen Tianhua's heart, he only felt an indescribable heaviness.

Different from the hesitant and bitter heaviness when he didn't know how to promote revolution in China back then. The current heaviness was not the result. Who is the enemy, who is the comrade-in-arms, who is the friend—although Chen Tianhua couldn't say clearly, just this known intelligence made this youth known for his literary talent feel thousands of threads and loose ends.

What to do to maximize the protection of the interests of the Peasant Association common people? What to do to let the Peasant Association, which had effectively improved the livelihood of the common people, survive? These greatly exceeded Chen Tianhua's existing ability.

"If Wenqing were here, what would he do?" Chen Tianhua couldn't help thinking. Actually, when he first met Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua always felt this "revolutionary youth" trying hard to make friends with him had a heavy mind. Shrinking back in many things. In Chen Tianhua's view, since a man wants to revolutionize, he shouldn't be afraid. Afraid of this and that, how to revolutionize? To be honest, at that time, even if Chen Tianhua admired Chen Ke's talent, he still looked down on Chen Ke's practice a bit.

Now, when Chen Tianhua also undertook real revolutionary work, he could finally understand why Chen Ke was so cautious back then, even somewhat meaning advancing and retreating without measure. He knew that failing to see through these back then was precisely the clear proof that he was far inferior to Chen Ke.

"What exactly would Wenqing do?" Chen Tianhua couldn't help asking himself again murmuringly. In the few months with Chen Ke, because they never thought they would encounter such a situation, Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua hadn't mentioned the response to such things.

Chen Tianhua had superb memory. These memories discussed with Chen Ke revolved rapidly in his mind. When he was somewhat helpless, Chen Tianhua hoped to find usable information in these memories. Suddenly a thing popped out fiercely. Chen Ke was proficient in music and knew many very novel tunes. When the two were free from work, Chen Tianhua occasionally sang new songs. Once Chen Ke sang a song called *Azalea* (*Ying Shan Hong*). The tune was mournful and soft, completely different from the impassioned or tender and lingering tunes Chen Ke was used to. The tune was similar to the music in Jiangxi.

After singing, Chen Ke said a sentence very nostalgically, "The Party's army cannot let the common people suffer losses."

Thinking of this sentence, Chen Tianhua figured out the current key point instantly. No matter what situation encountered, absolutely cannot let the common people suffer losses. Whether the opponent is the Beiyang Army or Pang Zi. What Chen Tianhua himself wanted to guard was the interests of the common people, and only to guard the interests of the common people.

Having figured this out, Chen Tianhua stood up immediately. Seeing Jing Side and others entering the door, Chen Tianhua said: "Everyone hurry up and tally the money and account books of our Peasant Association. I plan to distribute the things to everyone."
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Chapter 58 Disbandment (1)

When Pang Zi's mighty horse team entered Gaojia Village, no one even needed to notify Chen Tianhua. That hubbub and shouting could be heard clearly in the breeding farm outside the village. Chen Tianhua was directing the cadres of the Peasant Association to inventory accounts, count livestock on hand, and verify the roster of Peasant Association members. Hearing the noise coming from afar, he stood up, "Everyone hurry up; absolutely don't delay the time. By the way, Side, you take people to kill pigs and render fat now; absolutely don't delay this matter."

The faces of the Peasant Association cadres were solemn one by one. Jing Side stood up, "I'll go now."

After assigning tasks, Chen Tianhua left the breeding farm and went into Gaojia Village.

After Chen Tianhua walked far away, the members of the Peasant Association put down the work in their hands one after another, "Do we really have to go out and hide this time?" someone asked.

"In the Xinchou Year (1901), after Commander-in-Chief Jing Tingbin was defeated, the Beiyang Army raged here for a long time. This time that kid Pang Zi caused trouble; I'm afraid the Beiyang Army will come again. If we don't leave quickly now, are we waiting to be like last time?"

"Yes. Once the disaster of war passes, life won't be easy. Once arrested, we have to pay money to redeem people. Where do we have money?"

"Where should we go? If this Beiyang comes again this time, where will they come from?"

For a time, everyone discussed animatedly. Suddenly someone said timidly: "How about we go home now to arrange things at home first?"

Hearing this sentence, the originally lively room suddenly became silent. Every Peasant Association cadre in the room looked at others. The more intelligence they knew, the more they could touch the true face of the matter. These cadres of the Peasant Association already knew the danger they were about to face. At such a moment, the most instinctive thought was nothing more than hurrying to take their families to flee for their lives. Such a choice was not wrong.

Everyone suddenly felt a kind of reflection: why stay here to deal with other people's affairs? Knowing their own family affairs, if they wanted to persuade their families to flee quickly, it was not easy. After participating in the Peasant Association, everyone's life was much better. Pang Zi's caravan brought a lot of family properties, cloth, and farm tools. Plus the food in this breeding farm was good, and a lot of grain was saved. Once the soldiers came to burn, kill, and loot, the family properties would inevitably be destroyed. Although the cadres of the Peasant Association might not be able to think of these so methodically, they knew. Preparing a quarter of an hour earlier could reduce a bit of loss.

Someone couldn't hold back and stood up already. Red-faced and tongue-tied, they wanted to find some excuses for themselves to leave. But found that no matter what they said, it was inappropriate. Since being elected by everyone as this cadre, now considering for their own family first couldn't be justified emotionally or reasonably. Even if doing so conformed to human nature, it didn't conform to principles.

Some cadres who stood up sat down awkwardly, but there were also cadres who had made up their minds. They sighed and walked out with iron-green faces. Just then, Jing Side, who went out just now, happened to come back. Seeing someone walking out, he felt very strange, "Where are you going?"

The Peasant Association cadres who had made up their minds simply ignored him and continued to walk out with their heads lowered. Jing Side understood the reason in a blink of an eye. He grabbed these two people and shouted loudly: "Not allowed to leave." Regardless of how these two people struggled, Jing Side dragged these two people back into the room forcibly. As soon as he returned to the room, Jing Side shouted angrily: "Pang Fifth (*Pang Lao Wu*), Pang Dog (*Pang Gou*), where are you two going?"

"Uncle, we go home to have a look first. We'll come back immediately after looking." Pang Wu hurriedly explained.

"Go home to have a look? Can you come back after returning home? Who are you fooling?" Jing Side shouted angrily.

"Uncle, I beg you. I have to go home; I really have to go home. If I don't go back, it will really be too late." Since Pang Wu made up his mind, his mind was no longer on work.

"Can people die if you go back half a day late? You! You are really fucking useless." Jing Side came back originally to call two people to help kill pigs. He never expected that after encountering things, someone among the Peasant Association cadres actually wanted to run away first. This was the critical moment when manpower was needed. The Peasant Association cadres were busy themselves; if someone ran away again, such a big stall of the Peasant Association couldn't be cleaned up at all. But Jing Side knew that dragging people like this was not a solution either. Other cadres of the Peasant Association were watching; reasoning was useless at all.

Thinking of this, Jing Side kicked each of the two Peasant Association cadres, "Useless things, get out! You get out for me now!"

Pang Wu and Pang Chengqian, nicknamed Dog (*Gou Zi*), dared not talk back after being kicked. They fled out of the Peasant Association courtyard with their heads lowered as if granted a great pardon.

"Who else wants to leave? Say it now. If you want to get out, get out now. Don't let your mind wander when you work. This is the Peasant Association's money; if calculated wrong, it's everyone's money lost." Jing Side roared.

Everyone looked at each other, then stood up one after another, lowered their heads and left the room. Only three of the dozen Peasant Association cadres remained. They were Pang Cheng, and the Jing Xiuzheng and Jing Xiuchun brothers. These three people were always considered chivalrous. Their families had few members and few belongings. Their lives only got better after joining the Peasant Association. So they always worked very seriously. In the study class run by Chen Tianhua, these three were the most active, learned math very well, and now undertook the work of accounting.

Although knowing he shouldn't get angry at them, Jing Side really held a burst of evil fire in his heart. He asked ferociously: "Can you work well?"

None of the three got angry. Jing Xiuchun smiled and said: "Uncle, rest assured. We won't leave. We stay here to work well."

Hearing this, Jing Side said angrily: "You follow me to kill pigs. Not enough hands." After speaking, Jing Side got up and left the room. Jing Xiuchun didn't say anything else either; he got up and followed Jing Side.

News spread fast. Members of the Peasant Association had already learned the news. Peasant Association members originally working in the breeding farm left their posts one after another and went home. Seeing Jing Side bringing Jing Xiuchun over, they lowered their heads in shame one by one. But the pace of hurrying home didn't pause at all. When Jing Side arrived at the pigsty, only a very few people remained.

He saw an old man sharpening a pig-killing knife unhurriedly, picking up the pig-killing knife from time to time to look closely in front of his eyes, and then touching the blade with his finger to test the sharpness.

"Uncle, I asked you to lead the pig killing just now; why did you start sharpening the knife?" Jing Side asked respectfully.

The old man's name was Jing Tingwen; his generation rank was one generation higher than Jing Side. Hearing his nephew ask this, the old man laughed: "Sharpening the knife doesn't delay cutting firewood (*Mo Dao Bu Wu Kan Chai Gong*). These people all ran away; if the knife is not sharpened, we few will kill pigs too slowly."

Hearing such calm words, Jing Side couldn't help laughing out loud, "Haha! Uncle, you are right. We'll go tie the pigs first; you continue to sharpen the knife." After speaking, Jing Side shouted to the few Peasant Association members still sticking to their posts: "Let's start tying pigs."

Chen Tianhua didn't know these things happened in the Peasant Association just after he left. He rushed out of the breeding farm gate. Not far away, he saw Gaojia Village had become a sea of joy. The horse team had entered the village; people on horses were elated one by one. In these days, Chen Tianhua's patience improved more than a little bit. He didn't rush over but stood in place observing the horse team members carefully. He saw they basically carried two long guns per person, and at least one was a new-style rifle. It should be the trophy captured after defeating the Canal Defense Battalion.

Judging from the quantity of these guns, the capture this time was extremely abundant. These subordinates of Pang Zi were all full of excitement. Obviously, they had already cheered. Some people's faces were even full of fatigue. But as long as cheers came from somewhere, others would follow to continue cheering, even if there was no enthusiasm in this cheer anymore.

Chen Tianhua couldn't help sighing. Although he didn't know how Chen Ke's situation was now. But when following Chen Ke, those comrades were quite serious. Only after completing a job seriously would everyone have a truly happy appearance. Compared with these people pursuing excitement almost hysterically, Chen Tianhua really couldn't treat these subordinates of Pang Zi as his own comrades.

After observing, Chen Tianhua walked quickly into the village. A large number of people crowded at the entrance of the restaurant in the village. People inside and outside were shouting: "Bring wine out!" "Wine! Wine! I want to drink wine!"

Without stopping to watch, Chen Tianhua continued to go to Pang Zi's residence. Many of the Escort Agency crowd had seen Chen Tianhua and knew this Mr. Chen was the person responsible for providing them with meat and eggs, a confidant of Big Brother Pang Zi. No one stopped Chen Tianhua. Chen Tianhua entered the courtyard straight away. Inside the courtyard were some leaders of the Escort Agency; compared to the people outside, they appeared much calmer. Many people had excitement on their faces, but there were also a few people with quite solemn expressions.

Chen Tianhua didn't care so much either; he went straight into the main room. Out of expectation, there was no imagined grand feast celebration in the room, nor a group of people boasting about their merits together. He saw Pang Zi and Pang Tianshuo whispering something together. Seeing Chen Tianhua come in, Pang Zi continued to say a few words to Pang Tianshuo. Pang Tianshuo stood up and left hurriedly. He even closed the door when leaving. Quite a cautious appearance.

"Mr. Chen, sit." There was no smile on Pang Zi's face. He didn't exchange pleasantries either, saying directly.

After sitting down, Chen Tianhua said straight to the point: "Brother Pang, after doing such a big thing, what do you plan to do next?"

Pang Zi pursed his lips and glanced meaningfully to the left, then turned his head, "Mr. Chen, at most I'll run if I can't beat them. Instead, on your side, what do you plan to do about the Peasant Association?"

"I also plan to organize everyone to run. I came this time actually wanting to ask Brother Pang to promise me a few things. Don't know if Brother Pang can listen."

"I also have things I want to talk to Mr. Chen about. Let me speak first." Pang Zi said with a dark face, "The Peasant Association earned a lot of money. We need money for this run. Mr. Chen, I want half of this money."

Hearing this, Chen Tianhua said decisively without thinking: "No, this money cannot be divided. The Beiyang Army will definitely arrest people in the future; this money will be used to ransom people."

Pang Zi never expected Chen Tianhua to reject him with such a reason. His eyebrows raised immediately.

Chen Tianhua raised a hand, stopping Pang Zi from speaking. "Brother Pang, I know you are unhappy. I came this time just to tell you one thing. If you want to appear in this Nangong County again. You cannot lose the hearts of the common people here."

"Haha, people's hearts." Pang Zi sneered, "Mr. Chen, you scholars just like to talk about this. People's hearts? When Uncle Jing raised the flag to rebel back then, I knew what people's hearts looked like. When you have ability, there are people's hearts. When you have nothing, there is a fart of people's hearts." After speaking, Pang Zi couldn't help sneering again.

Chen Tianhua stared at Pang Zi tightly, "Brother Pang, then let me ask you, why Uncle Jing failed back then, but you can still mix in this Nangong County now. Why didn't the common people tie you up to see the officials? There is a wanted order on your head. Why do so many people still recognize Uncle Jing's face?"

"That is, that is..." Pang Zi was speechless by this question. He opened his mouth several times, and finally argued strongly: "That is because Uncle Jing was popular!"

"That is because the things Uncle Jing did, attacking churches, resisting foreign donations, raising flags to rebel, were all for the common people. Even if Uncle Jing failed, the common people didn't blame Uncle Jing." Chen Tianhua said very seriously, "Brother Pang, whether you should fight the Canal Defense Battalion or not, I won't say anything. You definitely have your own reasons. But, since you fought now, then you cannot let the common people suffer losses because of you. If you let the common people suffer losses because of yourself, when the common people think of you, Pang Zi, won't there be resentment in their hearts? Do you think you can still return to Nangong County in the future?"

Hearing this, Pang Zi's face was no longer iron-green, but pale. Chen Tianhua's explanation of Jing Tingbin's uprising solved a mystery that had not been solved in Pang Zi's heart for a long time. Why did Uncle Jing do so many big things but no one dared to say a 'no' to Uncle Jing? Why did Uncle Jing offend so many people in his life, but no common people had complaints about Uncle Jing? Even if the rebellion failed, the common people still praised Uncle Jing so much when mentioning him. Even when Uncle Jing was captured and executed by lingering death (*Ling Chi*). Local officials actually still recognized Uncle Jing's face.

Because Uncle Jing never did anything for his own interests in his life. Uncle Jing was a Military graduate (*Wu Ju Ren*), a big family in Xingtai; if he just wanted to make his life better, he didn't need to stand out to this extent at all. Uncle Jing just couldn't stand those people who acted recklessly in his life. He just wanted everyone to live a good life, so Uncle Jing would uphold justice everywhere, fight against injustice, and even raise flags to rebel.

And Pang Zi himself was not like this. Although he was also learning from Uncle Jing, Pang Zi knew very well himself that everything he did was for himself.

Chen Tianhua ignored how much insight Pang Zi gained at this time; he said directly: "Brother Pang, I want you to do three things. First, cannot force common people to follow you to fight. Second, you have to help common people flee. Third, you have to leave people for me to guard the Peasant Association's money." After saying these, Chen Tianhua thought for a while, then continued: "You also have to give me 100 rifles to hide."
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Chapter 59 Disbandment (2)

After fighting the Canal Defense Battalion, Pang Zi completely fell into an extremely nervous mental state. What would happen to him and the brothers following him in the future? This question weighed heavily on his heart. Before the attack on the Canal Defense Battalion, Pang Zi had made up his mind to kill fewer people. But in the actual battle, he completely lost control of his emotions. Once the horse team charged, he couldn't help but strike heavily.

Pang Zi hadn't read any military books, nor had he discussed specific military issues with Chen Ke, so Chen Ke knew that the greatest casualties were caused when chasing the defeated enemy. He and his subordinates almost instinctively began slaughtering seeing the enemy fleeing desperately with their backs to them. When one charge was completed, hundreds of enemies, dead or wounded, lay on the ground. The miserable state of the dead, the low groans of the seriously wounded, the wailing and screaming of the lightly wounded were really a strong stimulation for Pang Zi. And at this time, Pang Zi already knew he had caused a big disaster. After simply cleaning up the battlefield, Pang Zi rushed back to Gaojia Village with his brothers, daring not return to the county town. He already knew he must run to other places quickly; the government would absolutely not let it go.

Pang Zi never expected that after learning this news, Chen Tianhua actually made so many requests to him in the name of the common people, and asked for so much at once. Not only arranging the retreat of the common people but also helping to guard the money of the Peasant Association. Besides this, Chen Tianhua actually dared to ask Pang Zi for 100 guns. Who did Chen Tianhua think these common people were? Were they his grandfathers?

Arranging the retreat of the common people? Who would arrange the retreat of Pang Zi and his brothers?

Pang Zi said grumpily: "Mr. Chen, you don't even need to think about these things. If you want to do it, do it yourself. I don't have time to accompany you to mess with these things. You said ransoming people needs money, fine, I can ask for less, twenty-eight split (*er ba fen zhang*), you want eight, I want two."

At this time, Chen Tianhua also asked bluntly tit for tat: "I say giving you twenty percent, do you believe it? Have you checked? Now you are preparing to run away. I also have to arrange for the common people to retreat; we are all short of hands. I can't give you money."

Hearing this, Pang Zi couldn't help showing a face of impatience. Whether Chen Ke or Chen Tianhua, as long as it involved the common people, they were so tireless. Pang Zi didn't understand this very much. What's the use of pleasing the common people? In this Nangong County, in Gaojia Village, the most powerful and capable fighter was not the common people, but him, Pang Zi. Without Pang Zi supporting here, Chen Tianhua's Peasant Association would probably have been crushed by landlords and other forces long ago. Now that Pang Zi encountered danger, Chen Tianhua didn't say helping Pang Zi think of a way, but his mind was full of the life and death of the common people. Pang Zi completely couldn't figure out what exactly Chen Tianhua was thinking.

However, at this time, Pang Zi completely had no intention of falling out with Chen Tianhua either. Facing the Beiyang Army whose arrival time was unknown, Pang Zi had to protect himself first. So Pang Zi could treat Chen Tianhua relatively calmly instead. He said patiently: "Mr. Chen, you are tearing down my platform. How many things has our Escort Agency done for the Peasant Association? Now we need to use money, and you don't give a penny; don't you think it's too excessive?"

Chen Tianhua had tried to persuade Pang Zi to consider problems from the perspective of the common people since just now. After talking for a while, he already understood that this was basically impossible. It was really "birds flying separately when disaster strikes." The Escort Agency cooperated with the Peasant Association so-so. But in the face of a major crisis, the cooperative relationship collapsed in an instant. For the people or for oneself. Different stances instantly became tit for tat.

"No wonder Wenqing looked down on Pang Zi and the others back then." Chen Tianhua couldn't help thinking. Wenqing knew long ago these people were unreliable. But on second thought, Chen Tianhua couldn't help smiling bitterly; in Pang Zi's eyes, Chen Ke and himself were also unreliable. Everyone's stance was different, and the reaction to the same thing was naturally very different. Since the situation had reached such a stage, it seemed unrealistic to make other requests to Pang Zi. Chen Tianhua sighed, "Brother Pang, it's useless for us to argue like this. How about this, I give you 300 taels of silver. You give me 50 guns. Our Peasant Association is killing pigs; take as much as you want. Eggs, duck eggs, take casually. As for chickens and ducks, take as much as you eat every day. Is this okay?"

Pang Zi knew he simply didn't have the ability to force the Peasant Association to take out more things. Hearing Chen Tianhua's suggestion, he pondered for a moment and responded: "Mr. Chen, I have absolutely no intention of harming the fellow villagers. If you arrange for everyone to run away, I won't stop you. I am already busy like this here; don't let people cause trouble for me, okay? As for guns, I don't have good guns here. There are some muskets and single-shot guns to spare. I'll give you 50. But 300 taels of silver is definitely not enough; you have to give me 500 taels."

Seeing Chen Tianhua pondering silently, Pang Zi continued: "Let's not bargain either. Just settle on this."

"Fine." Chen Tianhua responded. He knew this was the limit Pang Zi could do. If continuing to entangle, everyone wouldn't have other sayings either.

Standing up and preparing to bid farewell, Chen Tianhua suddenly remembered another thing. He said seriously, "Brother Pang, I have one more thing to say to you. I think you'd better gather the common people of Gaojia Village and explain the matter clearly. The Beiyang Army is coming. You let everyone go out to avoid it. As long as you sincerely consider for everyone, everyone will definitely know. Even if something happens in the future, at least everyone will blame you less."

Blame me less? Although knowing Chen Tianhua's words were correct, Pang Zi, who had endured for a long time, finally couldn't bear it anymore. He pointed at the door and shouted angrily: "Fuck you! Blame my ass. You fucking get out!" The understanding mood reached with difficulty finally couldn't be maintained.

Chen Tianhua knew it was useless for him to say anything more. He sighed and walked out of the room.

Pang Zi's face turned blue with anger, his chest heaving continuously. From childhood to adulthood, except with Uncle Jing, Pang Zi had never suffered such great anger. Blame? Who blames whom! Pang Zi thought in his heart, these people of the Peasant Association gained so many benefits relying on his Escort Agency. When Pang Zi suffered disaster, they didn't say helping with effort, but dared to blame Pang Zi? Pang Zi thought furiously. Looking at Chen Tianhua's back, Pang Zi gritted his teeth tightly, wishing he could pull out a gun and shoot Chen Tianhua from behind.

It's just that Pang Zi's anger was only such a weak performance. He actually knew clearly that under his superficial anger was endless guilt. Actually, Chen Tianhua was not wrong. This matter became so big; who knew how the common people complained about Pang Zi in their hearts. Perhaps Pang Zi explaining the matter to the common people personally was the best choice. But Pang Zi's self-esteem absolutely didn't allow himself to do such a "face-losing" thing. Mixing in the *Jianghu*, face is the most important thing. Once bowing the head and losing face, he could absolutely not straighten his back in the future. Let alone bowing his head to the common people. That meant Pang Zi could never hold his head high in Gaojia Village again. Pang Zi would absolutely not bow his head to the common people.

In Gaojia Village, the brothers of the Escort Agency had changed from excitement to carnival. Brothers who got tables set a table full of wine, meat, and dishes, drinking and reveling freely. Brothers who didn't get a place were unwilling to lag behind either. They simply sat on the ground, putting guns within reach, placing wine and dishes in front, guessing fingers and drinking orders, drinking in big gulps. That was really a hubbub of voices, extremely lively.

But in Chen Tianhua's view, such a carnival scene didn't have a feeling of vigorous upwardness. Instead, it had a taste of despair. That was madness stimulated under the emotion of having today but no tomorrow. Villagers closed their doors tightly in every household. Inside Gaojia Village presented two completely different feelings: the shouting and roaring of Escort Agency brothers all over the village, and the quiet villager families. Presenting an indescribable uneasiness.

Chen Tianhua passed through the strange village and rushed back to the Peasant Association. He found that in the Peasant Association room where there were a dozen people not long ago, only two cadres remained. Pang Cheng and Jing Xiuzheng had thick account books piled on the table in front of them. The two were calculating by flicking abacus beads unskillfully. Seeing Chen Tianhua return, the two stood up hurriedly, "Mr. Chen, you're back."

"Where are the others?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Uncle Jing and Xiuchun went to kill pigs. Others..., went back to their own homes first." Pang Cheng said somewhat embarrassedly. This young man never spoke ill of people behind their backs. For those Peasant Association cadres who slipped back to their own homes early, Pang Cheng really didn't know how to narrate their whereabouts.

Chen Tianhua smiled bitterly. Although he didn't expect only these few Peasant Association cadres remained, although he knew someone would definitely flee before the battle. But leaving so thoroughly really exceeded Chen Tianhua's expectations. Among these cadres fleeing before the battle, there were people who used to be very active when things went smoothly. To strengthen the Peasant Association, they also gave advice and worked hard. At the critical moment, these people still chose their own families first. Although knowing whether these people worked hard in the Peasant Association or ran away when encountering problems, their purpose was actually to live better. But Chen Tianhua still felt empty in his heart.

Barely organizing his mood, Chen Tianhua said to the two Peasant Association cadres who still stuck to their posts: "Let's go help kill pigs too. Uncle Jing probably lacks hands over there."

Pang Cheng and Jing Xiuzheng didn't refuse either. The two responded, put down the account books in their hands, the three closed the door and went to the breeding farm together.

The breeding farm where more than a hundred people used to work together was now deserted. Except for the occasional howling of pigs before death from the pigsty, the earthworm fields and chicken and duck free-range areas where many people should be working were empty. There were ten people at the pigsty. Plus Chen Tianhua, Pang Cheng, and Jing Xiuzheng, only thirteen Peasant Association members could persist until now.

"Mr. Chen is back?" Jing Side greeted somewhat embarrassedly seeing Chen Tianhua and the others.

"We came to work!" Chen Tianhua laughed. Although trying to look cheerful, everyone had embarrassment on their faces. More than ninety percent of the people ran away. None of the remaining Peasant Association members didn't feel a sense of loss.

The only one who could maintain normality from beginning to end was only Jing Tingwen, who was the oldest and had the highest seniority here. His voice was still loud, "Young man, here. Just right, I still wanted to ask you, how many pigs to kill exactly?"

Since the old man asked so, Chen Tianhua didn't want to continue immersing in his dissatisfaction either. He laughed: "Uncle Jing, I think let's not kill the piglets. Distribute them to our Peasant Association members. Keep the sows too. Just kill the boars that grew about right. Just keep a dozen pigs that are inconvenient to take away."

"Distributing pigs I think is not bad; what do you keep some pigs for?" Old man Jing Tingwen asked.

Chen Tianhua answered: "If the Beiyang official army comes to suppress, this breeding farm definitely can't be kept. If we don't leave some pigs for them to rob, they will only harm the common people then. Not only pigs, divide a part of chickens and ducks too. Also leave a part for the Beiyang Army."

Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, other Peasant Association members changed their faces. Jing Side said loudly: "Leave for the Beiyang Army? Don't leave a single hair for them. Even if the meat rots in the ground, don't leave it for them."

"Bullshit!" Jing Tingwen interrupted his cousin's speech immediately, "Side, you are so old too. Why aren't you sensible? Mr. Chen is right. If the Beiyang Army comes and grabs nothing, do you think they can let it go? Them killing pigs and chickens here is better than letting them harm the fellow villagers. Having eaten and drunk enough, they will always be a bit better to the fellow villagers."

After scolding his cousin, Jing Tingwen asked Chen Tianhua, "Then who does Mr. Chen plan to leave here to watch the house?"

"Watch the house?" Chen Tianhua asked strangely, "We close the pigsty and chicken and ducks well, and leave no one."

"Mr. Chen, your words make no sense. Those little bastards in the village are greedy. If you don't leave people, before the Beiyang Army comes, they will take these livestock away themselves."

"Uncle Jing, I plan to arrange for everyone to go out and avoid it first. As soon as the Beiyang Army comes, everyone will inevitably suffer. Going out to avoid is always better than staying here."

Hearing this, Jing Tingwen sized up Chen Tianhua up and down, then nodded and said: "Mr. Chen is really a good person. Is a good person. Where do you plan to go to avoid this time, Mr. Chen?"

Hearing this question, the eyes of all Peasant Association members fell on Chen Tianhua. What Jing Tingwen asked was what everyone cared about in their hearts. The Peasant Association was built by Chen Tianhua single-handedly; he was the backbone of the Peasant Association. Chen Tianhua's whereabouts determined whether the Peasant Association could continue to exist.

Jing Side couldn't help saying: "Mr. Chen, you go with me. I have relatives in Xingtai Prefecture city. Let's go there to avoid for a period of time. When the wind is calm, we come back to continue running the Peasant Association."

"This..." Hearing this suggestion, Chen Tianhua was somewhat speechless. He actually wanted to stay in Nangong County with the Peasant Association members very much, but Chen Tianhua knew, and Pang Zi's Escort Agency was destined not to beat the Beiyang Army. After seeing the Hejian autumn maneuver with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua knew that as long as Pang Zi stayed in Xingtai, destruction was only a matter of time. If Pang Zi took his brothers and ran, it would take at least a year or a half to come back. Without military support, the Peasant Association would encounter big problems.

Even if the Peasant Association could develop, Chen Tianhua knew very clearly that his ability was just this much. Wanting to have a bigger breakthrough in the future than now, he could only rely on Chen Ke's ability. But looking at the expectant eyes of the Peasant Association members, Chen Tianhua couldn't say such words no matter what. But explaining this kind of thing earlier is better than later. Chen Tianhua forced himself to make up his mind, then said: "I plan to go back to the south first."

Hearing this, the expressions on everyone's faces immediately became disappointed.

"Gentlemen, it's not that I won't come back. My ability is limited; being here alone can only help everyone do this little thing. I have many comrades in the south. Within half a year, I will definitely bring comrades back. At that time, I will absolutely not let everyone suffer such hardships as now."

"Back in half a year?" Jing Side's tone was full of disbelief.

"Half a year, I will definitely come back. And I won't come back alone." Because he wanted everyone to know he wasn't telling lies, there was an urgency in Chen Tianhua's voice.

Although Peasant Association members didn't disbelieve Chen Tianhua, the disappointed look was overflowing in words and expressions.

"Mr. Chen, I have always had a question to ask you, young man." Old man Jing Tingwen asked.

"You say."

"Mr. Chen, you, such an outsider, ran to our Nangong County and treated us so well. If saying you want to be an official, being with that brat Pang Zi, it is definitely not for being an official. If you want to make a fortune, with your ability, where can't you make a fortune? If saying you want to rebel, I see your practice doesn't mean rebellion either. I don't care if you, young man, want to leave or stay. Whether you bring those partners of yours back, I don't care either. I just want to ask, doing so many things, what exactly do you want?"

Since Chen Tianhua arrived in Nangong County for so long, this was the first time someone asked the purpose of Chen Tianhua's actions so profoundly. When someone asked before, it was always with a questioning tone. There wasn't a single one asking uprightly like Jing Tingwen.

Moreover, Chen Tianhua didn't dare to speak his heart fully before, because he had talked about some "revolutionary principles," but never got resonance from the common people. Foreigners, Imperial Court, foreign countries, China, revolution, republic, constitutionalism. What did these things have to do with the common people? No one cared.

Now that the Peasant Association was about to disband temporarily, an old man asked Chen Tianhua the purpose of his actions uprightly. Chen Tianhua suddenly had an inexplicable emotion and an irresistible impulse. He said loudly: "I just want the common people of our China to live a good life. Have meat to eat, clothes to wear, surplus money, and children can go to school. After going to school, everyone can farm if they want to farm, and work in factories if they want to work in factories. No one can bully others. Everyone just lives a good life like this."

Hearing Chen Tianhua's words, other Peasant Association members stared at Chen Tianhua dumbfounded. Such a statement was really greatly beyond their expectations.
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It had been three days since fighting the Canal Defense Battalion. In just a short three days, Pang Zi had almost formed a habit of waiting for a while at the intersection west of the village every day at sunset. Pang Tianshuo and several other brothers were sent out by Pang Zi to contact several bandit gangs in the Taihang Mountains, hoping to find a temporary place to settle down in the west. In these few days, Pang Zi also studied the geographical environment of Nangong County. To the east was Tianjin, the old nest of the Beiyang Army; leaning over there was sending oneself to death.

Going south was the Shandong Canal area. There were extremely many forces on this line. These forces were not kind people; no one could accept a large group of forces with horses and guns suddenly appearing on their territory. If Pang Zi took his brothers there, they could start fighting without even going too far. Moreover, one reason why Pang Zi absolutely couldn't go east was that the Fifth Division of the Beiyang Army was located in Jinan Prefecture. Pang Zi avoided the Beiyang Army like the plague, let alone taking the initiative to lean towards the organized Beiyang Army.

Going north wouldn't work either; the north was the scope of the Capital. Taking the initiative to lean over was even more seeking a dead end.

Only going west to the Taihang Mountain area was where the Imperial Court's power was weak. If the brothers really hid in the mountains, the official troops might not really be able to find them. But hiding in the mountains had a big problem: grain and supplies could not be effectively replenished. It was almost winter soon. If Pang Zi rashly took his brothers to run into the mountains, it would only be waiting for the end of freezing and starving to death.

Pang Zi's plan was simple to say: find a bandit gang to settle down in the Taihang Mountains. Pang Zi would take a large amount of supplies and go west, buying some grain on the way, so that they could hide in the Taihang Mountains for a winter. Although Pang Zi fought the Canal Defense Battalion, the official army couldn't stay in Xingtai for a few months no matter what. Unable to find Pang Zi's whereabouts, they would withdraw sooner or later. After spring starts, Pang Zi would talk about returning to Nangong County. Although the Escort Agency definitely couldn't be done, it was a winter anyway. Pang Zi could completely make many preparations. In winter, contacting Big Brother Wu Xingchen in Shandong and starting a career with those brothers in Shandong was also possible.

But until now, all this was just imagination in Pang Zi's heart. From Nangong County to the Taihang Mountains, a round trip would take at least seven or eight days. Pang Zi felt it would take the Beiyang Army ten days to half a month to arrive at Gaojia Village. He prepared to train the brothers well in these five or six days. After all, future days wouldn't be as relaxed as escorting goods.

Pang Zi took the horse team to drill outside the village every day. Charge, return, return, charge. Brothers not only had to train formation but also had to train firing guns. Pang Zi felt distressed about ammunition. The more than two hundred people as the backbone under him now had three hundred guns, but only pitifully few more than three thousand rounds of ammunition, mostly captured from the Canal Defense Battalion. Shooting practice could only be carried out with old-style muskets. In these years, for all armed forces, getting a few muskets was certainly not easy, but what was harder was guaranteeing ammunition supply. Even for old-style muskets, ammunition was not so easily replenished. After two or three days of training, many guns had run out of ammunition.

The common people of Gaojia Village began to evacuate to other places under the persuasion of the thirteen members of the Peasant Association. Pang Zi saw with his own eyes Old Man Jing Tingwen standing in the yard of a peasant family who refused to leave, saying in the loud volume unique to old people: "You say you don't leave; what are you afraid of? What are you after? Those things you want to protect now, the official soldiers won't leave you anything once they come. If you are taken away by the government, redeeming you back will cost fifty taels of silver no matter what. Are you paying this big money for that little money?"

The old man spoke reasonably. Moreover, five years ago, official soldiers raged in Gaojia Village; everyone still remembered the situation at that time clearly. Although they didn't want to lose a penny of the things at home, when the common people weighed the gains and losses, they still felt leaving was best.

Two Peasant Association members had relatives in the Prefecture City. They volunteered to take the common people to the Prefecture City. But not many people followed them. The journey to the Prefecture City was long. Taking the whole family, and taking so many household items, how could they run that far?

Most people went to avoid it at relatives nearby in ten *li* and eight villages; some also went to Shandong. In short, the work of the Peasant Association was considered fruitful. Three days passed; except for a few families of villagers who refused to leave no matter what, as long as they were willing to leave, Peasant Association members definitely got them away.

Pang Zi waited at the intersection west of the village until it was getting dark before he was about to return to the village. But he saw Chen Tianhua pushing a wheelbarrow coming out with a large group of people. Having been in Hebei for almost a year, Chen Tianhua's skill in pushing a wheelbarrow was still not very good, just no longer twisting and turning. Looking closely, he saw this group of people were the families of Peasant Association members.

Unknown why, Pang Zi felt a somewhat desolate flavor in his heart. There were fewer and fewer people in Gaojia Village. The once lively village was now almost silent at midnight, making people feel an unspeakable discomfort. Since the quarrel last time, Pang Zi had deliberately avoided Chen Tianhua somewhat, but at this time he didn't want to continue sulking. Pang Zi stepped forward and said: "Mr. Chen, you are almost finished leaving?"

Chen Tianhua said calmly: "Five or six households of common people are left. I see their meaning is that if our Peasant Association people don't leave, they won't leave either. That's just right; we leave first. Tomorrow, we go to persuade again. Seeing Peasant Association people all gone, if they still refuse to leave, I have no way either."

After speaking, Chen Tianhua suddenly said to Pang Zi: "Brother Pang, thank you for keeping the agreement these days. Completely not coercing the common people. I thank you on behalf of everyone."

For Chen Tianhua's "understanding," Pang Zi could only smile bitterly.

Just preparing to say something, suddenly a brother rushed over hurriedly. Pang Zi knew something happened. He asked Chen Tianhua: "Mr. Chen is not coming back?"

Seeing Pang Zi lost the anger of previous days, Chen Tianhua also smiled and said: "I'm not leaving now. Nothing else tonight; I'm sending everyone off. Probably can come back at midnight."

"Then where does Mr. Chen live now? Still in the Peasant Association?"

"Yes, there are still some things to handle there. Uncle Jing and I are both there."

"Good, if I have time, I'll go find Mr. Chen to talk." Pang Zi finished speaking and left with his brother. Chen Tianhua continued to push the wheelbarrow and walked out of the village with Peasant Association members.

"Big Brother, someone ran away again!" The comer was Gao Songling; he said anxiously, "Doing this is not a solution either. Brothers know to leave, but we stay here doing nothing; everyone is impetuous."

Looking at Gao Songling's anxious appearance, Pang Zi thought in his heart, *you* are impetuous, right? But this was not the time to say this. Pang Zi and Gao Songling arrived near the jujube forest behind the village together. A dozen people were surrounding three brothers. Faintly heard brothers arguing, "When did Big Brother Pang cheat us! Old Three, running away like this, are you worthy of Big Brother?"

"The Beiyang Army is attacking immediately. If not running now, when to run?"

"Eating meat and drinking wine every day, are you confused from eating? Why fear the Beiyang Army coming? We have guns and horses; why fear them?"

"Can having guns and horses win against them? If we could win, what would Big Brother Pang prepare to run for? Just fighting a battle with the Beiyang Army here directly, wouldn't it be fine?"

"Beiyang Army has about the same number as us; we can win."

"Beiyang Army has tens of thousands; can we withstand it if they all come up?"

Listening to the fierce quarrel of the brothers, Pang Zi's face couldn't help twitching.

Pang Zi hadn't thought about letting villagers stay with him, but the events of the Gengzi year gave Pang Zi a profound lesson. Acting with companions not of one mind, the unlucky one is oneself. So he tolerated the retreat of the villagers. But nothing has only positive effects. Seeing villagers leaving in large numbers, the hearts of the Escort Agency brothers floated. Pang Zi knew these people very clearly; insisting on keeping those who want to leave is also a scourge. Pang Zi simply said upfront, as long as horses and guns were handed over, Pang Zi gave these people money and let them go.

In these three days, more than thirty people left like this. And a dozen tried to escape carrying guns and horses. Pang Zi had guarded against it long ago. Before these people ran far, they were caught. People were dragged back and beaten in public. Then Pang Zi still gave them money and let these people get out.

But as time went by, the brothers who wanted to leave privately didn't decrease. In the morning and afternoon, there were people trying to leave privately carrying horses and guns. To be honest, Pang Zi couldn't say he didn't understand these people. If he were in this position himself, he would definitely be like these brothers, leaving with horses and guns. In these years, having horses and guns means having power; the principle is the same everywhere.

But as the leader of the Escort Agency, even if Pang Zi could understand the difficulties and reasons for brothers doing so, he couldn't accept such things happening.

Gao Songling suddenly saw Pang Zi stop his steps. He asked strangely: "Big Brother Pang, what's wrong with you? Those few boys are just ahead."

Pang Zi sighed helplessly. Just now he didn't feel excited at all. What could he do going over? Nothing more than like treating others, slapping the gang of boys a few times, then giving money to let them leave. Recalling the appearance of those brothers when leaving these days, holding back grievances one by one, even looking at him with resentful eyes. Pang Zi didn't like making a scene with brothers like this at all. Everyone worked together for almost half a year; how much friendship was in it. Doing this once, don't think about meeting again in the future.

"Songling, you go. Give them money, let them get out. I don't want to see them again." After speaking, Pang Zi turned around dejectedly and went towards his own courtyard. But he heard Gao Songling behind him sigh.

Although he also wanted to explain clearly to Gao Songling, Pang Zi didn't want to do so. What should be said was finished long ago. Go to Taihang Mountains to hide. Next spring, or even without waiting for next spring, everyone can go to Shandong to join Wu Xingchen and other brothers. Pang Zi didn't hide any of these. Everyone is strong and sturdy now; in that place Shandong, they can definitely achieve something big. But no matter how Pang Zi said it, there were brothers without confidence. Pang Zi was too lazy to say this again.

Not walking far, he heard the shouting of those few brothers coming from behind, and then Gao Songling shouted: "You useless bunch, take the money and get out for me."

*Tianshuo, come back quickly.* Pang Zi sighed in his heart.

After Pang Zi returned to his home, he couldn't fall asleep lying on the bed no matter what. Originally a good situation, how did it become like this after fighting a victorious battle? Even at this time, Pang Zi didn't want to admit that fighting the Canal Defense Battalion was wrong. If not fighting the Canal Defense Battalion, being extorted, the team of the Escort Agency would lose hearts just the same. Wanting to mix in the way (*Dao*), one has to prove one can suppress the scene. Otherwise, the people below will definitely have other ideas.

If the Beiyang Army were like the Canal Defense Battalion, it would be fine, Pang Zi couldn't help complaining. In that case, he completely didn't need to fear that gang of waste. But having seen the Hejian autumn maneuver of the Beiyang Army with his own eyes, Pang Zi knew deeply this was just a dream of his. He tossed and turned, fearful and uneasy in his heart. Finally fell asleep, but had a dream. The soldiers and horses of the Beiyang Army killed their way over like a tide. Before fighting, Pang Zi woke up with a start.

Outside was completely silent, only the chirping of insects in late autumn. He was upset and couldn't sleep anymore. Simply got up to go out for a stroll. Sentries had been set up in the village. But most people had fallen asleep leaning against the wall; even those not asleep were drooping their heads non-stop. Pang Zi was too lazy to pay attention to them. Now the Beiyang Army couldn't arrive at this time either; letting these brothers take a nap was nothing terrible.

Went to the stable, and went to the place storing weapons. The brothers in these two places were quite energetic. Seeing Pang Zi come, the brothers greeted hurriedly. Pang Zi just perfunctorily said a few sentences and left.

Wandering around, he arrived at the village entrance, but saw there was actually a little light at the Peasant Association. Although only a little, in this dark and silent night, it appeared so conspicuous. Looking up at the sky, it was probably late at night. Could it be that Chen Tianhua had come back? Pang Zi wanted to turn his head back to sleep, but couldn't get rid of the attraction of this little light no matter what. Thinking for a while, he still walked towards the Peasant Association.

The door of the Peasant Association room was ajar. From outside, the crackling sound of the abacus could be heard inside. Pushing the door open, he saw a candle lit on the table in the room. This candle was obtained by Pang Zi. The three people at the table were startled hearing the sound. Seeing it was Pang Zi coming in, Chen Tianhua, Pang Cheng, and Jing Chunzheng all looked surprised.

"Everyone hasn't slept yet." Pang Zi said with a forced smile.

"Brother Pang, you haven't slept either," Chen Tianhua said.

"Can't sleep." Pang Zi couldn't help sighing. Perhaps feeling his topic was too heavy, Pang Zi forced up his spirit and asked, "What is Mr. Chen calculating?"

Chen Tianhua laughed: "Calculating the money of the Peasant Association. I'm leaving tomorrow. Before leaving, no matter what, I have to calculate the money of the Peasant Association clearly."

Regarding these words of Chen Tianhua, Pang Zi felt very puzzled. In his view, since the Peasant Association was run by Chen Tianhua, the money of the Peasant Association and Chen Tianhua's own money were not much different. At least Chen Tianhua should preside over the distribution. So Chen Tianhua refused to distribute the Peasant Association's money to Pang Zi; Pang Zi could understand. Unexpectedly, Chen Tianhua didn't think so. This really exceeded his expectations greatly. But Pang Zi didn't come to talk about money originally; he didn't want to say much either, lest Chen Tianhua be suspicious.

"Once Mr. Chen leaves, I'm afraid he won't come back, right?" Pang Zi asked casually.

"Within half a year, I will definitely return to Nangong County with other comrades." Chen Tianhua answered decisively.

Hearing this, Pang Zi felt his mood was very complicated. Unknown why, although these words sounded very outrageous, Pang Zi didn't doubt Chen Tianhua's determination. Unlike Pang Zi, Chen Tianhua was not forced away because of offending the government. As long as the limelight passed, Chen Tianhua could come back anytime. And once Pang Zi left Nangong County, don't expect to come back in a year or two.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi felt very depressed. When the villagers left, not a single person gave Pang Zi a friendly look. Everyone's eyes were full of blaming gazes. As if Pang Zi committed some heinous crime. Thinking of this, Pang Zi felt very dissatisfied. Did everyone forget that he earned so many benefits for everyone? He just made a mistake out of necessity, and everyone looked completely unforgiving. Now even Chen Tianhua, an outsider, could easily stay in Nangong County, while he, a local, couldn't instead.

The more Pang Zi thought, the angrier he became. He felt waves of discomfort in his heart, unable to stay in this room anymore. He turned and went out, but heard Chen Tianhua shout: "Brother Pang, wait." Then Chen Tianhua chased out.

"Brother Pang, when do you leave?" Chen Tianhua asked.

"Have to wait a few days."

"Brother Pang, I advise you to leave in these one or two days."

In the dark night, Chen Tianhua's expression couldn't be seen clearly, but the tone of these words was very sincere. Pang Zi was in a bad mood and said coldly: "Mr. Chen doesn't need to worry; Beiyang probably can't catch up with me yet." After saying these, he suddenly became suspicious, "Could it be that Mr. Chen got some news again?" Chen Tianhua got the news of the Canal Defense Battalion moving out earlier than Pang Zi; Pang Zi suddenly remembered this matter.

Chen Tianhua knew what Pang Zi referred to in his words. He didn't feel he had any problem, "I didn't hear any news. Just Uncle Jing said, if the Beiyang Army moves out, they can arrive in about five or six days. Now three days have passed. I think Uncle Jing, as an elderly person, thinks things more thoroughly than us. I think Brother Pang might as well listen."

"Understood!" Pang Zi dragged his voice. He originally wanted to come to the Peasant Association to relax, but didn't expect to provoke a bellyful of anger instead. Pang Zi left angrily.

The next day, the only four remaining members of the Peasant Association were at the main gate of the Peasant Association. Chen Tianhua carried simple luggage, "Uncle Jing, if you see the Beiyang Army coming, leave quickly." He was very puzzled and worried about Jing Tingwen insisting on staying in the breeding farm.

Jing Tingwen laughed: "Young man, you don't need to worry about me. I am an old man; I couldn't live for many days originally. The Beiyang Army won't want my life."

Looking at Chen Tianhua's unreleased appearance, Jing Tingwen patted Chen Tianhua's shoulder, "Young man, your uncle I ate more meat in this half year than added up in this life. Very good. I'm still waiting for you to come back, continuing to follow you to eat meat. Don't worry."

Chen Tianhua knew he couldn't persuade Old Mr. Jing Tingwen. And even if he stayed in Nangong County now, there couldn't be any progress. Hurrying back to ask Chen Ke for reinforcements was the serious business. All that should be explained these days had been explained. Chen Tianhua carried his package and bid farewell to the Peasant Association members. He mounted the mule and stepped on the return journey.
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Chapter 61 Fleeing West (1)

The Gaojia Village Peasant Association in Nangong County terminated its formal operation on September 27, 1906. Although all members shouldered their own responsibilities, the formal operation had ended, and members were all dispersed. The person who witnessed this history was Pang Zi. He watched Chen Tianhua go away from an inconspicuous place at the edge of the village. He saw other members also begin to evacuate. And old Mr. Jing Tingwen stood alone at the gate of the Peasant Association compound, lighting a pipe of dry tobacco.

On that day, among the last few households of farmers who refused to leave the village, three chose to evacuate. Two households still stuck to their homes. Pang Zi didn't care about these small changes at the end. What he knew was that there were no forces friendly to him in Nangong County anymore. Other forces were lurking, waiting. The Beiyang Army in the distance must have received the order to move out.

Pang Zi originally wanted to escape as soon as possible. After Uncle Jing's uprising back then, in May, the Qing army surrounded the important stronghold of the uprising army—Jianzhi Village in Guangzong County, attacking fiercely with artillery fire. Uncle Jing led the army to fight bravely, finally breaking out of the encirclement, fighting in Cheng'an, Linzhang, and other places. In June, Uncle Jing was defeated and captured. In July, he was escorted to Yuti Village in Wei County and executed by lingering death.

A team of more than a hundred thousand people was completely defeated in just over two months. After being defeated for the first time, the team lost the courage to fight. Large numbers of people escaping, plus the heavy encirclement and suppression by the Beiyang Army. That was why the failure was so thorough. Pang Zi didn't want to repeat the same mistake. He planned not to wait for Pang Tianshuo anymore, and take the team to the Taihang Mountains first himself.

Since making such a plan, Pang Zi began to mobilize the brothers of the Escort Agency. Several backbone brothers could understand, but unexpectedly, quite a few of the brothers below didn't want to leave Nangong County. Such a result was greatly beyond Pang Zi's expectation. He originally thought that for saving lives, brothers temporarily leaving Nangong County shouldn't be a problem. But in fact, some brothers actually didn't think so at all.

Gao Songling and the others came back to tell Pang Zi that some brothers felt they might as well scatter to other places like the common people. Some brothers felt they should wait and see; maybe the official army wouldn't come. There were also a few who even felt the Beiyang Army was nothing special. Fighting is just fighting; everyone might not need to fear the Beiyang Army.

Pang Zi really didn't expect brothers to have such varied ideas. Before, with one order from Pang Zi, brothers followed without saying a word. At that time, when going to other places to transport goods, brothers rushed to go. Unexpectedly, such a situation would be encountered now.

"This is not even as good as the Peasant Association!" Pang Zi said hatefully. That group of people in the Peasant Association usually looked far less united than the brothers of the Escort Agency, but when talking about evacuation, they could actually leave so cleanly. His own brothers had so much nonsense instead. Don't know how Chen Tianhua treated those people of the Peasant Association usually, actually being able to persuade the people of the Peasant Association...

Although annoyed in his heart, Pang Zi couldn't explode like this. He ordered to gather the brothers, persuading them personally himself. Just after gathering everyone in the village, looking at the angry brothers, before Pang Zi had time to speak, he heard a burst of gunfire from the north of the village.

Everyone was stunned. The gunfire was sometimes tight and sometimes loose, and soon stopped. Calm was restored soon, "Everyone mount!" Pang Zi shouted. Brothers who were pricking up their ears to listen to the movement immediately turned and ran towards the stable. Pang Zi took a few brothers and ran towards the north of the village.

"Shouldn't be!" Pang Zi felt very puzzled in his mind. The Beiyang Army shouldn't come so fast. Counting fully from defeating the Canal Defense Battalion, it was only the fifth day now; how could the Beiyang Army come so fast? Pang Zi excluded this option instantly. But if the comers were not the Beiyang Army, who could it be?

Running, he saw a figure riding a horse appear in front. The person on the horse was a man dressed as a local farmer wearing a gray felt hat. He covered his rib tightly; the bumps of the horse obviously caused him great pain. His posture was obviously reducing the impact on the body when the horse galloped.

"Big Brother, that's Du Laosi!" The brother beside him had sharp eyes and already recognized the comer. In a blink of an eye, Du Laosi arrived in front of Pang Zi and the others. Brothers hurried to grab the reins. Du Laosi dismounted with the help of others; his shoulder and armpit were still dripping blood.

"Old Four, who is coming?" Pang Zi asked hurriedly. He was the scout sent by Pang Zi to investigate the north.

"At least a battalion of Grey Skins (*Hui Pi Zi*), four or five hundred people all have horses and fast guns (*rifles*), and several big guys (*heavy weapons*), and a large number of mules and horses..." The man gasped, "These gray-skinned dogs are very cunning. San'er (*Third Child*) took a few brothers and just touched the edge a bit, and a volley came over, injuring quite a few... couldn't get closer anymore."

"How far are they from us now? Whose banner?" Fatty pressed.

"Didn't see the banner clearly. They are less than three *li* from us. I ran back and they didn't chase." After Du Laosi finished speaking, his body sat down softly.

"Who the fuck is this?" Pang Zi thought angrily. "Bandage Old Four's wound first. Bring me a horse." Pang Zi shouted.

The training of these few days finally had some results. More than two hundred brothers were divided into five teams, now rushing over under the leadership of their respective leaders. Pang Zi also mounted at this time. Brothers rushed to the north of the village in a swarm. Seeing at a place two or three *li* opposite, a team of cavalry in gray uniforms lined up neatly. The banner couldn't be seen clearly from afar. They lined up leaning against a jujube forest. The shoulders of the leading officer shone, unknown what military rank.

The color of these Qing army uniforms was different from the blue uniforms of the Beiyang Army, which made Pang Zi breathe a sigh of relief.

"Songling, curse the formation (*Ma Zhen* - challenge/provoke)!" Pang Zi ordered.

Gao Songling had a loud voice. Hearing Pang Zi's order, he urged his horse forward a dozen meters, took a deep breath, and then a roar burst out from his throat, "Government troops opposite, I fuck your grandmothers!" A burst of laughter immediately erupted among the brothers behind. To be honest, suddenly encountering such a team of government troops, brothers were all nervous in their hearts. Suddenly hearing such an angry curse, everyone felt relaxed in their hearts.

Pang Zi didn't laugh. He let Gao Songling curse at the government troops violently, while he himself retreated into the formation. Brothers behind had pushed something over. This was a Gatling machine gun. Speaking of which, this machine gun was thanks to the Canal Defense Battalion. When coming to find trouble this time, don't know what they were thinking, actually bringing this machine gun along. The funniest thing was that when the whole army fled, the machine gunner threw this thing down earliest. It was captured by Pang Zi.

Pang Zi was very familiar with this machine gun. When the Beiyang Army and foreign devils attacked Uncle Jing back then, how many good brothers were killed by this thing that could spray fire continuously! Pang Zi remembered clearly. So afterwards, Pang Zi cared about this weapon very much. Unexpectedly, he could grab one too. Although this machine gun was extremely heavy, Pang Zi still let brothers transport it back. There was a machine gunner among the captives. Other captives were released by Pang Zi. Only the machine gunner was brought back. In these few days, Pang Zi had been forcing the machine gunner to teach everyone how to use this thing.

Listening to Gao Songling greeting the female family members of the government troops opposite for seven or eight generations with foul language. Pang Zi looked out from the gap between people. The government troops opposite had at least more than three hundred. Letting his own brothers fight them head-on, they definitely couldn't win. He still remembered that when his own brothers charged the Qing army and foreign devils with horse teams back then, the other party didn't move at all, first shooting with this kind of machine gun. Brothers rushing at the very front were the bravest and most capable of fighting, killed and injured many by this kind of machine gun. When his own brothers were at a loss, the enemy launched a charge. Just one charge, his own brothers collapsed. Pang Zi prepared to adopt the same tactic to deal with these government troops.

Those government troops in gray uniforms just stood quietly in the wilderness, letting Gao Songling curse like this. Only a few figures were moving. As the sun broke through the low clouds with a few lines of golden light, suddenly amidst the shaking of the government troop banner, a team of horses came out from the crowd and rushed towards Pang Zi and the others.

This group had more than fifty horses. The sound of more than two hundred horse hooves treading came from far to near. Everyone felt the vibration under their feet gradually. Almost subconsciously, brothers began to retreat. Gao Songling also turned his horse back into the team.

"People in front don't move. Move when I let you move." Pang Zi shouted.

Hearing this order, the brothers stopped their figures, but Pang Zi saw these brothers' hands were trembling slightly, and some people's legs were also trembling. Before Pang Zi issued the order, the government troops opposite suddenly straightened up on horses, slowed down the horse charge speed slightly, then raised their guns and fired at Pang Zi and the others.

There was immediately a burst of exclamations among the Escort Agency brothers. Almost everyone bent down subconsciously to dodge bullets. The Gatling machine gun originally hidden behind the crowd was revealed immediately. Pang Zi couldn't wait for the government troops to rush closer either. "Make way! Make way!" Pang Zi drove away the brothers in front of the machine gun, and then the Gatling machine gun began to spray fire.

"Da da da da da da da da da..." Violent tongues of fire spewed out from the six barrels of the machine gun. The government troops didn't expect Pang Zi and the others to actually have such firepower. Although the impact point was not very good, the cavalry of the government troops attacked in a fan shape. In a blink of an eye, a dozen government troops were hit either themselves or their horses. Cavalry and horses fell to the ground one after another. Other government troops not hit slowed down their charge speed instantly.

Pang Zi had fired the machine gun personally; he knew how loud this gun was. But as soon as the gunshots dense like exploding beans rang out, it still shocked Pang Zi's ears into ringing. And where had the horses of the Escort Agency heard such a sound? Many horses stood up neighing, or simply turned and ran. Brothers who should have controlled the horses were also frightened by this sound. Failing to stabilize the horses effectively, in a blink of an eye, the vicinity of the machine gun was in chaos.

Bullets were finished very quickly. As soon as the gunshots fell, Pang Zi ignored the ringing in his ears. He hurried to rush to his own horse, grabbed the horse spinning around, mounted with the fastest speed, then raised the rifle in his hand, "Brothers, charge!" Then regardless of how reluctant the horse was, Pang Zi knocked the horse's ribs fiercely with both feet. The horse finally obeyed Pang Zi's drive and rushed out towards the government troops.

Originally, Pang Zi practiced this kind of combat in training. As soon as the machine gun stopped, more than a hundred cavalry charged immediately. At this time Pang Zi led the way, but fewer than fifty brothers could follow him to rush out. Fortunately, the opponent had fewer people, and swept by the machine gun, the government troops were also trembling with fear. Finally stopping the horses at this time, seeing Pang Zi leading people to rush over, they simply turned their horse heads and ran back.

Pang Zi ignored whether he could hit or not, raising the rifle and firing a shot. With him leading, the brothers riding horses also remembered to shoot one after another. After a volley, another five or six people fell from the fleeing government troops. This pursuit chased for more than one *li*. Pang Zi hurriedly led the brothers to retreat. On the way back, several wounded government troops trying to stand up to escape were all solved by Escort Agency brothers with guns and knives.

Although using the tactic of machine gun ambush and cavalry pursuit. Facing more than fifty government troops opposite, only less than twenty were killed or wounded. This result was really not great. But this was a victory of head-on confrontation. A burst of ecstatic shouts erupted from the Escort Agency team that had begun to restore order. Everyone's morale was greatly boosted. Many people raised the rifles in their hands shouting sounds with unclear meanings. More people had surrounded the machine gun. Someone didn't know the barrel of the machine gun was scorching hot at this time, touched it with his hand, and then screamed in pain. Triggering another burst of good-natured laughter from surrounding brothers.

Because of a burst of close pursuit, Pang Zi's chest was heaving violently at this time. He thought proudly: *Now those government troops should know our power, right?* He ordered brothers to reorganize the formation on one hand. The machine gun was put at the back of the team again. Watching the brothers' carnival, Pang Zi was actually not too optimistic. He had made up his mind: as long as waiting until night, Pang Zi would abandon this machine gun, then lead the brothers to run south first, then turn west.

Before, the reason why Pang Zi didn't want to leave was that if he ran without fighting a battle, brothers would definitely feel Pang Zi couldn't beat the Beiyang Army. That wasn't a good thing. Looking at it now, Pang Zi's strength would only get weaker and weaker. Not being able to win a battle now, brothers would never have the courage to fight the Beiyang Army head-on whenever the Beiyang Army was mentioned in the future. This was the most terrible thing.

Since being able to win such a round, brothers knew they were not unable to beat the Beiyang Army. When morale was high, it was easier to command brothers to retreat instead. Pang Zi climbed out of a pile of dead people anyway; he actually knew very well in his heart how lucky this victory was.

Looking up at the cloud-covered sky, Pang Zi only hoped the sky would get dark quickly.
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Chapter 62 Fleeing West (2)

The so-called strategy is never to follow the opponent's pace, but to make the opponent follow your own pace. This is one of the basic strategies of struggle. If one cannot defeat the enemy even at one's own proficient pace, the only remaining choice is to proceed according to the pace the opponent is least proficient at.

Pang Zi hadn't read this passage, but when he found that after repelling the first wave of the government army's attack, the government army didn't retreat at all. Less than a quarter of an hour later, the government army's horse team split into three. Two cavalry units of twenty men each galloped to the left and right; judging from the trajectory, they were going to detour behind Pang Zi. Pang Zi immediately felt a chill on his back. For this response of the government army, Pang Zi couldn't come up with an effective countermeasure.

The best way was to split troops to attack these two dispersed cavalry units, eating up these two small units with superior forces. Then combine forces to attack the enemy's main force. But Pang Zi knew the strength of his own brothers very well. Just these more than two hundred people; fighting one-on-one, his brothers were not opponents of the government army opposite. They needed at least two against one, or even three against one. But in this case, his main force would only have a hundred or so men and horses left. And the government army opposite had at least more than three hundred people. After splitting troops, they would also have more than two hundred people left. If splitting troops, and the frontal government army rushed over, one against two, he absolutely had no chance of winning.

Thinking is easy; Pang Zi was not a fool. He figured out the key in a few minutes. But facing the brothers who were in high spirits and still immersed in the small victory just now, Pang Zi couldn't even restore order among them. Moreover, just at this time, the main force of the government army in front had already urged their horses together under the command of the officer, slowly approaching Pang Zi's side.

From the perspective of military command, putting aside the perspective of humanity, the responsibility of a commander is to let subordinates die most effectively. The so-called "A general's success is built on ten thousand withering bones" points out the essence of war simply and clearly. How the dividends of war are distributed is one thing, but whether the subordinates die worthily is another matter. From the current perspective, compared with the commander of the government army, Pang Zi was completely not on the same level.

Facing the approaching enemy, Pang Zi made a choice he would regret for life.

"Push the machine gun forward!" Pang Zi shouted. He thought pushing the machine gun to the front could effectively contain the attempt of the enemy main force opposite to approach continuously. Scaring the enemy main force opposite first, and then thinking of a better way; this was Pang Zi's thought. And this method might have been useful if facing the government army before 1900, but on September 27, 1906, when facing the government army opposite Pang Zi, it was already an outdated tactic.

Pang Zi might know the suppressive and intimidating effect of machine guns, but Pang Zi actually knew nothing about the role of machine guns in war. He was even less likely to know how cavalry and machine gun positions should cooperate. Because of the huge power of the machine gun, Pang Zi subconsciously treated cavalry as infantry. Carrying the machine gun required adjusting the formation. At this time, the confusion level of cavalry was far higher than that of infantry.

And the commander of the government army didn't let go of this opportunity, seeing the confusion of Pang Zi's troops. A flag in the government army's formation began to wave. Then the small detachment of government army approaching Pang Zi's machine gun changed direction instantly. They drew an arc and outflanked towards the oblique rear of Pang Zi's machine gun position.

"Songling! Block them!" Pang Zi roared. Gao Songling hurriedly led his own brothers to rush towards the government army. And the brothers transporting the machine gun saw the enemy rushing over and also began to be at a loss. Some wanted to continue obeying Pang Zi's order to transport the machine gun to the front, and some couldn't help wanting to turn the machine gun around towards that rapidly approaching small unit of government army. Pang Zi's order, as well as the enemy, instantly led to the confusion of his own troops. What was worse was that the government army opposite didn't let go of this opportunity at all. Led by the leading officer, they urged their horses together and began to charge towards Pang Zi's side.

Reaching this point, Pang Zi showed his tough side. Seeing he could no longer use the machine gun, Pang Zi could also pick up and put down, "Brothers, follow me to rush north! Fight!" With this shout, Pang Zi urged his horse and led the charge towards the main force of the government army.

Such a choice required full backbone. The government army in front had at least nearly three hundred people. What Pang Zi didn't know was that the government army opposite was a cavalry battalion of the Beiyang Army stationed in Dezhou, with a total strength of five hundred people. After the Canal Defense Battalion was defeated, they immediately reported the news of Pang Zi's rebellion to the Beiyang Army. And before the Canal Defense Battalion, the news of landlords headed by Jing Tinglie reporting Pang Zi's rebellion had reached the Beiyang Army even earlier.

Except for the different uniform from the Beiyang Army, the training and equipment of this cavalry battalion were no different from the Beiyang Army. The difference in military uniform led to Pang Zi's illusion; he thought this group of people opposite was not the Beiyang Army. This gap in intelligence made Pang Zi commit a huge mistake.

And this cavalry battalion stationed in Dezhou received the "suppression" order issued by Wang Shizhen of the Beiyang Army Ministry, and immediately set out lightly according to Wang Shizhen's specific command. They traveled one day by land and two days by boat in total, rushing to Nangong County at the fastest speed. Then after understanding the situation from the Magistrate, they rested for one night and raised troops in the early morning straight to Gaojia Village. If the Peasant Association's intelligence network was still there, the movement of this troop would definitely have been transmitted to Chen Tianhua in advance. Chen Tianhua wouldn't have ignored Pang Zi either and would have told Pang Zi the news. But the dissolution of the Peasant Association made the intelligence network lose its function. Pang Zi had to face the attack of Beiyang cavalry directly.

Behind Pang Zi, a group of galloping men and horses followed quickly. Although there were only more than two hundred big horses, spreading out on the unsheltered wilderness, the momentum was not small. They splashed mud and dust. Rushing at the very front were old brothers with the best horsemanship and marksmanship. The skill of firing guns on horseback practiced when rising up with Uncle Jing Tingbin back then. As they fired sporadically in the wind, a pile of figures began to fall sporadically in the gray column of the government army, and a slight commotion appeared. Then clusters of smoke began to envelop those gray columns. After reaching a certain distance, they also began to fire. Bullets whistling in the air knocked down a dozen people instantly. Pang Zi's hat was also gone, but this was like igniting the explosives hidden in their blood vessels. More people howled loudly and fired back simultaneously from horseback, like suddenly lighting a string of firecrackers for New Year. Dust flew in front of and behind those gray columns.

Pang Zi slowed down the horse's speed. Brothers behind rushed to the front instantly. Pang Zi hoped to gather the brothers under his command around him according to the training of the previous few days. But at this time, the horse team of the Escort Agency brothers had scattered. Brothers under different leaders mixed together, and it was impossible to distinguish who was whose subordinate. Pang Zi managed to see a few brothers under his command gathered together; before greeting them, they had already rushed to the front. When Pang Zi turned his head, he saw the still orderly government cavalry reined in their horses and actually began to turn around. They actually retreated in front of Pang Zi's team; they actually fled!

How could Pang Zi let go of this opportunity, "Brothers, charge! The government army fled!" The rifles captured from the Canal Defense Battalion were for infantry use and not suitable for combat on horseback at all. Many brothers fired several shots in a row but failed to hit a single enemy. When they saw Pang Zi no longer shooting but waving a long knife to command the charge, they simply gave up the plan to continue shooting, also pulled out their broadswords, or simply used rifles as short spears, waving them and rushing towards the backs of the fleeing enemies.

Facing the fleeing enemy, no matter how Pang Zi urged the horse, he couldn't catch up. A few *li* of land was rushed over in a moment. And those gray-clad government troops suddenly stopped, as if stunned by the desperate charge of Pang Zi and the Escort Agency brothers, preparing to fight with their backs to the water (*Bei Shui Yi Zhan* - last stand). They lined up in a very long horizontal row, so the standing queue line looked very thin; just one rush could cross it. Then a sound of *chi chi* like a leaking water pot, like a sharp steam whistle, overwhelmed the only sound of horse hooves running in the vast earth.

Those old brothers shouting and galloping seemed to suddenly hit an invisible wall, or be whipped fiercely by an invisible whip. Spraying blood, they bounced up bumpily from the horse's back, planting onto the ground in an instant. While some other people were thrown to the ground rolling by suddenly twisting mounts screaming in pain, and then trampled over, losing life completely.

"Turn around, don't stop, continue shooting." Pang Zi roared loudly. In just a few breaths, a large piece of the two-hundred-man horse team was missing. Only then did Pang Zi see clearly that two lines of fire spewing from the bushes at the edge of the jujube forest ravaged among his companions like poisonous pythons. That was the heavy machine gun of the Beiyang Army; it actually ambushed on their flank. The scorching warheads whistled and danced crosswise in the sky, constantly bursting clusters of blood flowers from human bodies or horses.

Then other brothers of the horse team who were lucky enough to dodge the volley had already rushed in front of those gray skins retreating again. And the gray-clad officer at the head of the array raised his snow-bright military saber high, then swung it down heavily. The government cavalry sat steadily on horses, aimed at the galloping Escort Agency brothers, and began neat volley fire.

Under such shooting, the horses of the Escort Agency brothers suddenly stumbled forward in unison, crashing heavily onto the ground with people and horses, or bursting blood flowers on their chests, then as if pushed fiercely by someone, falling backward from the horses. Before the brothers falling on the ground could crawl up in pain, the government cavalry pulled the bolt, reloaded bullets, and continued shooting at the brothers continuing to rush forward. Brothers on horses and on the ground were knocked down one after another in the neat shooting of more than three hundred people. The splashing blood soaked a large piece of ground red with their struggles.

At this moment, Pang Zi realized incomparably profoundly the difference between the so-called militia armed forces and the regular New Army trained by the Imperial Court.

"Don't follow... Disperse," he shouted painfully. But the sound of people and horses wailing and roaring on the battlefield easily overwhelmed his efforts. And the frenzy of charging and killing made most people ignore the prior agreement. Therefore, Pang Zi could only watch helplessly as more people followed their dust and smoke, chasing up. The herd mentality of the crowd made them fall into this death line constructed by volleys and machine guns in a short time.

As the most powerful charging horse teams were all dead or wounded, exposing the chaotic follow-up horse team composed of mules and donkeys which were somewhat at a loss behind, bugles also sounded among the officers and soldiers. Then behind those gray columns which were already much sparser, dust also began to surge. That was the government cavalry also starting to move out. After defeating and scattering these most fierce charging horse teams, those government troops waving standard sabers began to chase these "rebels" who lost their fighting will and fled in all directions in patches.

The brothers of the Escort Agency collapsed instantly, not just in frontal combat. Unknown when, two units had already outflanked the position where Pang Zi set off. Organized resistance on the position had disintegrated. Forty-odd government cavalry were chasing and killing the twenty-odd Escort Agency brothers who were in chaos and retreating constantly. Now Pang Zi had fallen into a state of being attacked from front and back.

"Brothers, follow me! Rush west!" Pang Zi issued the last order in this battle. Then he took the lead to set an example, urging the horse to flee towards the west.
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Chapter 63: The Constitutional Outline

October 2, 1906, Beijing. Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen were sitting in the courtyard of Yuan’s home, chatting. Yuan Shikai suddenly remembered something. "Pinqing, what was the result of the rebellion in Xingtai a few days ago?"

"Lord Yuan, the matter in Xingtai has mostly been resolved. The bandit leader Pang Zi has fled westward," Wang Shizhen said to Yuan Shikai. "Although a warrant has been issued, I don't think he will be caught this year."

Yuan Shikai did not care about Pang Zi’s life or death at all. He sighed, "I didn't expect Jing Tingbin’s remnants to still be uncleared. It is somewhat strange. Pinqing, what do you think?"

Among the generals under Yuan Shikai's command, Wang Shizhen was the only one who always enjoyed his respect and trust. For all important military issues, Yuan would consult Shizhen before acting, asking, "Has Pinqing reviewed this?" For memorials submitted to the throne or documents to be issued, Yuan would definitely let Wang circle and revise them, and ask Wang to review them again before sending them out. Therefore, many people at the time called Wang the "Dragon's Eye," meaning Yuan's "eyes." When asked, Yuan Shikai would say, "Pinqing is the number one military talent in the Beiyang Army."

The core sphere of influence of the Beiyang Army was Shandong, Hebei, and Zhili. Yuan Shikai was from Henan, and Henan, which bordered Hebei and Shandong, was now also within his sphere of influence. And because Anhui was the birthplace of Li Hongzhang's Huai Army, Beiyang's influence in Anhui was also quite large. But generally speaking, Henan and Anhui were considered Beiyang's sphere of influence, while Hebei and Shandong were Beiyang's true core regions. Since the Gengzi year [1900], in this heartland of Hebei and Shandong, the biggest battle Yuan Shikai had faced was the uprising led by Jing Tingbin and Zhao Sanduo. Unexpectedly, five years later, Jing Tingbin's "remnants" still dared to rebel. Even if it was a small-scale rebellion like Pang Zi's, Yuan Shikai could not treat it lightly.

Wang Shizhen did not answer immediately. He had strictly ordered his subordinates to collect intelligence. Although the intelligence that had returned so far was full of various false statements, these little tricks could not hide the truth from Wang Shizhen. Through this intelligence, Wang Shizhen discovered a very strange thing: why did the landlords jointly accuse Pang Zi of rebellion, and why were these accusations filed even earlier than Pang Zi actually raising troops to rebel? Pang Zi attacking the defense battalion was a solid fact, so Wang Shizhen did not think Pang Zi was wrongly accused. No matter the reason, Pang Zi daring to attack the Canal Defense Battalion was blatant rebellion. But this matter itself had a background that compelled suspicion.

Yuan Shikai knew Wang Shizhen was meticulous and would not speak lightly unless he was absolutely certain. Seeing Wang Shizhen pondering in silence, Yuan Shikai smiled, "Pinqing, just speak your mind. This is but a small matter."

"Lord Yuan, I feel this matter is not that simple," Wang Shizhen answered calmly, then recounted the sequence of events regarding Pang Zi's rebellion. After stating the facts, Wang Shizhen concluded, "I always feel that there must be other forces supporting Pang Zi from behind. Otherwise, why would the landlords submit the accusation first?"

Yuan Shikai only started to rise to prominence after joining the army, so he always maintained a military bearing. No matter where he sat, his body was straight. Although this was a private conversation with Wang Shizhen, he maintained his habitual posture. He picked up his tea bowl and smelled the tea's fragrance, but did not drink it directly. Instead, he put the tea bowl back on the table. Only then did he smile, "It doesn't matter. Let's just let that battalion stay in Xingtai temporarily to continue pursuing the remnants of the rebels. Xingtai is very unsettled. If we don't use a heavy hand, I'm afraid there will be trouble in the future." It seemed Yuan Shikai did not think this was a big deal.

Wang Shizhen quickly advised, "Lord Yuan, I'm afraid the local officials won't be happy."

"For a period of half a month, just exterminate them in the rebels' old den. What can they do even if they are unhappy?" Yuan Shikai laughed. Seeing Wang Shizhen somewhat disapproving, Yuan Shikai asked again, "Pinqing, what do you think should be done?"

Wang Shizhen actually wanted to say that he would go and investigate personally. But he knew such a course of action was impossible to realize. Beiyang had extremely numerous matters right now, and Wang Shizhen could not get away at all. Although he felt the matter was strange, if he insisted on investigating it clearly, it would be absolutely impossible to do without a month, and if the Beiyang Army was stationed in one place for more than a month, even if there was no rebellion, one would be forced into existence. He could only sigh, "Let it be so for now. But it cannot exceed half a month. As far as I know, Pang Zi's incident was hasty. Apart from some bandits who originally followed Pang Zi, he didn't coerce any common people. Establishing authority there is enough; there is no need for excessive pursuit."

"We will do as Pinqing says." Yuan Shikai had not really treated Pang Zi's matter as a big deal anyway. If Pang Zi had been caught then and there, Yuan Shikai would have let the Beiyang troops in Nangong County return to Dezhou by now. Calling Wang Shizhen over today was actually for a more important matter. He placed both hands on the armrests of his chair, straightened his posture, and then continued, "Pinqing, what I actually wanted to tell you is something else. I want to recommend you as the Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei, with the rank of Vice Minister of the Army."

According to the Qing system, military positions up to Commander-in-Chief were all First Rank, which was already extremely high, but they could not control the locality. However, the position of Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei that Wang Shizhen was to assume was converted from the Governor of Jianghuai. Its predecessor was the Governor-General of Grain Transport, so it had the power to govern the locality and also managed grain transport affairs. This was an important position that governed the military when mounted and governed the people when dismounted.

Hearing this recommendation, Wang Shizhen was not overjoyed. He asked calmly, "Lord Yuan, now that the Beiyang Army is established, if I go to be this Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei, how do you plan to arrange the affairs of the Beiyang Army?"

If anyone else had said this, Yuan Shikai would have suspected that this person was unwilling to let go of military power in the Beiyang Army. But Wang Shizhen was never a person who coveted power and position, and he was loyal to Yuan Shikai. His question was truly out of concern for Yuan Shikai's control over the Beiyang Army.

Yuan Shikai picked up his cup and took a sip of tea, then sighed, "Pinqing, I am now responsible for compiling the *Constitutional Outline*. If people think I am still holding onto the great power of the Beiyang Army, heh heh. Many people are already saying I am Cao Cao or Liu Yu. Who knows what else they will say later."

After the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers in 1905, the Beiyang New Army received unanimous praise from home and abroad. Memorials impeaching Yuan Shikai consequently rose all the way. Added to the fact that Yuan Shikai established the police system, his official reputation was also considered quite good. This posed a serious threat to the hereditary status of the Manchu noble group that controlled the central political power. The imperial nobles incited some censors to repeatedly submit memorials impeaching Yuan Shikai for having too much power and weight, even predicting he would follow in the footsteps of Cao Cao and Liu Yu. In 1906, Yuan actively resigned from various concurrent posts and handed over the Beiyang Army's 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 6th Divisions to the direct jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Army. At this time, Yuan Shikai was starting to prepare for the compilation and publication of the *Constitutional Outline*, preparing to enter the central hub system. There was a saying that Yuan Shikai was about to take up the post of Grand Councilor, becoming a true heavyweight minister of the center. So in this time period, the personnel adjustments in the Beiyang Army were of great significance.

As an important figure in the Beiyang system, Wang Shizhen was very clear about these personnel struggles within the imperial court. Since Yuan Shikai said this, Wang Shizhen knew his position was already determined. Wang Shizhen said faintly, "Lord Yuan, if that is the case, I will do whatever you arrange."

"Let's not talk about this anymore, Pinqing." Yuan Shikai felt that he actually couldn't completely call the shots on such matters either. "Since I am responsible for compiling the *Constitutional Outline*, I cannot fail to consider the attitude of the scholars of this world. I heard that Pinqing has been reading lately. I wonder if you have any advice?" Yuan Shikai's memorials and the documents submitted or issued would definitely be circled and revised by Wang Shizhen, and Wang Shizhen had to review them before they were sent. For the compilation of the *Constitutional Outline*, he also hoped Wang Shizhen could help.

"I heard that recently in the capital, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and other places, a book has been selling very well. The book is titled *Chinese Cultural Inheritance and the Rise of Materialism*. The one who wrote this book is Yan Fu's disciple, Chen Ke," Wang Shizhen replied.

"Chen Ke?" Yuan Shikai frowned and thought for a moment. "Is that the one we met last year?"

"Exactly. Lord Yuan even helped him propose a marriage."

"Oh?" Yuan Shikai immediately became interested. "Yan Jidao translated *Evolution and Ethics* and shocked the world; his disciple presumably won't be bad either. Pinqing, is there anything about constitutionalism in this book?"

"Lord Yuan, these years the court and the scholars have all been talking greatly about 'Chinese substance, Western application.' But in my view, what Chen Ke's book talks about is actually 'Western substance, Chinese application.' When others write books, it is nothing more than talking greatly about how advanced foreign countries are, be it strong ships and sharp cannons, or machine industry. This Chen Ke speaks of none of these, but talks greatly about why China cannot achieve this degree, where China is better than foreign countries, and where it is lacking. throughout the text, he unexpectedly does not say how powerful foreign countries are. Instead, he is cold and sarcastic towards foreigners."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's evaluation, Yuan Shikai was a bit confused. According to this description, Chen Ke completely looked down on foreign countries, so the four-character evaluation of "Western substance, Chinese application" was completely inappropriate. However, people like Yuan Shikai had extremely deep self-control. Even if there were many puzzles in his heart, he would not rashly interrupt others. He continued to listen quietly as Wang Shizhen went on.

"This Chen Ke says absolutely nothing about what kind of polity should be established in China. He only discusses the pros and cons of China's political, economic, and industrial development through the dynasties. It actually makes sense. Although he doesn't mention a word about the polity, the intention to establish a brand-new polity actually leaps off the paper. If you ask me, this Chen Ke is the one who truly has ulterior motives. If he were to speak of the appearance of the polity in his heart, I'm afraid the Great Qing, the Imperial Court, and the gentry would not be within his considerations."

"The Great Qing, the Imperial Court, and the gentry would not be within his considerations?" Yuan Shikai repeated suspiciously. If one were to speak of establishing a republic, there had been no shortage of anti-Qing remarks these years. Yuan Shikai had definitely heard plenty of anti-Court talk too. Even anti-gentry talk was actually not scarce within the court. But in any case, whoever opposed any one of these three, or any two of them, would inevitably stand on the remaining stance. But Chen Ke actually opposed all three. What kind of stance would that be? Yuan Shikai really couldn't imagine it.

Wang Shizhen continued, "Therefore, as I see it, others propagate Westernization, wanting 'Chinese substance, Western application.' This Chen Ke wantonly attacks foreigners and propagates China, but it is actually 'Western substance, Chinese application.'"

Yuan Shikai was completely confused. He asked, "Pinqing, then what exactly is the polity this Chen Ke wants to establish? Did the book strictly say nothing at all?"

Hearing this, Wang Shizhen frowned slightly. He hesitated a bit and said, "It's not that he didn't say anything at all, it's just that what he said was extremely obscure. According to what Chen Ke said, he hopes to establish a polity where 'those who wish to till have their fields, and those who wish to labor have their food.' Yet no one in the world can have permanent property."

"Isn't this nonsense?" Hearing this evaluation from Wang Shizhen, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but laugh. "Could it be that this Chen Ke wants to oppose the Great Qing, the Court, and the gentry of the world all at the same time? Truly gibberish."

If it were anyone else, hearing Yuan Shikai say this, they would have to chime in with a sentence or two first. But Wang Shizhen did not. He said seriously, "Lord Yuan, if Chen Ke only said such things, naturally it would be gibberish. But in his book, Chen Ke discusses Chinese history without talking about emperors, kings, generals, or ministers, only talking about a new term called 'productive forces.' He believes that the operation of all dynasties is nothing more than a matter of the level of productive forces. If we go by what he says, the changes in the world actually follow a reason and can be considered logically sound. He doesn't look like an ordinary madman. That is why I feel this person has ulterior motives and cannot be underestimated."

Yuan Shikai laughed, "It doesn't matter. I will write a letter to Yan Jidao. Let him and Chen Ke come to Beijing together to discuss the compilation of the *Constitutional Outline*. Yan Jidao has always been enthusiastic about this and will definitely come. We will know everything once we ask Chen Ke then."

"That is good." Wang Shizhen nodded in agreement.

At this moment, neither Yuan Shikai nor Wang Shizhen knew that it was impossible for them to meet Chen Ke. Chen Ke was currently issuing orders in Anhui, conducting methodical strikes against the gentry in the areas surrounding Fengtai County.
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Chapter 64: Striking at the Gentry (1)

Occam's razor states a very simple truth: simple is best. Entities should not be multiplied beyond necessity. This law was almost always successful in the battles attacking earth-walled forts. Attract the enemy to the position they think needs heavy guarding, then blast a hole in the wall where the enemy's strength is weak. The main attack force swarms in, attacking the fort owner's residence all the way, while another force attacks from front and back to eliminate the enemy forces gathered on the walls near the main gate. The Insurance Corps troops swept away the forts around Fengtai County and between Fengtai County and Hongze Lake, on both banks of the Huai River, relying on this simple tactic.

There is a saying, "One is all, all is one." Because the exact same tactic was adopted repeatedly, the troops' proficiency in every operational step deepened continuously. This level of tactical proficiency made the troops realize the significance of basic military literacy. Commanders had to learn to read maps and understand the geographical knowledge implied by various terrain features. They had to learn to judge the enemy's intentions and operational objectives.

Soldiers, on the other hand, had to learn simple physics. Without understanding the Law of Universal Gravitation, soldiers could not truly understand the significance of the sights on their guns. After mastering this basic military knowledge, they could effectively eliminate enemies. They could effectively protect themselves and survive on the battlefield.

Military doctors had to strive even harder to learn various medical knowledge. It was a disaster year, and there was no lack of corpses anywhere. Human dissection allowed those military doctors who aspired to be doctors or had chosen the medical profession to finally step into the door of true modern medicine after experiencing all kinds of vomiting, panic, and indescribable discomfort. Even if they only mastered correct bandaging and knew how to use clean bandages, it reduced the death rate of the wounded troops by a lot.

Knowledge is power! This sentence was pasted on the walls of various schools run by the People's Party, and written on the walls of large farms that were beginning to show the appearance of large-scale water conservancy construction. And next to this sentence, most of the time there was another sentence: "The revolution must popularize science!"

Chen Ke was extremely disgusted with the debate between "Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science" played by "later generations." He always believed that it was just a game played by a group of boring scholars who only knew how to engage in empty talk. The history of New China proved one thing: knowledge must be allowed to enter the broad masses of the people, and then the old "cultural class" must be suppressed to the maximum extent, or even eliminated, and then the old cultural class must be thoroughly replaced by a new "knowledgeable laborers" coming from the broad masses of the people.

Being a scholar should not be a status. In Chen Ke's view, only one kind of person should exist in this world: laborers. And there is no distinction of nobility or baseness among laborers; they only have different professions, not different statuses. On this point, Chen Ke did not want to compromise with anyone.

At 10:30 am on October 16, 1906, the soldiers finally extinguished the fire in the home of Liu Shengyong, a landlord in Liujiaji. This Landlord Liu was truly a person with a lot of backbone. After the fort was breached, he refused to surrender. No matter how the Insurance Corps shouted, the response given by the Liu family was bullets. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps had to push tables protected by sandbags and blast open the main gate of the Liu family while braving gunfire. Liu Shengyong then set fire to himself. The Insurance Corps captured the family guards and also rescued quite a few people of the Liu family. But Liu Shengyong himself, along with his wife and son, were burned to charcoal.

Watching Liu Shengyong's rescued daughter and son crying loudly over the corpses of their parents and brother, the soldiers of the Insurance Corps did not feel very good.

"Send these people to the base area," Pu Guanshui ordered. After speaking, he turned and left. But from the slight rise and fall of Pu Guanshui's shoulders, it could be seen that he couldn't help but sigh.

"Fellow villagers, our Insurance Corps are not bandits; we are the common people's troops. Before attacking the fort, we said that we attacked the fort so that everyone could survive. Now that we have entered the fort, we still say the same thing to everyone. We will absolutely not touch the common people's things. We won't take a single needle or thread!" The voice of the political commissar shouting to the common people of Liujiapu came from afar. Having broken many forts these days, the political commissars had also gained a lot of experience.

After the battle ended, the comrades of the Discipline Inspection Commission also began to lead the soldiers to confiscate the grain, gold, silver, and soft goods of the fort owner's family. The soldiers might not yet be able to completely understand all the steps of the battle, nor might they necessarily understand the theoretical knowledge the political commissar explained to everyone. But the soldiers participated in the battle, and after the battle, they personally participated in the disaster relief operations. Those common people blocked outside the fort, ragged and thin as living skeletons, could really survive. Saving these common people who were bound to die was the reason the soldiers threw themselves into battle. Seeing these common people who were just like themselves being able to survive, the soldiers were all very happy. Even those soldiers wounded in battle felt that their injuries were not in vain.

Pu Guanshui would go to watch the process of saving the common people every time. He was not enjoying the happy feeling brought by this salvation of the people. Placing his hands on the top of the fort's wall, Pu Guanshui could smell the scent of blood. With the enrichment of combat experience, coupled with the summary meetings after every battle and very targeted training, the combat ability of the Insurance Corps soldiers rose rapidly. At least the standard of killing enemies with volleys had improved a lot. In today's battle, before the wall was even blasted open, several volleys from the Insurance Corps soldiers had killed and wounded quite a few family guards and lackeys on top of the wall. The frontal troops got excited fighting and simply turned the feint attack into a storming attack. They set up scaling ladders on the wall. Under the cover of rifle fire, several particularly daring soldiers actually succeeded in climbing the wall and held the breach. The soldiers behind immediately followed up, so the pincer attack from front and back turned into a frontal breakthrough.

Where had the family guards ever seen such fierce "bandits"? The timid ones had already scattered in an uproar. The bold ones launched a battle against the Insurance Corps under the leadership of the fort owner, Liu Shengyong. From exchanging fire with firearms to hand-to-hand combat with bayonets against spears, the Insurance Corps smashed Liu Shengyong's various resistances all the way until they drove Liu Shengyong back into his home. Such a terrifying battle made Liu Shengyong resolve to fight to the death. This battle ended with a bloody conclusion of Liu Shengyong burning himself to death. And the wounded and dead of the Insurance Corps also hit a new high.

The bloodstains had just dried, and the strong bloody smell made Pu Guanshui feel a bit dizzy. He knew that people die in war; as a soldier, this was a basic realization. Truly seeing the bloody scenes from the siege battle to the bayonet fight with his own eyes, what Pu Guanshui felt during the battle was an indescribable high. Re-experiencing that high, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but press his hand on the wall top. Although a bullet had chipped that brick, and the sharp gap slightly pricked Pu Guanshui's palm, his attention had already shifted to the foot of the wall. Large cauldrons had already been set up there. Based on the experience accumulated over these days, cooking for the common people immediately after the battle was an effective way to satisfy the disaster victims outside the fort.

Pu Guanshui was now a member of the People's Party, and Chen Ke was his introducer. At the Military Commission meeting, as a party member who had "made huge contributions" to the revolution—meaning the credit for providing a large amount of weapons and ammunition—Pu Guanshui obtained the qualification to attend the meeting.

Chen Ke maintained his consistent calmness. "Comrades, the revolution we are going to carry out is a class struggle. Everyone's view on whether those fort landlords are bad people is not quite the same. The matter I am going to talk about next has nothing to do with whether they are good people. I want to tell everyone that the owners of these forts will inevitably become our enemies. Therefore, I believe we must eliminate them."

Pu Guanshui did not know that a person could use such a righteous attitude when talking about killing people. And Chen Ke's tone, expression, and the occasional arm movements while speaking, combined with that steady and clear voice, all seemed to imperceptibly reinforce Chen Ke's correctness.

No one opposed Chen Ke's view, which made Pu Guanshui feel very strange. These cadres of the Military Commission were not standard subordinates like those in the Beiyang Army. From their expressions, it could be seen that these people were very relaxed, and their treatment of Chen Ke was not a kind of unconditional obedience of a subordinate to a superior. Even so, they still unconditionally supported Chen Ke's attitude.

"These fort landlords might not necessarily refuse to take out grain, right?" Pu Guanshui felt he had to make a suggestion. Although before this, he thought he should not speak first when attending the meeting.

Hua Xiongmao pursed his lips and stared at Pu Guanshui with those piercing eyes. On that handsome face of a Jiangnan man, a smile with a slight hint of mockery appeared. Chai Qingguo was originally crossing his arms with his elbows on the table; hearing Pu Guanshui's words, he moved his elbows off the table, then just gave a silent sneer.

Other comrades also looked at Pu Guanshui silently, expressing negation wordlessly in ways that befitted their individual personalities.

Chen Ke did not speak. He just looked at Pu Guanshui with those calm eyes. Pu Guanshui could not see Chen Ke's true thoughts from that calm expression. It was not until he attended more party meetings with Chen Ke that Pu Guanshui learned that Chen Ke never liked to interrupt people. As long as time permitted, Chen Ke would try his best to wait for others to finish speaking before evaluating. But at this time, Pu Guanshui did not know this. He was confused by this attitude of Chen Ke's and didn't know whether he should continue speaking or listen to Chen Ke's opinion.

It was He Zudao who broke this awkward staring match. "If we encounter a fort landlord willing to release grain, we won't touch them for now. Comrade Pu Guanshui, do you think you can encounter such a landlord?"

Hearing this sentence, quite a few comrades of the Military Commission couldn't help but laugh out loud. Hearing this laughter, Pu Guanshui felt his face burning a bit. In this disaster year, finding a landlord willing to release grain was probably harder than finding a three-legged toad. Even if it wasn't a disaster year, landlords couldn't possibly use their own grain to save the common people. A landlord who didn't practice usury was already an existence with extreme conscience. On this point, Pu Guanshui did not want to argue with the comrades of the Military Commission.

The water in the large cauldrons had already boiled, and rice had been put into the pots. Under the direction of the Insurance Corps soldiers, the disaster victims began to wait in the distance. Although he couldn't hear what they were saying, the grateful looks on the victims' faces and the constant attempts to kneel were enough to explain everything.

Pu Guanshui remembered the embarrassment he experienced after being laughed at by almost all the Military Commission cadres at that military meeting, and it was Chen Ke who broke that embarrassment. "Comrade Pu Guanshui," Chen Ke touched his short-haired head, as if considering his wording.

"Comrade Pu Guanshui, in this era, since we want to save the common people, there is no way for the landlords to survive. This is not because we have any natural hatred towards landlords. The things that can be produced right now are just this much. As long as someone wants to possess more, others have to starve to death. In this disaster year, this is even more so. If we want to make a revolution, we have to get rid of this current system. If this system is not got rid of, the people have no way to survive. And the landlords in the forts absolutely support this current system, so we have to get rid of these landlords in the forts."

Pu Guanshui had never thought that speech at the People's Party meeting would be so straightforward. He had never seen this kind of attitude before. Seeing the attitude of other Military Commission comrades who couldn't even be bothered to agree, Pu Guanshui knew that, at least until Chen Ke issued a new order, the fate of the fort landlords had been decided.

However, looking at the hundreds or nearly a thousand disaster victims in the distance who were confirmed to be able to survive, Pu Guanshui had to admit that killing one person to save nearly a thousand people could absolutely not be said to be wrong.
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Chapter 65: Striking at the Gentry (2)

"Stop these people from crying and take them to verify their identities." The 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment of the 359th Brigade of the Insurance Corps was employed in this battle. It was originally an operation to pick up the family members of the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army, but now it had turned into a reconnaissance operation to attack the locality. When the Water Detachment first set out, it included a reconnaissance unit. The reconnaissance unit was the group with the highest cultural level in the Insurance Corps. Besides undertaking reconnaissance work, these soldiers who possessed certain writing skills also temporarily acted as clerks.

Before attacking the fort, the troops had compiled a list of the landlord family's population. As soon as the battle ended, the screening operation began. Thanks to the disaster victims outside the fort, intelligence on how many people were in the landlord's family, how many relatives, their genders, and their names was easily collected, and then verified through cross-referencing. Basically, not a single one was missed. It could be said that even the landlord himself might not know the situation of his own clan so clearly.

Responsible for this work was Xiong Mingyang, the political commissar of the 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment of the newly formed Water Detachment. The 1st and 2nd Regiments had conducted large-scale personnel exchanges with the Water Detachment. All soldiers willing to fight for the common people were incorporated into the ranks of the Water Detachment. The Military Commission decided not to pull out the entire unit. It wasn't that they felt the soldiers were unreliable, but that the public security pressure in the base area was now unprecedentedly high. After a large number of disaster victims entered the base area, public security issues began to become prominent. These people did not have the constructiveness of the Fengtai County common people; the newly arriving victims from other places came to Fengtai County for survival. Even if they were incorporated into temporary production teams, these people could not willingly participate in the cause of building "New Fengtai County." Therefore, the People's Party strengthened mass work among the victims on the one hand, and strengthened security work on the other.

Under such circumstances, external battles could not consume so much manpower. Only soldiers willing to participate in combat could have better combat effectiveness, so Xiong Mingyang chose to participate in the battle.

Liu Guangying, the daughter of landlord Liu Shengyong, was weeping in sorrow for the death of her father and brother when she was suddenly yanked up. It was inconvenient for male soldiers of the Insurance Corps to participate in such work, so when Liu Guangying turned her head, she saw a female soldier from the Insurance Corps Water Detachment. Zhang Xiuhua pulled Liu Guangying's arm and yanked her up. "Sister, stop crying. Go for roll call," Zhang Xiuhua said.

The former Fengtai County refugee camp was now renamed "Fengtai County New Village." In early October, the rush-planted farmland had its first harvest. When the first batch of potatoes was dug out, they weren't very big, and the yield per mu wasn't very large either. If planted properly, the yield per mu should have reached over 1,000 jin. Now there was only a harvest of about 400 jin. But the Insurance Corps had planted over ten thousand mu of potatoes at once. The first harvest of 1,500 mu, with a yield of 600,000 jin, made the common people blossom with smiles. Actually, they could have harvested later, but the influx of disaster victims made the hearts of the people in Fengtai County waver. No amount of inspiring words was as reliable as grain placed in front of them. The Insurance Corps then painfully harvested a batch of grain.

With ten jin of potatoes per person for the 60,000 disaster victims, such a harvest was enough for everyone to eat for ten days. On the day of the harvest, everyone ate a truly full meal for the first time. The morale of the army and people in the base area was greatly boosted. A flood had occurred in the spring when the green crop had not yet replaced the yellow, yet in late autumn, there was actually a harvest. This unheard-of event made the army and people sincerely support the People's Party.

Zhang Xiuhua was originally a probationary party member. When the troops needed to recruit some female soldiers, she signed up voluntarily. Although the fierce battle frightened Zhang Xiuhua quite a bit, facing the work assigned to her before the battle started—taking the female family members of the landlord for screening—Zhang Xiuhua still strove to complete it.

"Let go of me," Liu Guangying shouted. Facing those fierce men in blue, she didn't dare to resist. Facing a woman in blue, Liu Guangying suddenly had the courage to resist. "I won't go with you. I don't want to go with you."

"Sister, come with me. I won't hurt you," Zhang Xiuhua advised.

"You killed my father, and you say you won't hurt me?" Liu Guangying immediately shouted. While shouting, she struggled with all her might.

The strength of a landlord's daughter was nothing compared to a girl like Zhang Xiuhua who came from a farming background, let alone that Zhang Xiuhua had undergone continuous military training. What troubled Zhang Xiuhua was how to persuade her successfully. The Insurance Corps paid great attention to training work, but that was all aimed at combat, which is to say, aimed at men. These soldiers had not received specialized training on how to deal with women.

Since soft tactics didn't work, she would use hard ones. Zhang Xiuhua didn't say anything more. She dragged Liu Guangying towards the assembly point, saying as she walked, "Come with me."

Liu Guangying couldn't resist. No matter how she pulled back, she couldn't withstand the pulling of Zhang Xiuhua's powerful arm. Finally, she simply didn't care whether it was dirty or not, lay on the ground for the first time, and refused to walk. Moreover, she started screaming. The unique sharp voice of a female felt very uncomfortable. Xiong Mingyang didn't want to have any dealings with women; Chinese tradition didn't support social interaction between men and women, and the People's Party consistently emphasized respecting women. This time the troops arranged for female soldiers, which made Xiong Mingyang feel much more relaxed. But he didn't expect that even so, it would be so troublesome to really take the women away smoothly. Seeing that Zhang Xiuhua couldn't solve the problem smoothly despite talking, advising, pulling, and dragging, he also got a bit anxious. Not only that, seeing Liu Guangying resist like this, other members of the Liu family also started to make a fuss. The landlord's family members, who had originally been scared out of their wits by the killing, also started to cause a commotion.

Xiong Mingyang walked forward in anger and gave two slaps to a young boy whose veins were popping out on his head and who was resisting the most fiercely. *Ping pa!* "What are you fussing about!" Xiong Mingyang roared. The soldiers of the Insurance Corps were initially quite polite to the captives; this was stipulated in the "Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention." Seeing that such an approach did not receive a kind response from the captives, Xiong Mingyang couldn't help but get angry.

The soldiers of the Insurance Corps never expected that the political commissar would be the first to break discipline. These simple soldiers dared to fight and dared to bleed and sacrifice. But for these soldiers, the reason they did so was that the People's Party and the Insurance Corps gave them such power and gave them the order to fight. The orders of the Insurance Corps were the key to everything. This was the education the soldiers had consistently received for more than half a year. Although they were also very dissatisfied with the resistance of Landlord Liu's family members, the soldiers didn't dare to personally beat the captives in public. Seeing the political commissar give two slaps to that kid who scratched and clawed like a wild cat, many soldiers actually felt very happy. Especially the soldiers who had been scratched by this kid.

Seeing her brother being beaten, Liu Guangying immediately crawled up from the ground. She was about to rush at Xiong Mingyang again, but was grabbed by Zhang Xiuhua. "Don't beat my brother. You bandits," Liu Guangying shouted.

"We are not bandits, we are the army of the People's Party. We are the army of the common people," Xiong Mingyang shouted at the Liu family members who were restless. "We have our own discipline. Comrade Zhang Xiuhua, let go of this woman, and then tell these people the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention."

As soon as Zhang Xiuhua let go, Liu Guangying rushed to her brother's side. The siblings held each other's arms and wouldn't let go. Zhang Xiuhua ignored them; she loudly recited the Three Main Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention once. Then she looked at Xiong Mingyang.

"The eighth point: do not mistreat captives, do not beat or curse them, do not search their pockets; everyone must be conscious in observing discipline, supervise each other and do not violate it. This is our discipline. But this is for captives. Since you are our captives, you must be obedient. You must do whatever we tell you to do. We don't beat or curse captives, but that doesn't mean we let you be unwilling to be captives and beat and curse us. Our soldiers are not punching bags," Xiong Mingyang said loudly. This was not only said to the Liu family, but also to the soldiers. Seeing the sudden realization on the comrades' faces, Xiong Mingyang continued to shout: "Those who do not give up resistance are not captives! Although we don't want to kill people, for enemies who resist to the end, those who should be killed must still be killed!"

The Liu family members originally saw that the Insurance Corps soldiers didn't want to make things difficult for them, and adding Liu Guangying siblings' resistance, their minds had become somewhat active. After hearing Xiong Mingyang's roar, everyone looked at the eager soldiers around them and immediately became silent as cicadas in winter, daring not to move.

"Then kill me, let me follow my father and mother!" Liu Guangying suddenly shouted at the top of her lungs.

"Good, bring them to the middle and give them two knives!" Xiong Mingyang shouted loudly. The soldiers were stunned, completely not expecting Xiong Mingyang to issue such an order. The Liu siblings were just children around ten years old; the soldiers really had no intention of killing them. But military orders were like mountains; since Xiong Mingyang ordered it, the soldiers had to obey. The Liu siblings were brought to the center of the open ground, and two knives were thrown at their feet. The soldiers couldn't help but grip their weapons tightly. If a fight really broke out, the Liu siblings would be shot dead in an instant.

The Liu siblings looked at the soldiers around them, knowing that as long as they picked up the knives, they would die on the spot. Although they had an impulse to pick up the knives, they ultimately didn't dare to move a muscle.

Although Liu Guangying had submitted again in her heart, she refused to relax her mouth. "What kind of common people's army are you? Apart from daring to rob our Liu family's grain, apart from daring to rob our Liu family's things, what else do you dare to do?" She said this with righteous indignation. The Liu family members couldn't help but nod after hearing it. These words spoke the inner thoughts of the Liu family members. Their faces, originally full of fear, now recovered some spirit.

"Haha, your family's things?" Xiong Mingyang laughed loudly, as if he had heard the biggest joke. He raised his left hand, pointed at the Liu siblings, and then pointed at the Liu family members. He said loudly, "Your Liu family's grain? Your Liu family's things? Then let me ask you, of the grain now in the Liu family granary, how many jin were planted by your Liu family going down to the fields? How much was collected by you from the common people?"

Liu Guangying really didn't expect this man with blue clothes and short hair to say such things. She was immediately choked into silence.

"If this grain was grown by your Liu family with your own sweat, our People's Party army wouldn't touch a single grain of yours," Xiong Mingyang said loudly.

Hearing this, the Liu family members were all speechless, but the faces of the Insurance Corps soldiers lit up.

"The land is my family's. It is perfectly justified for my family to collect rent. If my family didn't rent the land to the fellow villagers, they wouldn't have anything to eat." Liu Guangying knew that she and her brother probably wouldn't have a good end today, so she simply went all out. She also screamed.
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Liu Guangying had never spoken loudly before. As the eldest daughter of the Liu family, she had been educated since childhood to be amiable and not to raise her voice at people. She had never disappointed her parents' education. The reputation of the eldest daughter of the Liu family within the fort was actually very good. But when Liu Guangying saw the charred corpses of her parents and brother not far away, looked at the blue-clad people holding swords and guns around her, and looked at her relatives, the young Miss Liu could no longer maintain her former gentleness. A magma-like emotion boiled in her chest, making Miss Liu Guangying's voice become incomparably sharp.

The blue-clad man opposite her actually dared to say that just because her family's grain was not grown by her family, they had to attack her family's fort and kill her parents. A kind of spite burned in Miss Liu Guangying's chest. "It is perfectly justified to pay rent for farming the land. If our family hired workers to farm it ourselves, we would only harvest more." Although she knew these words would only make her end even more miserable, Miss Liu Guangying no longer cared about that. "Without my family, those tenants would die even faster."

Regarding the people's revolution, the first and last enemies encountered are the landlord militias. This was the content of the conversation between Grandpa Mao and Snow back in the day. And historically it was also so; regarding the land reform policy, all landlords instinctively wanted to resist. For them, it was only a question of whether they dared to resist, not whether they wanted to resist. On this point, Chen Ke never had the slightest doubt.

Before the Water Detachment set out, Chen Ke had held a training class for political commissars. He specifically talked about the core of political work for this battle—winning the support of the people. Any political force has its class stance. The class stance of the People's Party is the common people. The People's Party is not a political party that exists to maintain the interests of the ruling class of 1916. Nor is it a political party that styles itself as a "Party of the Whole People." Regarding this battle, the object the People's Party relies on is the broad masses of the disaster area, and the enemies of the People's Party are those landlords inside the forts. Whoever supports these landlords is an enemy of the People's Party, and whoever supports those common people struggling on the edge of life and death in the disaster area is a friend of the People's Party. Before the troops set out, political commissars at all levels of the troops were repeatedly emphasized these points.

Seeing the Liu family girl wanting to reason with him, Xiong Mingyang actually had a little worry. If this child just pretended to be pitiful, it would only have a very bad effect on morale. But when this girl began to speak from the standpoint of a landlord, Xiong Mingyang was firmly convinced that this was an opportunity to boost morale and clarify the truth.

There is no common reasoning to speak of between the exploiting class and the exploited class; Chen Ke had emphasized this point repeatedly. No matter how the wolf states the fact that it will die if it doesn't eat meat, this is not a reason for the sheep to be eaten by the wolf. Class struggle is just like this; the establishment of the relationship between exploitation and being exploited is just like this. The exploiter must create a justification for being exploited, and in order to maintain the existence of exploitation, the exploiter must also maintain the existence of the exploited, and also has to maintain the survival of the exploited within a certain limit. Even if the exploited do not resist and are obediently exploited to death. But exploiting all the exploited to death at once only makes the exploitation relationship unsustainable. The exploiter not only wants to domineer during his own lifetime but also wants to leave objects of exploitation for his descendants.

Xiong Mingyang himself did not understand this truth before. After receiving systematic theoretical education and understanding this truth, this young man became a true "revolutionary." Previously, he only had a deep-seated hatred for foreign invasions of China. Now, Xiong Mingyang was filled with profound hatred for both Chinese and foreign exploiting classes. He previously couldn't understand why the Qing army was defeated repeatedly. Now he knew that the ordinary soldiers of the Qing army had no obligation to sell their lives for this rotten regime ruled by exploiters. Even the foolish loyalty of a few people was simply not enough to save the fate of this regime.

To save China, a new regime must be established. A regime that truly serves the common people. Now, Xiong Mingyang was establishing this new regime together with the comrades of the People's Party. Only when the people know the significance of participating in the war, only when the people know that fighting bravely and shedding blood and sacrificing amidst the enemy's hail of bullets will bring true liberation, will the people stand up, follow behind the People's Party members rushing to the front line, wipe out all domestic and foreign exploiters, and build a New China, a new world where the people truly live and work in peace and contentment.

Regarding Liu Guangying's questioning, Xiong Mingyang didn't think it had any meaning at all. If it were before, Xiong Mingyang might have fallen into a debate about land ownership, and the result of the debate would be that the landlords might deserve to die, or might not deserve to die. That is because the premise of such a discussion is the recognition of private ownership of land. Falling into this trap would be sheer stupidity. This is the landlords' reasoning, not the common people's reasoning. Chen Ke had long said that the good or evil of the landlord himself is meaningless to the revolution. Justice is not about the quality of personal character, but the superiority or inferiority of the social system. Xiong Mingyang knew very well that what he wanted to persuade and educate were the soldiers fighting alongside him, not this little girl in front of him.

"Comrades, everyone participated in this harvest, right? Or at least heard about this harvest?" Xiong Mingyang asked loudly.

"I participated!"

"I know!"

The comrades responded one after another.

The harvest in early October was a major event for the soldiers and masses in the base area; no one was not rejoiced and encouraged by it. After months of firm effort and shedding so much sweat, the people of Fengtai County finally believed that they could survive this terrible disaster year and live on. And the future promised by the People's Party leading the people also changed from an illusory pie in the sky into a future that could be completely believed in and entrusted with hope.

"If there were no landlords, would our lives be better?" Xiong Mingyang continued to ask loudly.

The Insurance Corps soldiers participating in this large-scale breaching of forts everywhere were all politically quite active soldiers. Even so, after hearing Liu Guangying's righteous and even somewhat hysterical questioning, everyone was somewhat affected by Liu Guangying's emotions. Hearing this question from Xiong Mingyang, quite a few people couldn't help but pause slightly before responding, "It would be better."

Seeing the soldiers express their attitude like this, Xiong Mingyang asked the same question again, "If there were no landlords, would our lives be better?"

"It would be better!" This time the soldiers no longer hesitated and answered in unison.

Xiong Mingyang then asked a new question, "If there are never any landlords in the future, how will everyone's life be?"

This was a most fundamental question, and also a question Chen Ke never dared to raise loudly before. In the early days of the People's Party, let alone the common people having any supportive reaction to this question, the common people would even think that this kind of propaganda by Chen Ke definitely harbored evil intentions and had purposes belonging to Chen Ke personally. After the first harvest of rush-planting in the disaster year, and after eating the life-saving grain provided free by the People's Party for half a year, these soldiers who came from ordinary common people no longer doubted the People's Party led by Chen Ke in their hearts, and no longer doubted that these party members had dark thoughts belonging to themselves personally.

After Xiong Mingyang raised this question, there was still no one answering directly, but the atmosphere lingering around the soldiers was completely different. That was not hesitation, but a kind of true high spirits.

"When rent is collected every year, do people die?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

"People die; every year people are driven to death!" the soldiers shouted one after another.

"With the great flood this year, if we didn't attack the forts, could the thousands of common people outside still live for half a month? Were the landlords going to kill them all?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

"Right, they just want to kill people. They just want the common people to die!" The soldiers' response was already filled with righteous indignation.

"Who takes the most of the grain we grew in previous years? Is it us ourselves, or those landlords?"

"It's the landlords!" the soldiers roared.

"Of the grain grown every year, do the landlords eat more, or do the common people eat more?"

"The landlords!" The bit of pity, sympathy, and unbearable feeling that had appeared on the soldiers' faces had disappeared completely. What now emerged on their faces was true anger.

The Liu family members had been thoroughly awed by such roars. It wasn't that they hadn't seen the angry expressions of farmers, but that kind of expression was only revealed when farmers were desperate and launched attacks with no chance of winning. These blue-clad people of the Insurance Corps were obviously of peasant origin. This didn't need to be proven one by one; just seeing their skin color, their figures, some of their habitual movements, and that simple look, one could confirm this matter. Although these blue-clad people had differences from ordinary peasants, and although one couldn't say where that strange feeling came from, the Liu landlord's family members could all see that these people holding weapons and fighting swiftly and bravely were all once peasants. When these peasants shouted out the anger belonging to peasants, that was anger accumulated for countless days, anger originating from their hearts. These peasants who already occupied the position of the strong now looked so terrifying in the eyes of the Liu landlord's family. after the positions of strong and weak were swapped, the fear of the former strong towards the former weak would be doubly intense.

"That's because those people are lazy and stupid. They didn't work hard themselves. They deserve to starve!" The eldest Miss Liu was not frightened; on the contrary, vicious curses spewed out from her delicate mouth. This was the contemptuous evaluation of the common people that Miss Liu Guangying had heard from her parents, her brother, and her clansmen. Although her parents had tried to educate her into a quiet lady from a noble family since she was young, Miss Liu Guangying had never looked up to ordinary common people. These common people were boors who completely didn't understand upper-class life, treacherous and hateful guys, bad eggs who were never willing to honestly obey the Liu family's orders for their own interests. This was Miss Liu's true thought.

Hearing this, the corners of Xiong Mingyang's mouth curled up slightly. And in the eyes of the soldiers who heard this looking at Miss Liu, there was only cold light.

"Comrades, our People's Party and our Insurance Corps are the people's team, the people's armed forces. It is not because of this disaster year. What we want to say to the landlords is just one sentence. For so many years, what these landlords took from the common people, give it back to the common people! What they ate from the common people, spit it out for the common people! Should they or should they not!"

"They should!" "They should!" "They should!"

This was a voice that had transcended anger. It was a firm belief in the justice of their own actions, a firm belief in the inevitability of their own actions. There was a steel-like conviction in the soldiers' voices.

"I will ask one more time, do you want to surrender? Those who are unwilling to surrender, pick up the knife." Xiong Mingyang swished his sword out, the tip pointing at the Liu siblings. "I won't rely on having more people either. You two with two knives, me alone with one knife. Let's decide life and death with knives."

Miss Liu was trembling all over. She already understood that the people in front of her were not on the same path as her at all. These people's reasoning was completely different from her own. If she fell into the hands of these people, all her past life would cease to exist. Miss Liu suddenly bent down and grabbed a knife, rushing towards Xiong Mingyang. Xiong Mingyang didn't even blink. He swung his broadsword, and the blade cleanly severed Miss Liu Guangying's neck. Her head flew into mid-air, described an arc, and landed behind her body which continued to rush forward.

"Sister!" Liu Guangying's brother let out a miserable scream. He wanted to hug his sister, but saw his sister's head rolling in front of him. The brother's eyes widened to the extreme. His legs went soft and he knelt on the ground, his eyes staring deadly at his sister's head.

The Liu family members immediately began to cause a commotion. "Captives who attempt to riot will all be dealt with as enemies. Kill without mercy!" Xiong Mingyang roared.

"Yes!" the soldiers responded with a roar.

Swords and guns turned to point at the Liu clansmen. Seeing the determined gaze of the soldiers, the Liu family members, who fully understood that they had completely failed, lowered their hands that were preparing to rise one after another, and closed their mouths that were preparing to shout something. They submitted to the Insurance Corps.
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When Pu Guanshui saw the chaos inside the fort and rushed to the vicinity of the Liu family residence, the corpses had already been covered with white cloth. The blood of the eldest Miss Liu had not yet completely coagulated. Liu Guangyi, who had fallen into a sluggish state, had already been dragged into the team of captives by his relatives. Xiong Mingyang was commanding the troops to verify the list of the Liu family clan. It would be too shameful if any remnants of the Liu family were left behind.

"In all things, what is feared is seriousness, and we People's Party members are the most serious," Xiong Mingyang shouted to the party member calling the roll.

This was Chen Ke's "famous saying." If a person doesn't think about how much they will gain after finishing a task, but puts all their attention on the task itself, then they can burst forth with infinite subjective initiative.

The members of the People's Party all had this kind of awareness. Based on the characteristics of human nature, the roll call first separated the children. Then the children were asked to call out their parents' names. Children are not good at lying; after being led alone into a group of strangers, many children were already trembling with fear. As soon as they were asked to find their parents, shouts of "Dad, Mom!" rang out one after another. Those parents, seeing their children being taken away, were already scared out of their wits. When those "bandits" wanted to take Liu Guangying away just now, these Liu family clansmen wishfully thought that these bandits just wanted young women. They didn't expect that after the "bandit chief" spoke some "heretical fallacies," he would kill Liu Guangying, who dared to strike, just like that. Such an action made these people understand that Xiong Mingyang and these "bandits" who called themselves the Insurance Corps were masters who wouldn't spare even chickens or dogs. It wasn't that no one held great grief and indignation over Liu Guangying's death, but when expressing this grief and indignation required paying the price of death, those people lowered their hateful gazes.

Children were not sensible and were terrified seeing such a tragedy. When told to find their fathers and mothers, the children invariably showed strong urgency and hurriedly pointed out their parents. Through this identification, the Liu family was gradually separated by household units.

After the first screening ended, it was numbering by name. According to the pre-assigned numbers, signs were sewn onto these people's shoulders. The Liu family members showed great panic towards this sign. The soldiers responsible for managing the captives immediately told them that if one person in the family took off the sign, the whole family would have to go hungry for a day. Since they had already been separated into family units, even if the parents wanted to take it off, they had to consider the punishment of collective responsibility. They ultimately submitted.

These people were then subjected to a second screening by representatives of the disaster victims. The living and the dead of the Liu family were matched to their numbers, and then the dispersed escort began.

The fleet transporting the captured personnel began to concentrate towards the base area. The Liu family members were neither the first nor the last batch. On the large ships shuttling back and forth on the river, what was transported back was soft goods and property; they dared not transport a single grain of food. If the Insurance Corps dared to transport grain from the disaster area back to the base area, once discovered by the disaster victims, it would cause a terrible shock. To avoid trouble, the Insurance Corps brought their own grain instead of eating in the disaster area. Since the People's Party wanted to take over these areas, any action that ruined their image had to be prohibited for them.

The fleet of the Water Detachment had specialized prison boats. The modified awning boats had divided cages, and the conditions were not too bad. All enemies needed to be eliminated according to plan, but Chen Ke really had no intention of exterminating the landlord families completely. At the same time, Chen Ke was not prepared to let the landlords stay locally, making the newly opened areas constantly need to be on guard.

Class struggle has always been very cruel. The fort landlords and their families captured everywhere were sent to the base area for centralized management. With these usually influential people forcibly concentrated, the possibility of the common people resisting in private was greatly reduced. With these former powerful figures captured, no matter what the people inside the forts wanted to do, they would remain temporarily quiet under this deterrence.

The fleet set out with the captives that afternoon. These captives were locked in cramped cages, completely unaware of what the outside world was like. But the escort personnel of the Insurance Corps could not be so careless. The people on the bow were looking far into the distance, ready to discover suspicious signs at any time.

The commander of this operation was Meichuan Shangyi, a probationary platoon leader of the 4th Platoon, 2nd Company, 1st Battalion, 1st Regiment. Under Chen Ke's personal order, this Japanese revolutionary finally temporarily left his work at the breeding farm. Comrade Meichuan Shangyi was incorporated into the work of the Canal Detachment. Even though the soldiers of the Canal Detachment had received sufficient compulsory education, comrades like Meichuan who had received a high school education were still very scarce. Moreover, Meichuan had been the head of the breeding farm and managed dozens of people; in terms of rank, he should be a company-level cadre. However, due to his lack of combat experience, he was appointed as a probationary platoon leader and undertook the work of fleet transport scheduling.

Meichuan Shangyi was neither happy nor disappointed by the job transfer; he just didn't understand why Chen Ke did this. But the party organization's orders could not be disobeyed. And Meichuan didn't have time to consider so much. The fleet's many regulations forced him to put all his attention into understanding these regulations. Meichuan, who had attended high school, at least had sufficient knowledge, and Meichuan was only the scheduling chief; actual work was handled by specialized personnel. What Meichuan needed was to issue instructions and take responsibility for these orders. So Meichuan was under great psychological pressure.

The first two days were very peaceful. In the latter half of the night of the third day, a fleet suddenly appeared ahead. The number of ships in the fleet was quite large; the report from the night guard said they couldn't even see the end of the fleet. Reasonably speaking, the only one on the current Huai River who could employ a fleet of such scale was the Insurance Corps, but the security regulations required maintaining vigilance at all times. The alert personnel immediately notified the small fleet's scheduling chief, Meichuan.

Meichuan was on duty in the cabin at this time. The captives already knew they were being taken to the "bandits'" lair. Although they were very afraid in their hearts, since so much effort was spent to take them away, at least they wouldn't be killed immediately. Otherwise, they could have made their move halfway. It was night time; during the day, the captives either spent their breath begging the guards or simply talked to each other, but at night they were tired after all. In the latter half of the night, they finally fell asleep or became listless. Meichuan took this time to silently recite the fleet's regulations with the booklet in hand.

Upon hearing the news, he hurriedly went to the bow. Looking at the dark ship shadows in the dark night distance, Meichuan, who had absolutely no combat experience, immediately felt nervous. Searching through the regulations in his mind, before he could order the release of signal fireworks, two points of fire flashed on the last ship of the opposing fleet.

"Who are you?" The fleet's signalman translated the signal conveyed by the opposite ship via flag semaphore (lantern signals).

"Is it our own fleet?" Meichuan asked with some disbelief. The Insurance Corps' fleet was now scattered all over the Huai River; how could such a large fleet suddenly pop up?

"Scheduling Chief, besides our troops, who would use such signals?" The signalman was very dismissive of Meichuan's excessive worry.

"Safety first." Meichuan had never participated in real combat, plus being suddenly entrusted with such important work, his psychological pressure was extremely great. He hoped to be safe in everything. "Tell them we are ships of the Water Detachment. And ask them whose troops they are."

The signalman lit the lamp inside the glass cover, then signaled Meichuan's instructions.

After a good while, the fleet over there replied, "We are a fleet directly subordinate to the Party Central Committee, we cannot tell you the designation. Our fleet is slow; if you need to overtake, please keep to the left."

Meichuan and the signalman were both confused by this signal. This dialogue really proved that the other party was a People's Party unit, but everyone never expected that someone would dare to say they were a "unit directly subordinate to the Party Central Committee." This tone was a bit too big. The only unit directly subordinate to the Party Central Committee now was a small garrison unit. Other units were all subordinate to the Military Commission; what mystery was this group playing at?

Doubts aside, everyone indeed needed to hurry back to the base area. The side lights for overtaking were lit, and the small fleet commanded by Meichuan began to overtake. A long line of lights soon appeared on the Huai River. Candlelight burned inside the glass windproof lampshades newly produced in the base area. Except for the guards, other cadres and soldiers of the Meichuan fleet who needed to be on the gunwales all went to the deck. To their shock, there were as many as a hundred points of light inside the glass covers, extending out for several li. This was a massive fleet. There were at least thirty ships. The gunwales of every ship were pressed very close to the water surface, showing they were full of cargo. On the masts and bows, there were flags of the Insurance Corps and the Dragon Flags of the Manchu Qing Anhui New Army. The decks were full of fully armed Insurance Corps soldiers. Although it wasn't very clear at night, many people's figures also felt somewhat familiar.

"Scheduling Chief, I shouldn't have seen these ships before," the signalman whispered beside Meichuan.

"Haven't seen them?" Meichuan Shangyi asked in confusion. "Then where did these ships come from?"

"Five, ten, these ships are very new... fifteen, twenty. These ships are very old..." The signalman's eyesight was very good. As they constantly overtook this strange fleet, he counted and evaluated this strange fleet. It took a long time for the fleet of mixed new and old ships to be left behind. According to discipline, the two fleets extinguished the guiding lights almost simultaneously.

"Scheduling Chief, these should be new ships. Our Water Detachment has new ships!" There was uncontrollable excitement in the signalman's voice. Meichuan could understand the signalman's emotion; having more ships meant possessing greater power. One of the reasons the Insurance Corps could rapidly expand its strength after this flood was that it possessed the largest, and the only organized, fleet on the Huai River. With no rivals, the Insurance Corps transported materials and moved troops, becoming the overlord on the Huai River. The expansion of the fleet's scale could greatly enhance the Insurance Corps' power. As a soldier, learning the news of new ships joining, it was impossible not to be happy. Perhaps because Meichuan had joined the fleet for a short time, his interest in a fleet of such scale was limited. What he felt more curious about in his heart was what exactly the fleet was carrying.

"At their speed, when can they arrive in Fengtai?" Meichuan asked the signalman.

"This... it'll have to be the morning of the day after tomorrow, no matter what," the signalman answered.
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The news of new ships joining soon spread through the fleet commanded by Meichuan, and there was much excitement in the unit. However, Meichuan Shangyi discovered that what the soldiers focused on was quite different from the beginning. When working in the logistics department, Meichuan was responsible for the breeding farm. As a Japanese, Meichuan had never thought of one thing: under the management of the People's Party, the standard of living of the disaster victims in Fengtai County was actually not much different from that of ordinary Japanese people. At least the standard of living of the disaster victims was definitely not lower than the daily food of the Japanese lower class. The disaster victims could at least be half full, and the Insurance Corps could be seventy percent full. Whereas the Japanese lower class was generally only fifty percent full.

At that time, once the soldiers learned that a fleet had arrived, their first consideration was how much grain could be brought in. Before joining the Water Detachment, Meichuan was the section chief responsible for agricultural and sideline products in the logistics department. He not only had to lead more than fifty soldiers in labor, but he himself also had to do everything possible to provide food for the base area to the maximum extent.

After this great flood in Anhui, animal manure and miscellaneous leaves were absolute rarities; even human waste was not in sufficient supply. Although he was assigned the task of raising earthworms, the earthworms in the plain areas had already been "exterminated." Meichuan took the comrades of the breeding farm to the mountainous area near Fengtai and spent a whole day struggling to get dozens of live earthworms from the barren land.

Meichuan had the obedience peculiar to the Japanese. Chen Ke asked him to raise earthworms, so Meichuan raised earthworms completely according to the manual. It was not until Chen Ke inspected that he discovered this fellow Meichuan's rigid style. So, in addition to waiting on the earthworms every day, Meichuan was assigned the work of raising water grass, river algae, and small fish and shrimp. The biggest problem at this stage was to increase the supply of protein and carbohydrates. "Living off the mountain when by the mountain, living off the water when by the water"—at this stage, the greatest resource the base area could utilize was this Huai River.

During these hundred-plus days, every morning as the wake-up call resounded through the entire barracks, Meichuan would climb up from his straw mat and, carrying a heavy shoulder pole like his comrades, go to prepare breakfast for the pigs, chickens, and ducks. Because of the lack of meat and fat supply, everyone soon dripped with sweat under the heavy labor. Meichuan was the only one who never complained. He buried his face in his sleeve and rubbed it, wiping away the sweat that was about to flow into his eyes, then lifted a swill bucket filled to the brim and poured the contents into the feeding trough. Only then did he go to the washroom to wash up, and then go to the public canteen to eat.

Because of the nature of his work, he was also among the last batch of people to eat, so after eating, he could conveniently bring back the swill from the canteen. Because it was now a disaster period, there wasn't really any oil or fat left in the canteen either.

After finishing this busy work, he also had to lead comrades to push carts into the county town to collect human waste from every household, used to produce humus soil and increase the fertility in the earthworm fields and ponds. Next, he had to go salvage water grass and small fish and shrimp. After finishing all this, if there was still time, Meichuan had to collect some green fodder. Generally speaking, by the time this dirty work was done, it was already dark. If this Japanese high school graduate still had a bit of energy at this time, perhaps he would go to the public bathhouse to take a bath, but most of the time he just went straight back to the only collective dormitory for humans in the pig farm and fell asleep.

Increasing grain production, increasing nutritional supply. This was Meichuan's only work, his only thought.

The Chinese soldiers completely lacked geographical knowledge. They knew that the cadre with a strange accent had a strange name: Meichuan Zhengyi [Plum River Justice]. He was a Japanese. However, these soldiers thought Japan was the name of a Chinese province. And later, everyone simply shortened Meichuan Zhengyi's name to the two characters "Meichuan." Now, the originally strange name became a very common form of address. Soldiers who joined the agricultural and sideline department later only knew that their section chief was surnamed Mei and called Meichuan.

The shock brought to the base area by the harvest not long ago was something Meichuan could not have imagined at all. Meichuan suddenly discovered that the army's food supply had increased by nearly half. The most direct manifestation was that after every meal, the soldiers still habitually licked their bowls clean. Everyone would also rinse the bowl with boiled water and drink the water. Because the dishwashing water was collected centrally, Meichuan knew very well how clear the large buckets of dishwashing water used to be. But now the dishwashing water actually started to be slightly turbid, and the smell of human waste also became strong.

After joining the Water Detachment, real war began. The soldiers' craving for food decreased a lot; combat required guns and ammunition, and powerful explosives. Learning that a large fleet had arrived, the soldiers discussed one after another how many weapons were on these ships and how many forts they could take down. Transferring from the grain department to the military department, Meichuan felt as if he had suddenly arrived in a completely different world.

Before coming to China, Meichuan was just a fresh high school graduate with no distinctive features in any aspect, having neither a prominent family background nor any outstanding ability. Since his family background was merely the lowest rank of samurai, the word he said most was "*Hai*" [Yes]. Various rich and powerful people, or even seniors just a few grades above him, could order him to do things.

Meichuan happened to catch up with the partition period after the Meiji Restoration. The Japanese government did its utmost to extract money, even conscripting women on a large scale to engage in the prostitution industry in Southeast Asia and China. Plus the industrial system built up with various loans was now being sold to big zaibatsu at extremely low prices. Meichuan's family didn't qualify to mix into the level of zaibatsu at all. They couldn't even get the leftovers. Taxes were as heavy as ever, and the stipend that could originally be obtained from the feudal lord was gone. Relying on ten mu of land was simply not enough to maintain a livelihood.

Just like this, Meichuan, who had huddled uselessly in high school for a few years, could have entered a government department to get a job. But his spot was snatched away. Although it wasn't that there was no work, after calculating the meager salary, Meichuan found that he would have to work for five years without eating or drinking to earn back the money his family had spent on his schooling these years. The young man was angry; exactly what kind of New Japan was the Meiji Restoration trying to build?

Meichuan was not the only one with such doubts and anger; many Japanese youths felt such dissatisfaction. Although Japan seemed to have risen, the people had not received any benefits. In such a state of being an "angry youth," Meichuan happened to meet a senior, Heidao Renyilang [Kuroshima Jinichiro]. Senior Heidao had always looked after Meichuan. He wanted Meichuan to come to China with him to "learn revolution." Meichuan actually didn't know how to carry out a revolution, so as soon as the senior made the request, Meichuan said "*Hai*" and came to China, to Anhui, to this not-very-famous small county town by the Huai River, and started engaging in revolution by feeding pigs.

Although the work was hard, it was unexpectedly not annoying. There were no beatings or scoldings, no strict hierarchy. For a long time, family education had told him to keep a low profile, do whatever the higher-ups told him to do; the higher-ups were his masters, and he only needed to learn to say "*Hai*" at the appropriate time and do the things assigned by the higher-ups well, and perhaps one day the higher-ups would look at him with favor, and this descendant of a small samurai could turn his fortunes around. Just like this, Meichuan Shangyi naturally took the People's Party Insurance Corps as his "master." Although he didn't quite understand why the People's Party made him do such a job as feeding pigs, which didn't look like work a high school graduate should do no matter how you looked at it, he still said "*Hai*" and had been doing it until now.

There were a few times when Meichuan suspected whether he had been forgotten in the various breeding farms and fields. But as a Japanese, no matter how dissatisfied Meichuan was, he would still act according to regulations and rules. In Fengtai County, what was least lacking were regulations and rules. Unlike Japan, absolutely no one inflicted cruel and humiliating corporal punishment just because Meichuan did something wrong. Making mistakes was not feared, as long as things were done right according to the regulations.

But at some dusks, just when Meichuan put down the last empty swill bucket, that loneliness of being forgotten would pop up again. Meichuan suddenly felt a bit of a sour nose. Leaving Japan for a few months to come to such a small county town in China thousands of miles away—he couldn't say whether it was worth it or not.

Then, at dusk more than ten days ago, Meichuan looked cautiously and with a slight fear at the young man in front of him, namely Chen Ke, the First Secretary of the Fengtai County People's Party. He wore a blue military uniform of the same style as Meichuan's. The tens of thousands of people in the People's Party and Insurance Corps all wore such clothes, and Chen Ke, as the Brigade Commander, had no difference in attire from the soldiers. Except for rank badges, the Insurance Corps did not distinguish rank through external apparel like clothing. This was something Meichuan had known for a long time, but for this ruler of Fengtai County whose word was law to be like this too—this was a bit beyond Meichuan's long-held understanding. And Chen Ke's first sentence, "Comrade Meichuan, sit down," made him even more unable to grasp Chen Ke's true thoughts.

Perhaps seeing Meichuan's restraint, Chen Ke simply pressed Meichuan directly onto the chair opposite the desk. Now Meichuan appeared even more nervous. Chen Ke made no more superfluous movements; picking up a piece of paper from the desk, he said, "Comrade Meichuan Shangyi, the organization wants to temporarily transfer you to work in the Water Detachment."

Meichuan didn't know the significance of such an order, but he also had no thought that he must understand it. Meichuan answered, "*Hai*!"

"Strengthen patrols," Meichuan Shangyi said. As the highest commander of this operation, Meichuan was not unexcited. But he always felt something was wrong; the behavior of the captives in the cabin was not quite right. Their quietness was quite strange. "All comrades, bring weapons and check the cabins again. I always feel something is not quite right. We can complete the mission when we arrive at the base area tomorrow afternoon. Absolutely do not relax now."

Meichuan not only commanded the comrades to do this, but he himself also first organized his rifle and entered the cabin. The lights in the cabin were lit. Many captives were woken up by the lights; they rubbed their sleepy, red, and swollen eyes and looked at the soldiers outside the cages with puzzled expressions. These cages were designed quite humanely. The large awning boat was divided into two; wooden bars formed two large cages, separating men and women, with young children locked together with their mothers. People were put in according to families. Each cage also had an attached toilet with a commode. The women's cage also used straw mats to block all viewing angles from the men's cage for peeping at the toilet, to maintain the women's basic dignity.

The people locked in here, except for children who could eat two liang, were provided with one and a half liang of rice per person per day, plus a tiny bit of salted vegetables. Each person got a ladle of water a day. It could guarantee they wouldn't die of thirst or hunger. Of course, they wouldn't have enough strength to resist either. The captives had been detained here for three days now; hunger had already greatly weakened these people's spirits. Even with so many people coming in to check, the captives didn't make a sound. Meichuan commanded the soldiers to carefully check the cages in the cabin, seriously inspecting every wooden bar and every joint. Because the commodes in the cabin were changed every two hours, and ventilation on the river surface wasn't a problem, the smell in the cabin hadn't reached an unbearable level.

The careful inspection was completed; the cages were as good as new. This made Meichuan Shangyi feel relieved, but an indescribable discomfort made him feel very unpeaceful. It was like an itch that couldn't be scratched; he couldn't say exactly where it itched, but this itch existed all along.

"Sir, keeping us locked up like this, are you still afraid we'll run away?" a middle-aged man inside the cage suddenly laughed.

Hearing this question, Meichuan Shangyi's itching sensation suddenly disappeared. He seemed to understand the reason for his discomfort. He actually didn't know what exactly he had to achieve. In fact, the order issued was very simple: "Deliver these captives safely to the base area. If the captives riot, the commander can take any necessary measures, including shooting to kill."

If Meichuan were Chinese, he wouldn't have any doubts about this. The Water Detachment's orders were very clear, just wanting Meichuan to transport the people there. Moreover, these regulations including diet had themselves already proved the Water Detachment's attitude towards this group of people. Reduce these people's resistance capability as much as possible, and when they arrive at the base area, try not to have any violent conflicts during the personnel handover. In this case, it would be a good thing for everyone.

Captives were captives after all. If the captives were killed or wounded, wouldn't the meaning of keeping captives be completely lost?

As for the future fate of the captives themselves, that would be left to the Party Committee to handle. The Water Detachment completely obeyed the orders and command of the Party Committee. This was also where the discipline of the Water Detachment lay.

But Meichuan was Japanese. In the attitude of a Japanese, he thought too much. The future of these captives seemed to be a responsibility Meichuan needed to bear as well. This is the mistake young people and children like to make most; they always feel the world revolves around them. No matter what happens, they have an inescapable responsibility.

Such an attitude unbalanced Meichuan's mentality. He always hoped that he was not just a screw in the revolution, but a true pillar.
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"Scheduling Chief, the inspection is complete. No problems were found," the soldiers said after completing the inspection.

Meichuan nodded with slight hesitation. Since he had participated in the inspection personally, there shouldn't be any problems. However, that indescribable feeling could not be completely ruled out. "Double the sentries." Meichuan issued the order, and only then led the team onto the deck.

It wasn't until the fleet arrived at the Fengtai County wharf the next afternoon that Meichuan was able to free himself from this state of unease. Even after the captives were handed over and the fleet received the order to rest in place, Meichuan still felt very uneasy. He didn't want to rest either, so he simply went down to the cabin and started cleaning.

After all, the captives were not passengers; being forcibly locked in such a small space, they certainly couldn't pay attention to hygiene. The cabin emitted the smell of human bodies and excrement. Such a smell was not strange to Meichuan. In fact, he had been dealing with such smells every day these days. Carrying buckets of water and splashing them into the cabin one by one, then scrubbing the wooden planks vigorously with a brush, Meichuan suddenly felt as if he had returned to Japan. His mood gradually calmed down.

"Perhaps I am simply not suitable to be the commander of this fleet." Meichuan finally came up with such an answer. When working with the comrades in the agricultural and sideline department, Meichuan felt it was hard work. But at that time, he didn't have to think about anything, just work and work again. But after becoming the fleet scheduling chief, Meichuan felt he simply couldn't get into this role.

"I might really only be suitable for doing farm work." Meichuan had absolutely no resistance to such self-cognition. Compared with the work of more than ten days ago, although every day involved heavy physical labor, his heart was very peaceful. Whether dumping feed with a swill bucket or doing farm work swinging a hoe, his heart was always tranquil. Because Meichuan was very clear about the purpose and result of such labor. But commanding a small fleet, even a small fleet composed of two ships, required a mindset of being prepared for various unknown things at all times, which Meichuan could not adapt to no matter what.

Thinking of this, Meichuan finally made up his mind. After finishing the cleaning in a while, he would go to find Chen Ke and propose returning to work in the logistics department. Although the result of such a request would likely be that there was only this one job he could do in this life, Meichuan did not have the slightest regret in his heart.

After the cabin cleaning was completed, Meichuan put his thoughts into practice.

Chen Ke received Meichuan. After listening to Meichuan's request to return to the logistics department, he was somewhat surprised. During the period of vigorous expansion of the Insurance Corps, any comrade with some ambition had submitted requests to transfer to the military department through various channels. The reason Chen Ke chose Meichuan was that Meichuan had never made such a request. Chen Ke felt that Meichuan Shangyi, a comrade who worked steadfastly, was relatively reliable, so he wanted to give him a chance to exercise himself. He didn't expect Meichuan to request to return to the agricultural and sideline department so quickly. This was really somewhat unexpected.

"Comrade Meichuan, you must know that the organization needs manpower right now." Chen Ke tried to persuade Meichuan.

"I am very sorry. I feel I am not suitable for military work. The pressure is too great; I cannot bear it." Meichuan lowered his head and said respectfully.

Hearing the term "pressure is too great," Chen Ke suddenly felt a burst of irritability in his heart. He couldn't help but smile bitterly. Yes, the pressure is too great. Whose pressure isn't great? As the First Secretary of the People's Party, Chen Ke's pressure was unknown times greater than Meichuan's. If Meichuan felt the pressure was great, he could apply to return to the logistics department where the pressure was less. What could Chen Ke do if he felt the pressure was extremely great? Not only could he not become a deserter, but he also had to withstand the pressure and continue to move forward.

However, Chen Ke did not want to reject Meichuan's request. If a person has self-knowledge, at least they won't mess up their own affairs. What is feared are those comrades who lack self-knowledge and forcibly insist on doing work they cannot bear.

"Alright. Comrade Meichuan, I agree to your application. You go and hand over your work to Comrade Shang Yuan right now. Then you can go back to the logistics department." Chen Ke said.

When Meichuan left the office, Chen Ke felt a burst of annoyance. He simply stood up, walked to the window, and looked outside. The office was inside the barracks of the Insurance Corps. Compared with a few months ago, the scenery here hadn't changed much. The barracks were once full of soldiers, and then for a period of time, because the troops transferred to Yuezhangji, it had been quiet for a while. Now it presented a lively scene again. With the improvement of the revolutionary situation and the influx of disaster victims from outside, the Insurance Corps had recruited many new personnel. As the site for the Cadre School and Military Academy, the barracks became lively again. Not only that, but new uniforms also appeared in the barracks. The style of the new uniforms was the same as the blue military uniforms of the Insurance Corps; the difference was that the new uniforms were black. This was the uniform of the Internal Security Forces.

There is a small problem in the history of the Republic, which is that the establishment of internal security forces was very late. It was not until after "Eight Squared" [1989] that there was a true internal security force—the Armed Police. The army cannot be used to maintain internal security in the base area; this is not due to insufficient military capability, but out of the need for political propaganda. At this stage, if the army is used to suppress enemies within the base area, the reputation will sound bad. The army is used to strike enemies, or at least to provide disaster relief. This is a matter of the concept of building the People's Army.

Internal enemies are internal contradictions after all. Using the army to resolve internal contradictions conflicts with the "People's Army" concept repeatedly emphasized in the army. Chen Ke's historical knowledge told him that this is very harmful. So internal security forces and police forces emerged as the times required. And the best-equipped among the police forces are the Armed Police. The police forces established are divided into two types: Public Security Police and Armed Police. But the uniforms all adopted black to distinguish them from the army.

The newly formed police force was undergoing intense targeted training. From formation drilling to weapon use, it was actually basically the same as the military training of the army at this stage. The only difference was that the police force conducted specialized baton training, while the army conducted military dagger training.

Holding a shield in one hand and a baton in the other, the police force was conducting formation training for dispersing crowds. Compared with the assassination combat training of military daggers, this police training mode had no aesthetic beauty to speak of. The actions of the police force were far more realistic in terms of intimidation than actual combat. So many parts had to be very exaggerated. Compared with the cold beauty of dagger assassination in a life-and-death struggle, this appeared exaggerated and bluffing.

After watching for a while, Chen Ke sighed and went back to sit at his desk. This was a worn-out square table; one leg was split in half from top to bottom. After being bound with thin hemp rope, it finally maintained a usable state. The conditions of the Insurance Corps were just like this; everyone made do with whatever was usable first. This was true for both cadres and ordinary soldiers. If something must be said, it was that the newly produced various appliances were supplied to the frontline troops in limited quantities, and those sitting in offices in the rear were the last to be supplied. Chen Ke had emphasized this point many times himself; he had to set an example. Although he knew that doing so was actually a bit pretentious, in order to implement the revolutionary concept, such a practice was also a last resort.

On Chen Ke's table lay a manuscript. Chen Ke picked up a pen, preparing to continue revising, but he couldn't put the pen to paper for a long time. This was a very rare situation for Chen Ke. Generally speaking, Chen Ke handled things very briskly now. There was no time for fluff now; the things to be done were piled up like a mountain. If he couldn't cut the Gordian knot, there wouldn't be enough time at all.

But this document was the formal party and government organizational construction plan for the base area. Chen Ke wanted to finish it briskly, but the actual situation was full of loose ends, and Chen Ke couldn't easily start no matter what.

Transmigrators have an advantage, which is being extremely proficient in social organizational structures. It can be said that starting from elementary school, everyone exists in various organizations. Starting from junior high school, political textbooks talk about organizational models of social organizations, from state organizations above to civilian organizations below. When attending school, Chen Ke was always in agony when memorizing these organizational structures.

It was not until now that Chen Ke somewhat understood why the study of these seemingly useless organizational systems was conducted. Even in the 1980s, China dared not say it had completely rid itself of the threat of foreign invasion. Therefore, any social organization, from schools to factories, if faced with a situation of foreign invasion, would very likely have to face a situation of fighting on their own. And an organized social system could effectively conduct a war of national defense. Therefore, teaching social organizational structure from a young age can itself let national members know the levels of state management and maximize their power.

And such education itself also allowed Chinese students to learn the general face of the national organizational system.

Now, Chen Ke was about to establish a formal party, government, and military system for Fengtai County. Such work troubled Chen Ke very much.
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The "Autumn Tiger" [Indian Summer] was very fierce. Hua Xiongmao took off his blue soft cap, wiped the sweat from his forehead with the towel around his neck, and then put the soft cap back on his head. The handsome face of this Jiangnan man was now tanned dark. With the sun beating down on their heads and the moisture steaming under their feet for several months, the Insurance Corps, from top to bottom, all had healthy dark skin. Compared to that fine complexion, Hua Xiongmao's callous-covered palms looked very rough. After holding gun handles, they held hoe handles; callous-covered hands were also a unified feature of the Insurance Corps.

"Comrades, rest for a while!" Hua Xiongmao shouted loudly. Hearing the shout, the soldiers working together in the fields finished the last bit of work at hand, then put down their tools one after another and sat on the slope to rest. Everyone took off their blue soft military caps; some wiped their sweat, and some used the military caps as fans to fan the wind beside their heads.

"Comrades, wipe your sweat dry, then put your hats back on. The wind is strong now, it's easy to catch a cold," Hua Xiongmao shouted. As the nominal highest military commander of the Insurance Corps now, Hua Xiongmao didn't look like he had any official airs at all. He was even more approachable than when he was a Military Graduate a year ago. Although his voice advising everyone to take care of their health was loud, there was no domineering flavor in his tone.

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's advice, the soldiers wiped their sweat with the unified standard military towels one after another, and then put their hats back on their heads.

"Brigade Commander, I have something I want to say to you." A soldier walked up to Hua Xiongmao and said with a very embarrassed look on his face. Hua Xiongmao had finally become the Vice Brigade Commander of the 359th Brigade as he wished, and everyone's form of address changed accordingly.

"What is it? Let's hear it." Hua Xiongmao answered with a smile.

"Brigade Commander, I want to cut my queue. I want to have short hair like everyone else." The soldier had a difficult look on his face. "But I'm afraid my father will scold me. When the time comes, Brigade Commander, you have to plead for me."

More than a quarter of the soldiers in the Insurance Corps had already cut their hair into the short military style. regarding hair cutting, Chen Ke had never forced it. Except for People's Party members, the Insurance Corps did not force anyone to cut their queues. In the eyes of the revolutionary parties of 1906, the queue meant extreme evil. But Chen Ke was not a person of this era; as a youth of the late 20th century, men having long hair or even braiding it was not such an evil thing. Moreover, the reason for rural men in Anhui in 1906 to keep queues was definitely not loyalty to the Manchu Qing, but just a habit.

The Insurance Corps emphasized hygiene. Soldiers had to bathe, wash their hair, and remove lice regularly. Compared with queues, the superiority of short hair was obvious at a glance. As of now, the proportion of people cutting queues in the Water Detachment was very high. Those who decided to follow the Party, especially those who applied to join the Party and those who had already joined, mostly kept soldiers' short hair. However, the most thorough hair cutting was actually in the engineering team following You Gou. Doing work like firing cement and glass, queues were often scorched or even burned under high temperatures. As a woman, You Gou herself had cut her hair short, and the male soldiers also felt that keeping queues was too uncomfortable, so they simply all cut them short.

China has an attitude of paying attention to social traditions and habits; forcibly cutting queues would only trigger comprehensive resistance. When cutting queues could make life and work more comfortable, Chinese people would instead accept it logically. On this point, Hua Xiongmao felt Chen Ke was very right. After listening to the soldier's words about cutting his queue, he laughed. "If you want to cut it, just cut it. Your father will definitely scold you. If I go to plead, your father might think you are using me to suppress him. When I leave, I'm afraid the old man will scold you even harder."

Hearing this, many soldiers laughed. The soldier who spoke just now smiled awkwardly with some embarrassment. "That's true too." He scratched his head with a smile.

However, seeing that the soldier had no intention of leaving, Hua Xiongmao felt that the matter of cutting the queue might not be what the soldier really wanted to say. He asked gently, "If there's something, just say it straight. A man doesn't need to be so hiding and tucking."

Encouraged by Hua Xiongmao, the awkward smile on the soldier's face turned into an expression mixed with expectation and uneasiness. "Brigade Commander, I heard that land is going to be distributed soon."

So that's it, Hua Xiongmao thought with a smile. The large-scale harvest was about to begin immediately. Since the People's Party had already fulfilled its first promise—letting everyone have food to eat—the common people trusted the People's Party's promise of land distribution even more. More and more common people ran to see the landscape painting of the future Fengtai County these days. Although some pictures had changed color and the paint had started to peel off under the wind and sun, the enthusiasm of the common people was higher day by day. The hard work of the Insurance Corps on infrastructure construction had begun to take shape. There was still a long distance from the beautiful new rural scenery in the landscape painting, but the roads and water channels, these most important backbones, had already appeared in scale. This gave those people who had paid hard efforts for this something to look forward to.

Looking at the soldier very seriously, Hua Xiongmao answered, "Correct, land distribution will start very soon."

"Brigade Commander, then how exactly is it going to be distributed?" Hearing this, all the soldiers became spirited. Hua Xiongmao, as the Brigade Commander, saying this personally meant he definitely wouldn't be deceiving people. The soldiers gathered around one after another.

Hua Xiongmao pointed in the direction of the land that had already begun to take shape. "Comrades, the land that has already been repaired, we will distribute to everyone's families first." He pointed again to the area that had not yet had time for large-scale water conservancy construction. "Our army's own farms still need us to tidy them up piece by piece ourselves."

Hearing this, some soldiers had looks of rejoicing and encouragement on their faces, while some soldiers revealed disappointed expressions. Hua Xiongmao knew this clearly in his heart. Those who were happy were because their families could finally farm good land, while those who were disappointed felt that the workload of the troop farms was really too great. Having experienced work that risked their lives these past few months, everyone understood the hardship of the work very well. To build such a vast area into the ideal appearance required investing an incomparably huge amount of labor.

Hua Xiongmao said loudly to the soldiers: "Comrades, we are the people's army. Doing construction for the people first is to let the people, let our own parents and brothers, live a good life first. And farming land ourselves is also so that we can feed ourselves. If we eat less of the people's grain, the people can eat a bit more grain. Tell me, is that right or not?"

There was no thunderous response; soldiers either nodded or sighed. But Hua Xiongmao could tell that everyone did not oppose it, because everyone knew Hua Xiongmao was very right. But thinking that they still had almost infinite work to do, no one could cheer up.

"Brigade Commander, I heard a saying. Those who keep queues won't be able to be soldiers in the future," a soldier asked. As part of the current army, everyone couldn't remain completely unaware that the Insurance Corps was now starting to vigorously breach landlord forts outside. However, in the Manchu Qing era, there were rebellions every year. In the late Qing, there were probably tens of thousands of armed peasant uprisings across the country every year. Although the scale was not large, the common people were not too surprised by this. With such a large armed force as the Insurance Corps, it would actually be incredible if they didn't fight outside. Since most of the soldiers going out to fight did not keep queues, such rumors appeared in the troops.

Hua Xiongmao said loudly, "Our troops suggest that everyone cut their queues. Because short hair is easy to wash and doesn't easily grow lice. But up to now, we don't have a policy requiring everyone to cut their queues."

"But Mr. Lu in the New Village said that to be a soldier in the future, one must cut the queue," the soldier said.

Lu Huitian again! Hua Xiongmao couldn't help but sigh in his heart. Recently, especially after the first harvest, quite a few party members who used to just bury their heads in work started to speak frequently. Especially those comrades of student origin, they recently started to have many quite radical speeches.

"Mr. Lu's words are only his own ideas; this is not our troops' policy. Everyone must understand this point," Hua Xiongmao still said loudly.

"But, besides Mr. Lu, there are quite a few other people saying this too. Queues must be cut. It's revolution." The soldier asked with some worry, "I met my family last time, and my family was also a bit worried. Afraid of fighting."

The soldier really treated the troops as his own people. Hua Xiongmao was very moved. Although it is perfectly justified for troops to fight, for the soldiers to be able to speak such almost heart-to-heart words, they were really too lovable.

"Comrades, we are the people's army. Whether we have to fight or not is because of whether we need to protect the people. If not for our common people, what would we fight for? To have everyone die in vain, and then I, Hua Xiongmao, gain benefits? Haha." Hua Xiongmao laughed loudly after finishing.

The soldiers felt this reasoning was a bit convoluted and didn't quite understand. But as long as Brigade Commander Hua had time, he would work together with everyone. If it were really for himself, Brigade Commander Hua could totally let others do the work. Anyway, those powerful and rich officials and landlords were all like that. Since Hua Xiongmao said so, everyone also felt it made a lot of sense.

Seeing everyone's expressions return to normal, Hua Xiongmao continued, "Comrades, our troops still follow the old rules. When it's time to distribute land, we will definitely tell everyone first. We will hold a meeting specifically to discuss this matter. People, we have to let them speak, but the rule of our troops is that only things said in meetings are official business. What others say, if not notified by a meeting, if not discussed in a meeting, doesn't count. Everyone must remember this point clearly."

For the past half year, the Insurance Corps had indeed been like this. Hearing Hua Xiongmao say this, everyone felt they had a baseline in their hearts. Then they heard Hua Xiongmao shout loudly, "Alright, we've rested enough. Let's continue working. Today we must finish repairing this ditch according to the plan!" After speaking, Hua Xiongmao picked up his hoe and walked down the slope. The soldiers put on their hats one after another and followed their Brigade Commander down to the construction site.

In the evening, disregarding his fatigue, Hua Xiongmao hurriedly rushed from near Yuezhangji to the county town. Although he was the highest commander of the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao actually found that what he was engaged in was actually military orders and training work. Apart from the battle to attack Yuezhangji, Hua Xiongmao never had the opportunity to actually participate in combat again. The rapidly expanding army plunged this former Military Graduate into endless army construction work.

The army construction plan Chen Ke brought out looked simple, but the actual work required to be invested was almost infinite. More importantly, the practical significance contained in these seemingly simple construction plans was not simple. The people who could understand these were a minority in the People's Party, and those willing to bury their heads and work hard to implement them were even fewer. The Military Commission of the People's Party was now regarded as a gathering place for Chen Ke's diehards. At least two recognized diehard subordinates of Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao, held charge of military orders and military administration work. Although He Zudao was now the political commissar of the 2nd Regiment, everyone knew in their hearts that the Brigade Political Commissar would sooner or later be He Zudao.

However, regarding Hua Xiongmao, everyone's recent views were not quite the same. Because of the adjustment of the Water Detachment, many people thought that the current detachment leader of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu, was very likely to become the third-ranked military commander. Although Hua Xiongmao had the most seniority, plus Chen Ke's support allowing Hua Xiongmao to become the Vice Brigade Commander, his status was already above other comrades. Although temporarily no one could challenge his status. But before there was Chai Qingguo—although Chai Qingguo had not been as conspicuous recently as at the beginning—now Zhang Yu appeared, and everyone thought a newcomer had appeared who faintly could drive side by side with Hua Xiongmao.

However, this kind of status competition was not yet obvious; at least Hua Xiongmao himself didn't care. Hua Xiongmao's initial purpose in joining the People's Party was to follow Chen Ke. In this past year or so, Hua Xiongmao felt that this life was becoming more and more flavorful. Not only because he changed from an ordinary Shaoxing gentry into a commander of a team of more than eight thousand people, but more importantly, Hua Xiongmao saw that he could actually accomplish such great things. When in the countryside, let alone eight thousand people, just gathering a hundred people was an incomparably difficult thing. But under the system constructed by Chen Ke, tens of thousands of people could at least be united under one banner. Everyone could actually rely on their own strength to confront such a terrible natural disaster. When the flood occurred, when disaster relief work was underway, everyone including Hua Xiongmao was actually at a loss. Looking around, there was floodwater everywhere; there was nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. But Chen Ke dared to pilot a boat to save people from that time. After the water receded, facing a patch of mud, Chen Ke dared to plan the development for the next few years.

After the toil, looking back, everyone realized these things were actually just like that. As long as the common people could be organized, as long as there was a military organization like the Insurance Corps, as long as the Insurance Corps could listen to the People's Party, millions of people united as one could accomplish great things. Quite a few comrades within the Party had begun to get carried away; all kinds of "Monday morning quarterbacking" and hindsight wisdom came out one after another. But Hua Xiongmao, who always followed closely behind Chen Ke on the front line, knew very clearly that if not for Chen Ke having a determination that never wavered, if not for Chen Ke and those diehards of Chen Ke following closely on the front line, this group of people now boasting shamelessly would have probably run away long ago.

So now Hua Xiongmao was anxious to see Chen Ke; the purpose was to clarify the recent matters of many people speaking recklessly to Chen Ke. The reason the People's Party and the Insurance Corps had prestige was that they absolutely did not promise easily, and for promises, the People's Party and the Insurance Corps tried their best to do it first before speaking.

If before Hua Xiongmao still felt that after Chen Ke arrived in Anhui, he was conversely not as good as in Shanghai. At that time, although Chen Ke was also cautious, at least he dared to talk about the principles of revolution. Arriving in Anhui, especially during the flood period, what Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized was "The People's Party is the vanguard of the people," "The Insurance Corps is the people's team," and "Bury your head and work." What revolution, what ideals, he never mentioned again. Hua Xiongmao now understood Chen Ke's difficulties. If Chen Ke as the highest leader had been full of big talk at that time, the people below wouldn't know what they might have said. Now just seeing the opportunity to lead everyone to live until next year, quite a few comrades below who used to work hard started to talk nonsense. This trend had to be stopped no matter what.

When Chen Ke was in Shanghai before, he talked about one thing. The revolution must accomplish the work of eliminating old culture. One important aspect was the "official standard." Although the soldiers below knew that the one making decisions in the People's Party was Chen Ke, everyone thought that what those "big officials" of the People's Party said was also the meaning of the People's Party. But in fact, what these people were saying now was not only not the meaning of the People's Party, but these words had never even been truly discussed in party meetings.

Hua Xiongmao couldn't exactly say in public that those people's words were all their own nonsense. Saying that would be undermining unity within the Party. And once the soldiers heard it, they would definitely think: if other "big officials" are talking nonsense, then are you, Brigade Commander Hua Xiongmao, talking nonsense? That would be a devastating blow to discipline. So no matter what, Hua Xiongmao hoped to be able to hold a meeting to discuss this matter properly. Before, during the disaster relief period, Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized that one of the Party's disciplines was that what was said to the people must be unified, and there could not be individual autonomous statements. At that time, everyone could understand and could be considered to have done it, but now that the spirit relaxed, quite a few comrades had no gatekeeper on their mouths. This atmosphere had to be stopped no matter what.

On the way, Hua Xiongmao sorted out the various statements he had heard in his mind once. Who said what, what kind of rumors were among the soldiers, and to what extent the recent work had progressed. Although the journey was not short, because his mind was full of matters, it seemed like there wasn't much distance. Just as he sorted out the report content, Hua Xiongmao had already arrived at the county town.

Seeing the barracks of the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao suddenly thought of a question: does this count as me snitching? Hua Xiongmao had a straightforward nature. Although he knew those petty tricks when walking the jianghu, Hua Xiongmao only guarded against others and never thought of harming others. If it were before, he would never have run so anxiously to report others' improper conduct no matter what.

However, although he had such a thought, Hua Xiongmao felt no wavering in his conscience. If this kind of thing wasn't clarified to the party organization and Chen Ke as early as possible, he was afraid there would be big chaos in the future. Hua Xiongmao only regretted that he had still been careless; actually, from the earliest appearance of some inappropriate rumors, he should have reported to Chen Ke. Reporting now was definitely late. Hua Xiongmao made up his mind that he would never turn a blind eye to these "small matters" in the future.

Registering at the sentry post at the gate of the Insurance Corps barracks, the sentry asked with a smile, "Brigade Commander Hua, who are you looking for this time?"

"I'm looking for Secretary Chen."

"Secretary Chen went to the dock to pick up people. I heard a big fleet came today, with many new comrades inside," the sentry said.

"Oh? Then I won't go in first; I'll go take a look too." Hua Xiongmao turned and left after speaking.

Now there were many new camps inside and outside the county town. The large influx of refugees from other places into Fengtai County caused the population here to surge. Although the People's Party also provided a large number of job opportunities, everyone was worried that once the disaster victims were released into the fields to work, there might be large-scale grain looting problems. So most of the work was in the county town, so there were many people here. To maintain order, the newly built police force also appeared in large numbers among the disaster victims everywhere.

Passing through the crowds everywhere, sure enough, from afar he saw the dock was brightly lit. Hua Xiongmao had good eyesight; rushing near the dock, he suddenly saw two familiar people on the dock. One was Chen Ke, and the other was actually the long-lost Qi Huishen.
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Chapter 71: Organizational Construction (2)

The Fengtai County wharf was south of the county town, by the Huai River. In early 1906, it was a very ordinary small stone wharf. But when Qi Huishen arrived at Fengtai County with the large fleet at the end of October 1906, he could hardly see the original appearance of this wharf. The wharf had been expanded to double its size; the new parts built with large grey bricks and stones mortared with cement slurry looked thick and solid. Just looking at it gave people a very reliable feeling. Although the wharf here was quite busy with many people coming and going, the ground was very clean.

In the correspondence, Qi Huishen had long known that Chen Ke and the others were making great waves in Fengtai County. However, Qi Huishen had also experienced the social investigation of 1905; he grew up in Shanghai and was accustomed to environments with so many people. Compared with Shanghai, the population of the surrounding towns and villages, including the surrounding cities, was very small. So after the fleet docked, Qi Huishen really hadn't expected that although the Fengtai County wharf wasn't big compared to Shanghai, it would be so imposing and neat. And the density of people on the wharf was no less than in Shanghai.

As soon as the fleet approached the wharf, red and green lights had been hung up on many poles. This really startled Qi Huishen; such standardized handling didn't appear backward at all even compared to the Shanghai wharf.

"What is going on?" Qi Huishen asked the signalman beside him. Since boarding this ship and entering the water sphere of influence of the Insurance Corps, the signalmen began to be used frequently. For signal communication with land and water, these signalmen could always come up with methods that looked strange to Qi Huishen.

"Mr. Qi, that horizontal row of lights on top of every pole indicates which berth number it is. The vertical column of lights below tells how many ships each berth can hold. The small boats we sent out not long ago are pilots. They have already told the wharf the number and scale of our fleet. These lights are to tell us exactly how many ships can be docked. Soon small boats will come over to tell us how to dock."

"Wouldn't it be fine just to dock in order?" Qi Huishen asked curiously.

"This also involves some unloading issues. Some berths can unload cargo, while some berths are just specially used for parking ships. This has to be arranged well, otherwise it would be chaotic," the signalman explained very seriously.

So there was such a complex management system. Qi Huishen felt a sense of sudden realization. He smiled, "Thank you, Comrade Zhao. Only after you explained it did I understand."

"Mr. Qi, no need to be polite. This is my job." The signalman responded very seriously.

Qi Huishen could hear a sense of pride in the signalman's voice. He could also understand; the signalman had long been told that Qi Huishen was a big shot in the People's Party, coming from Shanghai, and visiting Fengtai County for the first time. And such a complex water management system was indeed something worth the signalman's pride.

Sure enough, as the signalman said, two small boats approached the fleet from the wharf, but didn't come completely close. Red and green lights lit up on the small boats, the lights constantly changing. The signalmen on every ship also communicated using signals Qi Huishen completely didn't understand. There were no chanties, no yelling and shouting, only the sound of water made by oars striking the water surface. Under the command of the signalmen, the fleet entered their respective berths in an orderly manner.

"Comrades disembarking, please take your belongings and get off the ship quickly." As soon as the fleet docked, someone on the berth began shouting with a megaphone. An hour before the ships docked, people on the fleet had already been notified of this matter. Wang Qinian and his uncle Wang Yuelong hurriedly picked up their suitcases and went ashore following the flow of people carrying bundles.

"Qinian, this People's Party really looks like the real deal," Wang Yuelong praised. "Just looking at the rules of the wharf, the wharves over in Manila are no better than this."

"Uncle, Mr. Chen Ke is indeed not an ordinary person. Up to now, hasn't the medicine from Shanghai still had no imitators in Nanyang?" Wang Qinian said with a smile.

Wang Yuelong was obviously very satisfied with his nephew's choice. He also laughed, "Many foreign devils catch venereal diseases. A year ago, I thought that once the formula for this medicine was published, European foreign medicine would enter Nanyang in large quantities. I really didn't expect that after a year, European foreign medicine not only hasn't entered Nanyang, but I've actually made quite a lot doing the resale business, selling the medicine to Europe and India."

Wang Qinian didn't care much about his uncle's praise. He looked around and suddenly pointed at the group of reception people on the wharf and said, "Uncle, look. That tall man on the wharf is Mr. Chen Ke."

Wang Yuelong looked in the direction of his nephew's finger. He only saw some tall and short people on the wharf; before he could distinguish which one was the Chen Ke his nephew mentioned—because of the upward viewing angle, he couldn't even distinguish which one was the tallest—he saw Qi Huishen already stepping forward quickly, and a tall man on the wharf also stepped forward quickly to welcome him. The two held hands tightly. Wang Yuelong knew that Qi Huishen was the highest leader of the People's Party Shanghai Branch, so presumably, the short-haired tall young man opposite him was the Chen Ke his nephew had always highly esteemed.

Parted for nearly a year, when Qi Huishen saw Chen Ke again, seeing this companion who had once led the comrades to swear to create a brand-new China, the excitement in his heart was beyond description. Since Chen Ke left, Qi Huishen had led the party branch in Shanghai to work hard, racking his brains. After the Anhui flood, communication between the two sides was interrupted for a time. But by then, quite a few Anhui disaster victims had already entered Jiangsu and Zhejiang to flee the disaster. Qi Huishen had specifically found disaster victims to conduct investigations. When these victims talked about the flood they personally experienced, it was truly weeping blood. Death, death, death; besides various starvations and deaths, the victims' narratives actually contained absolutely no other content. Listening to the first-hand information of this terrible disaster made Qi Huishen feel chilled to the bone. Those who could run to Anhui [Jiangsu/Shanghai border?] were no longer considered victims from the heavily hit areas. Qi Huishen simply couldn't imagine what Fengtai County, located in the core of the disaster area, would look like.

Just when Qi Huishen was burning with anxiety but had no way out, he finally received the small team sent by Chen Ke. Chen Ke's letter contained no words of complaint at all; instead, it constantly recounted how tenaciously the revolution was advancing. He requested Shanghai to provide ships and supplies; this fleet would bring these life-saving supplies back to Fengtai County.

Besides the People's Party comrades striving to save the disaster under Chen Ke's leadership, the news brought by this team was roughly the same as what the victims said. Qi Huishen knew Chen Ke's personality; this young man who looked gentle on ordinary days had an indescribable ruthlessness in his bones. As long as it was something Chen Ke resolved to do, he would definitely do it to the end. Although he knew the horror of the flood, Qi Huishen no longer said anything that could shake the morale of the army. He simply followed Chen Ke's arrangements, used all the connections of the Shanghai Branch comrades, and even used the power of Yan Fu, Fudan Public School Principal Ma Xiangbo, and the gentry they knew, to gather the ships and supplies Chen Ke needed, ensuring the fleet would face minimal difficulties. When seeing the fleet off, Qi Huishen could even smile sending the comrades onto the ship. But in reality, Qi Huishen was extremely anxious in his heart.

In the few months that followed, communication between the two sides was always barely maintained. On one side was the news brought by the fleet that the base area was flourishing day by day; on the other side was the even more terrible situation in the disaster area brought by more victims. Qi Huishen actually couldn't figure out which side was telling the truth.

Today he personally saw the Fengtai County wharf and saw Chen Ke. He finally believed that this founder of the People's Party in front of him, this highest leader of the People's Party, had realized the words in the letter about establishing a new base area. Needless to say anything else, being able to have the spare capacity to build a new wharf in a disaster year was enough to prove the strength of the base area.

"Wen Qing, Wen Qing..." Qi Huishen was full of words, but when they reached his lips, he didn't know how to say them. He could only hold Chen Ke's hand tightly and shake it vigorously.

"Huishen, welcome to the Fengtai County Base Area." Chen Ke was not as excited as Qi Huishen. Compared to a year ago, Qi Huishen had changed a lot. Originally, although Qi Huishen had the drive of a revolutionary youth, he came from a wealthy family and had received a lot of education, so overall he was still quite refined. But after being separated for nearly a year, there was a considerable change in Qi Huishen's temperament. Leading the work of the Shanghai Branch and preparing various supplies, Qi Huishen had experienced so many things, and he had also matured a lot. However, it could be seen that Qi Huishen had worried a lot these days; there was an indescribable gloomy feeling between his brows. That was the look only people who worried and were anxious all day long would have.

And in Qi Huishen's gaze looking at Chen Ke, only half was happiness; the other emotion was a mixture of worry that dared not believe the reality before his eyes.

"Wen Qing, is everyone okay?" Qi Huishen finally squeezed out the first question.

"All good. Zheng Lan, Zu Dao, everyone is good. Your side is okay too, right? The British didn't continue to trouble us, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

"Nothing happened in Shanghai. I was just worried about your side. Such a big flood in Anhui this time, many victims arrived in Shanghai, and there were people starving to death every day. I was worried to death every day." As Qi Huishen spoke, his eyes reddened, and he actually couldn't help choking up.

Chen Ke could imagine how anxious Qi Huishen had been these days. Just seeing one point—that every time the new fleet and new supplies received from Shanghai were of the maximum quantity—one could know how much energy Qi Huishen had actually exerted. Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but say, "Huishen, regarding the work of you and the Shanghai Branch comrades, the organization thanks you. You saved the people and saved the Party."

Qi Huishen never expected Chen Ke to squeeze out such a sentence. Although these semi-public, semi-private words were neither fish nor fowl, they didn't sound fake at all. He couldn't help but break into a smile through his tears. Wiping his tears, Qi Huishen asked, "Is Zheng Lan and the others here?"

"Zheng Lan is at the Insurance Corps station in Yuezhangji. Work over there is busy, so I didn't notify them for the time being." Chen Ke also smiled. While speaking, he suddenly saw Qi Huishen's gaze fall behind him, and then heard Qi Huishen ask in surprise, "Isn't that Zheng Lan behind you?"

Chen Ke turned his head and saw Hua Xiongmao squeezing through the crowd, striding over from behind him. Although he didn't know why Hua Xiongmao suddenly appeared here, Chen Ke laughed, "Speak of Cao Cao, and Cao Cao arrives. Zheng Lan is here."

While speaking, Hua Xiongmao had already arrived in front of them. He shook hands tightly with Qi Huishen. "Huishen, I missed you to death."

Although everyone was reuniting after a long separation, they had all done a lot of big things in this past year or so. Although their moods were excited, they all knew they should handle the current matters well. This fleet not only brought a large amount of supplies and machinery, but more importantly, many comrades from Beijing and Shanghai finally arrived. Qi Huishen quickly took Chen Ke to meet everyone.

Qin Tongren and Xu Erba of the Beijing Branch, these technicians from the honeycomb briquette factory; Wang Qinian, Xie Mingxian and others from Shanghai; and quite a few new party members developed in Shanghai had all disembarked. Everyone met briefly, and then Chen Ke led the team, taking these new comrades towards the direction of the Insurance Corps barracks.

The new comrades were all in Fengtai County for the first time, and most were in Anhui for the first time. Everyone already knew the details of this flood very well. Although they heard that Chen Ke and the others had established a great situation in Fengtai County and could even conquer the flood, before seeing it with their own eyes, everyone didn't quite believe it. Now seeing the order of this wharf with their own eyes, quite a few people believed that Chen Ke and the others had really created a true situation. But when following Chen Ke and the others to the barracks, seeing many refugee camps along the way, everyone became skeptical again about Chen Ke's words that they had already conquered the flood.

It was already evening, and it was impossible to hold a grand banquet. Qi Huishen had already given the roster of arrivals to Chen Ke, and the logistics department had allocated dormitories. Everyone first lined up for roll call on the playground to ensure no one was missing. Then comrades from the logistics department took everyone to their dormitories. Luggage was put down, and beds were made. Everyone was gathered again to recognize the canteen, water room, bathhouse, and toilets. Then dinner was served.

Food mainly consisting of potatoes filled the stomachs of these comrades who had traveled from afar. Everyone was then driven to take a bath. Then they were arranged to rest in the dormitories.

Since dormitories were temporarily allocated by region, Qin Tongren, Xu Erba, and others were arranged into one dormitory. Eight people were stuffed into one room. Many of them had never slept on double-deck bunks, and the straw mats were not that comfortable. Plus, northerners were not very used to boats; Xu Erba couldn't sleep on the upper bunk, so he simply opened his chatterbox. "Mr. Qin, how do you feel about this Fengtai County now? I feel it's not like what they said, that the disaster situation has already been calmed."

"Hmph, Wen Qing's ability is quite significant. Don't talk nonsense." Qin Tongren answered calmly.

"Why do you say that?" Xu Erba felt very puzzled.

Not only Xu Erba, but other northern comrades who came along were also somewhat doubtful. Plus, quite a few comrades hadn't fully recovered from seasickness; although their heads were dizzy and swollen, they were not sleepy. Hearing Mr. Qin Tongren, who didn't like to talk much on ordinary days, open his mouth, several people in the room simply sat up. "Mr. Qin, tell us. Why do you say Mr. Chen has significant ability?" These people had cooperated with Chen Ke in the Beijing honeycomb briquette factory before. Although they knew Chen Ke had ability, they always felt Chen Ke hadn't reached some amazing level.

Qin Tongren actually felt uncomfortable too and didn't have much sleepiness. Moreover, he had good judgment and had already noticed details that many of these traveling colleagues hadn't noticed. Although he didn't really want to show off, on second thought, if he didn't explain the reasoning clearly to these colleagues, in case they started talking nonsense, they would only be looked down upon. He also simply sat up to explain, "When everyone was bathing, did you notice the taste of the water?"

Those bathing showers were devices where water flowed as soon as the switch was turned; these comrades engaged in mechanics knew the principle at a glance. The northern concessions actually had running water. Compared with the goods made of bamboo in Anhui, iron faucets were still much stronger. Everyone didn't pay too much attention. But when the taste of water was mentioned, everyone felt they had no impression.

"The water didn't have any taste," someone said.

"Correct, it's precisely because it had no taste that it shows Wen Qing is remarkable. This is running water [tap water]," Qin Tongren explained.

"Running water?" Everyone felt somewhat confused. "This Fengtai County is right by the water; it wouldn't lack water anyway."

Qin Tongren was very disappointed with these companions who lacked basic observation skills. "We took the boat all the way; how was the smell everyone smelled all day long? The fishy smell was heavy, right? This running water is processed water; it has no fishy smell at all. Building a waterworks, processing water. Just this one item, how much strength had to be spent? This is a disaster area, not a city like Beijing or Tianjin. A tiny Fengtai County actually has running water. In Beijing and Tianjin, how many people can use running water? Those are all rich people. We still use well water, yet here in the military barracks, they are already using running water. If you say Wen Qing has no ability, if sensible people heard it, wouldn't they laugh their teeth off?"

Everyone thought for a while, and only then did they suddenly realize. "So that's it."

However, Xu Erba was somewhat unconvinced. "This running water is so expensive. If Mr. Chen uses it like this, how much silver must be wasted?"

Qin Tongren felt speechless hearing this; he couldn't be bothered to explain to such an elm head. Qin Tongren continued to recount his views on the scenes he saw along this short road.

Although there were many disaster victims in Fengtai County, there was no such situation of selling sons and daughters, let alone crying to heaven and wiping tears with dead bodies everywhere. The disaster victims just curiously sized up this large troop marching with torches. Qin Tongren observed that besides their own large group, there were also many people wearing clothes similar in style to Chen Ke's, in teams of five, also holding torches and patrolling the gathering areas of those disaster victims. Although there was a very alert posture, at least there were no disturbances. regarding this security situation, although one couldn't talk about living and working in peace and contentment, at least one could declare it was orderly. To govern a disaster area into such an appearance was already quite not easy.

After telling what he had observed, everyone recalled these details. Everyone savored Qin Tongren's words repeatedly, and only then felt they made a lot of sense. Moreover, since Mr. Qin could see so many things, everyone's admiration immediately surged endlessly.

Seeing that everyone had accepted his point of view, Qin Tongren then continued, "This Fengtai County belongs to Fengyang Prefecture. The *Fengyang Flower Drum* sings: 'Since Zhu Yuanzhang came out, nine years out of ten are famine.' This was never a wealthy place to begin with. Wen Qing has been here for a year at most, plus this great flood. According to what that *Fengyang Flower Drum* says, even without a flood, it looks like famine is everywhere. It absolutely cannot compare to the wealthy places in Jiangnan. Now that there is a great disaster here, it is instead orderly. And although the food we ate wasn't very tasty, the things given to us to eat could make us full. If Wen Qing only cared about feeding his own people and the disaster victims outside had no rice to eat, do you think they could be so quiet?"

Everyone spoke no more, only nodding silently in the dark.

"For Wen Qing to manage this disaster area to this extent, I think there must be many things he hasn't let us see. Everyone hurry up and rest. Starting tomorrow, there will be more things to do. You must not delay resting, yawning one after another tomorrow. It will only make people look down on us." After Qin Tongren finished speaking, he lay down first to sleep.

Everyone dared not disturb Mr. Qin's sleep anymore, whether they could sleep or not. They also lay down quietly. After a while, everyone slowly entered dreamland.
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At 5:50 in the morning, while the thin morning mist still shrouded the Fengtai County military camp, the melodious reveille had already been blown by the bugler standing in the center of the playground. The red cloth tied to the bugle swayed gently in the breeze. Set against the red glow of dawn on the horizon, the silhouette of the bugler's straight posture looked solemn and lonely.

Not long after, the sound of footsteps and the shouts of officers began to ring out more and more in the barracks. These sounds became more numerous and louder, finally converging into a rumbling sound. The daily morning exercise was a routine; all officers and soldiers, including Chen Ke, got up. The army and the police force formed square formations according to their respective unit units. The noise soon subsided, and the sounds of roll calls from various units echoed in the barracks.

The roll call work ended quickly. At the order of the officer in charge of training, the gate of the barracks opened wide. The police force started one after another according to unit units; they lined up neatly and stepped in uniform cadence, filing out of the gate one team after another. The morning jogging exercise around the city officially began.

This was training for discipline, for organization, and for physical strength. In a sense, it was also a way to display power. Hundreds of people in neat formation would advance along several main roads, passing through the main camps of the disaster victims. At this time when the problem was preliminarily solved, the danger was not smaller than during the most desperate period of the flood; on the contrary, while the livelihood of the local people was ensured, the livelihood of the disaster victims entering Fengtai County still could not be guaranteed. A preliminary management system had not even been established among the disaster victims. The People's Party's influence on the disaster victims was entirely maintained on the basis of barely keeping them from starving to death. The possibility of conflict outbreak had not decreased; instead, there was a possibility of comprehensive conflict. Before resolving this matter, adopting sufficient high-pressure measures was also a last resort.

Chen Ke did not participate in the morning run. Last night, first Hua Xiongmao talked about various sayings circulating in the troops recently, as well as opinions published by quite a few party members on their own. Hua Xiongmao complained greatly about the "party discipline-disregarding" nonsense of the party members. Chen Ke did not reply immediately either; he indicated he knew these situations, and then let Hua Xiongmao hurry back to the Insurance Corps Brigade Headquarters in Yuezhangji.

Next, Chen Ke and Qi Huishen talked until more than four o'clock in the morning. Qi Huishen had one question after another. Chen Ke had been focusing his energy on solving specific problems these days, but Qi Huishen's questions involved many issues of revolutionary theory, which really stumped Chen Ke. Chen Ke had not failed to think about many of the questions Qi Huishen mentioned, but under the current circumstances of natural disaster, he didn't have the energy to study them deeply.

Qi Huishen finally fell asleep exhausted. Chen Ke didn't dare to sleep at all; in order not to delay matters, he simply started processing documents. When morning exercise started, Chen Ke also participated in the roll call, and then returned to his office.

A simple straw bunk had been set up in the office; a door panel was placed on two long benches, covered with a straw mat. Qi Huishen was covered with a thin quilt, sleeping soundly on it. The movement outside couldn't wake him up at all.

"What a happy person," Chen Ke, who was used to hardship, sighed helplessly. regarding the comrades, Chen Ke was truly envious from the bottom of his heart. Being in the downstream of history, although he could see infinite possibilities of success, what Chen Ke saw more of in his eyes were the possibilities of failure.

Sitting at the table, Chen Ke flipped through the documents casually. The things Hua Xiongmao hurriedly came to report yesterday were actually only a small part. According to intelligence collected from various aspects, along with the improvement of the base area's situation, various undercurrents had already begun to float. Compared with these problems, the problems within the Party might not necessarily be called that dangerous.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help but shake his head. His own thoughts still took it for granted and simplified the problem. Any matter is far less complex than imagined, but also far less simple than imagined.

The Insurance Corps didn't have chairs now, only stools. The feeling of having no backrest was really uncomfortable. Chen Ke propped his elbows on the table, crossed his fingers, and supported his chin. The current problem was complex but not that complex. After the pressure caused by the flood on the masses was alleviated by this harvest, various contradictions that had been completely overwhelmed by the survival crisis immediately surfaced. The biggest problem lay in the fact that quite a few people had already raised the topic of distributing grain.

According to the results of the discussion between Chen Ke and the People's Party comrades, this batch of grain absolutely could not be distributed. Not to mention that the external expansion of the base area needed grain, and stabilizing the newly opened areas needed grain. To produce this batch of grain, how much effort did the People's Party and the Insurance Corps put in, and how much sweat did they shed? Just based on this contribution, there was no reason for the common people to dictate terms on this batch of grain.

But this reason absolutely could not be stated like this. If stated like this, it would only set the forces led by the Party against the people. There is no lack of precedent in history for this kind of simple and crude approach; Comrade Stalin once engaged in "every grain to the granary." It cannot be said that what he did was wrong, but the practical operational means and results during the policy execution process absolutely cannot be said to be the best.

A policy must not only look perfect on paper, conforming to theory and ideal operations. More importantly, in the actual operation of this policy, it must conform to reality to the maximum extent. But with the resources currently in Chen Ke's hands, it was absolutely impossible to produce a perfect result. this matter was destined not to end perfectly. Chen Ke sighed, "I just hope it doesn't turn into the kind of result Comrade Stalin produced in Ukraine."

Perhaps because he had set his own bottom line, the mental pressure was relieved. Chen Ke, who hadn't slept all night, sat straight at the table like this, his chin resting on the shelf made of his hands, and suddenly fell into a state of sleep.

"What exactly is going on?" He Zudao's expression was grave. The grassroots political commissars of the 2nd Regiment of the 359th Brigade also had difficult looks on their faces. This was the first time a large number of soldiers collectively requested to leave the Insurance Corps. Since the establishment of the Insurance Corps, the number of people had always been increasing. Although Chen Ke had not failed to warn He Zudao recently that such a situation might occur, when really encountering such a thing, the political commissars also felt very stunned.

"What exactly did these soldiers say?" He Zudao steadied his mind and then asked. He had heard from Hua Xiongmao early this morning that the Shanghai comrades had already arrived in Fengtai County. He had planned to take time to go to the county town after finishing his work in the morning. But as soon as he came up, he encountered a report of dozens of soldiers jointly requesting to leave the Insurance Corps and go home. Originally wanting to go to the county town to see these comrades he hadn't seen for a long time, He Zudao was already a bit impetuous. Hearing such news again, He Zudao, who could usually keep his cool, also felt he couldn't stand it.

Although he tried his best to maintain composure on his face, He Zudao subconsciously clenched his fists, and his teeth were also clenched tight. During the flood, everyone barely maintained order to survive. As soon as life got slightly better, people's hearts immediately began to scatter. He Zudao saw the other political commissars in front of him looking at him one by one, their expressions somewhat surprised. He quickly sensed his own loss of composure, relaxed his tightly clenched teeth, and unclenched his fists. But such actions did not make He Zudao feel relaxed. He only felt his breath was a bit hot, and a word popped out of his mind which was somewhat chaotic due to excitement: "Ingratitude."

"Let me calm down first. Everyone also think about what exactly is going on first. We'll have a meeting in a few minutes." After He Zudao finished speaking, he took an hourglass and placed it on the table. Since being able to produce glass, besides colored glass lampshades, Chen Ke specifically requested the production of a small batch of hourglasses. The base area couldn't produce watches, and had even less money to buy any watches. Although the hourglass was rough, it could at least serve as a timing tool. Without looking at the fine sand leaking through the fine hole between the two cones above, He Zudao turned to look out the window. The sky of Anhui in late autumn was a patch of azure blue, only dotted with a few white clouds here and there. The endless sky should have made people feel happy. But in He Zudao's eyes, this sky was a bit too chilly. Although the days of large-scale harvest were coming soon, it wouldn't be long before winter arrived. Thinking of this, He Zudao inexplicably felt a trace of chill.

The once somewhat bewildered emotion was instantly calmed by this chill originating from his heart. When winter comes, they have to stick together for warmth anyway. As a high-level official, He Zudao knew that the People's Party was raising winter supplies such as cotton-padded clothes. Moreover, after Chen Ke said that large-scale demobilization requests might appear, he was not panic-stricken like He Zudao. He Zudao remembered clearly that facing the surprised He Zudao, Chen Ke said calmly: "Whoever wants to go, let them go. A melon forced off the vine isn't sweet."

He Zudao thought it very strange at the time. According to his habit, He Zudao asked Chen Ke why he thought so. Chen Ke pondered slightly for a while and gave an answer that wasn't an answer. "Perhaps I think too much. You don't need to take it to heart too much either. Just work as you should." He Zudao observed Chen Ke's expression himself; he didn't see anger or dissatisfaction. Chen Ke was still his usual kind of firmness and composure. Moreover, this remark was indeed a bit too abrupt. He Zudao felt perhaps he really thought too much, so he didn't ask further.

As always, Chen Ke had already anticipated what would happen. Recalling Chen Ke's calm and composed look, He Zudao immediately felt confident. Since Chen Ke didn't consider this matter a big problem, He Zudao felt much more at ease. Having finally calmed his mood, He Zudao turned his head. There was still about one-third of the fine sand left in the upper half of the hourglass.

The other political commissars at various levels saw that Commissar He, who was still somewhat agitated just now, was now calm and composed. Then they heard He Zudao say, "Everyone go and ask clearly the reasons why these comrades request to leave. Then tell them that the organization will notify them in three days."

"Commissar He, are we really going to let them go?"

"If they go, maybe quite a few people will want to go."

The political commissars never expected Commissar He to have such an attitude; they spoke up one after another.

He Zudao waved his hand, stopping everyone's disorderly speeches: "I am not trying to criticize everyone. Everyone has responsibility for this matter, but the responsibility does not lie in these soldiers wanting to leave." Having said this, He Zudao scanned the political commissars with a kind gaze. "Comrades, I think everyone must first understand why these soldiers want to leave."

With such a standard drawn, the faces of many political commissars immediately became unsightly. With such a large group of soldiers wanting to leave, everyone immediately panicked, their minds full of how to stop it; they simply didn't think of getting to the bottom of the matter.

From everyone's faces, He Zudao saw that he had hit the point. He smiled, "Since people want to leave, this shows that these soldiers' hearts are not here with us. Forcing them to stay only makes them unhappy, and us seeing them unhappy. Why bother? But, leaving must be done clearly. People can go, but we must understand why. Everyone go back and ask clearly why the soldiers want to leave. Is it that they want to leave themselves, or is there pressure from others? These soldiers have been with us for so long after all; it should be possible to let them tell the truth."

Seeing the political commissars nodding one after another, revealing that determined expression of having a goal on their faces, He Zudao quickly added a sentence, "We must pay attention to method. Letting everyone tell the truth is not forcing everyone to speak. If you force people to speak when they don't want to, they will definitely tell some lies. Treat comrades with warmth like spring. You must first consider the difficulties of these soldiers. Don't just think about how difficult it is for us ourselves..."

Regarding this issue, He Zudao held another small meeting, which finally calmed everyone's anxious and dissatisfied emotions. Seeing that the political commissars had finally returned to calm, He Zudao then announced the end of the meeting.

Watching everyone's receding figures, He Zudao couldn't help but think: winter is coming soon. Do these soldiers who want to leave really think they can survive this winter smoothly after breaking away from the organization? Such a simple truth, can these people really not figure it out? He Zudao felt very puzzled.

While considering this matter, he saw Hua Xiongmao walking in with an angry face. He Zudao laughed, "Zheng Lan, you didn't come to find me because there are soldiers in the 1st Regiment requesting to go home, right?"

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao was startled. He stared at He Zudao and asked in confusion, "How did you know?"

He Zudao pointed to the pile of empty stools in the office. "Sit. Let's not talk about this first. I'll tell you my thoughts."

"Wen Qing, wake up!" Someone shook Chen Ke's shoulder gently while speaking. The delicate stable state required for sleeping while sitting was instantly destroyed. Chen Ke's chin slid off the back of his hand instantly, his head jerked down violently, and he woke up instantly. Raising his head and looking with sleepy eyes, there were already quite a few people in the room, and someone was walking in stealthily. The one who shook Chen Ke awake was Shang Yuan. He went to pull his own stool with a matter-of-fact look, having no intention like other comrades of taking care of Chen Ke's rest. And Qi Huishen had woken up at some point. He apologized to other comrades with an embarrassed look, "Sorry, it was me who kept Wen Qing talking too late yesterday, delaying Wen Qing's rest."

Chen Ke covered his mouth, swallowing the yawn that came up again back into his stomach. Seeing that the few main cadres had all arrived, Chen Ke said, "Many new comrades have come this time, from all corners of the land, north and south. Some comrades everyone knew before, some comrades everyone doesn't know at all. So many comrades coming to Fengtai County are all for the revolution. We must welcome these new comrades. Starting today, we must do a good job of reception work, arrange their work according to the respective characteristics and strengths of these comrades. Let comrades who aspire to revolution be able to exert their own abilities."

This was setting the tone; Chen Ke made his attitude clear.

"Then do we arrange work for so many comrades immediately?" Shang Yuan asked.

"Organize them first. Half the time for class study, half the time participating in labor," Chen Ke said without hesitation.

This suggestion was beyond everyone's expectations. Everyone stared at Chen Ke. But no one objected. Everyone present had experience in participating in labor personally, and the labor intensity was not low. If newcomers were arranged directly to leadership posts, the people present would instead be dissatisfied.

Chen Ke ignored everyone's gazes and continued, "Now the revolution has reached a juncture. At the beginning of this year, when we arrived in Fengtai County, the common people didn't know who we were or how capable we were. Now the common people know who we People's Party are and exactly how capable our People's Party is. The current problem, to put it plainly, is very simple. It's just one sentence: do the masses want to follow us or not."

When speaking of this, Chen Ke's expression was already quite serious. The comrades had been with Chen Ke for a long time and knew that when such an expression appeared on Chen Ke, he was going to get serious. Everyone was listening seriously to the specific methods Chen Ke would say next.

"Quite a few comrades definitely have a question: why haven't I talked much about theory for such a period of time? Everyone talks less about revolution besides discussing how to work. I can tell everyone the real reason now. First, if we only talk about grand principles, everyone will definitely think things are very easy. Just like those people who took the imperial examination after reading the Four Books and Five Classics. You can't say that what is said in these Four Books and Five Classics is unreasonable. But, just recognizing a few characters and reciting those large paragraphs of words, what use is it? If you can't use principles to guide your own actions, it's completely useless."

Chen Ke's words were very blunt. Most of the comrades present had read the Four Books and Five Classics, but everyone didn't have any intention of objecting. After working hard for so long and struggling to survive in the flood, everyone truly realized that the principles learned before were completely useless at these times. At such times, knowing how to read the Four Books and Five Classics was really not as practical as knowing how to row a boat.

"I have talked about 'On Contradiction.' At any time there are principal contradictions and secondary contradictions. What was the principal contradiction during the flood? The common people wanted to survive! So as long as we can let them survive, they will follow. If our People's Party can lead the common people to survive, the common people will follow us. But, this is not revolution. For the common people, overthrowing the existing system and establishing a new system doesn't rank in the front for them at all. The reason I didn't tell everyone so many revolutionary principles is very simple: the more principles everyone knows, the easier it is to think too much. If during the flood, instead of focusing all energy on solving the current contradiction, one always thought about the future when doing things and treated establishing a new system as the principal contradiction, then trouble would definitely occur."

Qi Huishen watched Chen Ke talking with fervor and assurance to the comrades. He felt that the current Chen Ke was very unfamiliar. Before, although Chen Ke also had this attitude, it was only in Shanghai, facing a few comrades, so although his expression was stern, his attitude was actually tolerant. Listening to Chen Ke's current words, Qi Huishen only felt a bit of chill on his back. The current Chen Ke completely lacked the tolerance of the past. This leader of the People's Party already had a kind of seemingly essential change; that was an indescribable firmness, a resolution to solve problems thoroughly no matter what situation was encountered.

Qi Huishen turned his head to look at the other comrades again. Everyone was listening very seriously; no one wanted to refute. At least on the surface, everyone could understand these words of Chen Ke. Qi Huishen asked himself; he could understand Chen Ke's current words, but couldn't comprehend them completely. Looking at these comrades following Chen Ke in Fengtai County, a slight jealousy suddenly arose in Qi Huishen's heart. The once seamless cooperative relationship between him and Chen Ke now had a large distance, and these comrades who followed Chen Ke much later than him were now closer to Chen Ke.

"Since the flood has been preliminarily quelled, the former principal contradiction, the flood, has disappeared. The disappearance of one principal contradiction means another contradiction has now become the principal contradiction. In my feeling, the current principal contradiction is the contradiction of whether to have a revolution or not. The people of Fengtai County can already survive; there are many ways to survive. In our view, the people following our People's Party is the best way. But in the view of some others, if they can drive our People's Party away, that is the best way. For the common people, if the old set is restored, it is also a very good choice. I think how to walk in the future days is the biggest contradiction now. The interests and ideas of various parties can even be said to run in opposite directions."

All comrades had gloomy faces. After hearing this, quite a few comrades showed approval in their eyes. Even Magistrate Shang Yuan, who was always very calm on ordinary days, couldn't help but nod slightly.

Chen Ke ignored everyone's expressions and continued, "At this stage, on the one hand, we must solve the problems of the common people, but at the same time, we ourselves must strengthen theoretical construction. We ourselves must first know exactly what kind of new system we want to establish. We must know *why* we want to establish such a new system. If we ourselves aren't clear, how can we explain it clearly to the common people? So I require everyone that at this time, no one is allowed to speak recklessly. You can't just say whatever you want to say. The common people are not our own comrades; they don't understand what you say now, they will only interpret your words according to their own ideas. Even if we don't speak ourselves, there are still various rumors running rampant. If we say the wrong thing ourselves, aren't we looking for trouble for ourselves? When facing the outside, you can only say what the Party lets you say. This is the Party's discipline; no matter who, it must be implemented to the end."

After saying this, Chen Ke's burning gaze swept across the faces of those comrades who had started to be unable to control their mouths. These people knew why Chen Ke said these things and why he looked at them. Quite a few people blushed.

"Does anyone have any other opinions?" Chen Ke asked only after scanning everyone.

No one had opposing opinions. Chen Ke then continued, "Then let's enter the next part and start discussing how to implement these."

Is this the real revolution with real swords and spears? Qi Huishen couldn't help but think. This aggressive attitude shown by Chen Ke, this style that allowed almost no explanation, really opened his eyes. But he didn't know why, at such a meeting, Qi Huishen didn't feel depressed. On the contrary, this style of Chen Ke made Qi Huishen feel a kind of true high spirits.

He then heard Chen Ke say: "Now that the Party School has been opened, all party cadres must enter the Party School for training. Get the theoretical knowledge clear. The comrades from Shanghai and Beijing have arrived. I have sent people to notify Comrade Chen Tianhua and Comrade Wu Xingchen. After they return, as soon as the Party School training course ends, we will convene the First National Congress of the People's Party."



★


Organizational Construction 4

Volume 3 - Chapter 73

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 73: Organizational Construction (4)

In the classroom of the People's Party School, after Chen Ke wrote the sentence "Labor created man himself," he turned to face the crowd. The party lesson had been going on for several days; not only was Chen Ke exhausted, but the comrades below also felt very uncomfortable.

Before this issue, Chen Ke had just finished talking about the biological and social nature of human beings. The social nature was easy to talk about; in Chinese culture, the level of research on human social nature was actually quite high. But the issue of human biological nature involved the issue of human biological evolution. For Chen Ke in the 21st century, the theory of evolution itself was no big deal. It was just one of many taken-for-granted basic scientific theories. The education system of New China had long completed the inculcation of this knowledge. Viewing the world through evolution was just a worldview that Chinese people were accustomed to.

The major pillars of the Marxist theoretical system are modern knowledge of mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, geography, etc. This knowledge is actually the angle and standpoint from which to view the world. During the long learning process—attending lectures, doing homework, taking exams—the exam-oriented education system of China had long instilled these worldviews slowly but effectively into the youth of New China through various means. Even those idiots who believed in "creationism" after growing up, to a large extent, might not really oppose evolution theoretically.

For these party members of 1906, it was a completely different matter. The so-called Three Views are "Worldview, Outlook on Life, Values." Ranking first is the Worldview. Although gathered under the banner of the People's Party, based on the worldview of modern scientific knowledge, Chen Ke's worldview and the comrades' worldviews could be said to be completely different. This was not just a time gap of a century, but a knowledge gap of several centuries accumulated by human society. In this Party School training, Chen Ke finally deeply realized this point.

Worldview is the basic view of how you look at this world. The curriculum of the People's Party School did not give everyone the feeling of clearing the clouds to see the sun; on the contrary, it led quite a few comrades into a mood of gloom and mystery. And it must be stated that this batch of party members listening to the lecture were all considered middle and high-ranking cadres, and many had a good foundation of scientific knowledge for 1906; only then did Chen Ke dare to explain theoretical knowledge of this degree.

"If everyone has any questions, you must ask, you must ask!" Chen Ke emphasized again. This was one of the realizations given to Chen Ke by his tragic teaching experience. At the beginning, Chen Ke felt his course was very simple and easy. regarding the question "what is the earth," a question so basic it couldn't be more basic, he just talked about a few extremely simple basic points. The students below listened in silence, and Chen Ke thought everyone must have understood. So he continued to speak. As a result, he soon found that every classmate in the Party School seemed to be deliberately going against him. Chen Ke was from a science and engineering background after all; facing this situation, various equations from his pen couldn't help but be written on the blackboard one after another. To prove a problem, Chen Ke often brought out three or four new theories to explain, so the classmates collapsed. The look in their eyes looking at Chen Ke was full of that kind of surprise and incomprehension towards mysticism, like looking at a Taoist priest drawing talismans.

Fortunately, Chen Ke had teaching experience before. He immediately realized his mistake and started to comb through it finely from the beginning. As a result, after heuristic questioning and repeated exchanges, the comrades below finally spoke out their common doubts. The earth revolving around the sun, this everyone could barely imagine, but why could the earth and the sun both float in the void? No matter what, everyone could not establish a concept that could convince themselves. Some comrades with deeper comprehension even asked about a more complex system: how does the moon revolve around the earth, and how does this earth-moon system revolve around the sun?

Hearing these, Chen Ke immediately didn't know what to say. This was the basic mechanical model in celestial mechanics—the Three-Body Problem. In the vast universe, the size of planets can be ignored, so we can treat them as material points. If the influence of other planets in the solar system is ignored, then their motion is produced only under the action of gravity, so we can treat their motion as a Three-Body Problem. Studying the laws of motion of three celestial bodies that can be regarded as material points under the action of mutual universal gravitation.

Chen Ke had read literature in this area, but he had only read it. He couldn't understand those complex equations himself even when studying them seriously, let alone explain them systematically. Moreover, without basic physics knowledge, especially without the concepts of physics and mathematics, the students below simply couldn't understand. Chen Ke spent a full 16 years learning the scientific system back then, while the party lesson time for these students below was only 30 days. And in every learning stage of Chen Ke, there were teachers with knowledge levels far exceeding Chen Ke to explain various knowledge. These Party School classmates didn't even have such an environment.

From this time on, Chen Ke gave up the delusion of training a large batch of revolutionary comrades with exactly the same worldview as himself in this Party School education. He had already treated this party lesson as a course of popular science plus compulsory materialist brainwashing.

"Labor created man himself. The difference between us humans and animals lies in our ability to perform creative labor." After saying this, Chen Ke couldn't help but think of several cases proved by modern science where some animals could also use tools, but he no longer had the impulse to teach "comprehensive knowledge" to the comrades. Chen Ke was one of those people who fought their way out of exam-oriented education. What teachers repeatedly emphasized were "knowledge points." The exam questions piled up several meters high accumulated since the second year of high school were also reinforcing this "knowledge point" education. Previously, Chen Ke had no evaluation of this method; now Chen Ke was the staunchest supporter of "knowledge point" teaching. The greatest advantage of this teaching mode lies in its ability to effectively instill the most critical worldview points into students. Although it looks not so comprehensive and definitely not gentle, it is the best way. At least after mastering the knowledge points, one won't make theoretical errors.

The Party School classmates below naturally didn't know what Principal Chen Ke was thinking, and even if they really knew, they couldn't understand. Everyone's thinking was guided to the new concept of "creative labor."

"Pushing the progress of human society is the development of productive forces. In the earliest times, recording events by knotting ropes, priests passed down past major events by word of mouth. Until the legend of Cangjie creating characters, when ghosts and gods cried in the night. Because of the creation of characters, and the use and popularization of characters, richer knowledge could be recorded. Those who mastered knowledge changed from priests to these people who could read and write characters. And this writing tool also changed from casting bronze inscriptions on tripods to bamboo slips, where everyone used carving knives to carve characters on bamboo slips. Later there were writing brushes, and everyone started to use writing brushes to write on bamboo slips. Later still there was paper, and writing characters became even more convenient. Even the art of calligraphy developed on the basis of paper and pen."

Those listening to the class were all cultured people; everyone knew these historical anecdotes. Seeing the expressions emerging on the comrades' faces that they could understand the knowledge brought by this, Chen Ke deeply thanked the greatness of China's profound culture. Chinese history books could record the process and even details of these "productive forces" developments in detail.

"Back then it was slash-and-burn cultivation, later there was smelting technology, and various production tools developed accordingly. Then we had our current agricultural technology."

Listening to Chen Ke talking with fervor and assurance, citing idioms including "slash-and-burn cultivation," everyone actually knew these idioms. But in Chen Ke's narration, these idioms suddenly vividly outlined images in everyone's minds of ancient ancestors using simple tools, fighting heaven and earth, and working hard. Quite a few of these scholars actually felt a strong emotion of being moved. Especially those party members who had participated in disaster relief, they had a deeper understanding. Facing the monstrous flood, everyone saved themselves using every tool they could get. And after conquering the flood, these comrades who had experienced the test and exhausted their physical strength and intelligence all felt that their view of the world was vastly different. Even a handful of grass, a humble piece of wood, everyone felt was no longer useless. They could clearly think of how important a role these usually insignificant things could play in many critical moments.

"Everything we have now has been accumulated continuously in labor. Labor created us Chinese people, we Chinese people created Chinese characters, institutions, technology, art, and even created our Chinese civilization. The reason we Chinese are Chinese, our view of the world, and this China we rely on for survival, are all the results of the continuous labor of the ancestors on this land for thousands of years." Speaking of the hard work of Chinese ancestors, Chen Ke couldn't help but get a bit excited. "'Thinking of our ancestors exposed to frost and dew, cutting through thorns and brambles to have a foot of land.' It is labor that created man himself. It is so in China, and it is so in foreign countries. This principle is the same under heaven. Why can't present-day China compare to foreign countries? Because our productive forces indeed cannot compare to foreign countries. We must see this problem realistically. You can say that those foreigners are all white-skinned pigs; I think this is just a matter of personal preference. But we must face the fact: why are they stronger than us now? Their level of productive forces is definitely higher than ours."

The vast majority of comrades who came to join the People's Party were anti-foreigner. Hearing Chen Ke's joking remark that foreigners were "white-skinned pigs," quite a few people couldn't help but laugh out loud. But this was really good-natured laughter. Through Chen Ke's narration, everyone could understand where the real gap between China and foreign countries lay, and the original pent-up resentment actually lightened a lot.

"Let's stop here first, take a temporary rest, rest a while first." Chen Ke only felt his mouth was dry and tongue parched, so he said to the students. Everyone also felt very exhausted. Listening to so many lessons, although there was a great harvest, the mental consumption was also great. Hearing that class was dismissed, everyone relaxed according to their own preferences.

He Ying stood up from the last row of the classroom. Every student brought their own bowl, and He Ying began to pour water for everyone one by one. Letting He Ying attend the class was the only thing Chen Ke did using his privilege of status. Everyone had no objection to this. Everyone knew He Ying was Chen Ke's wife. In these times, even among these enlightened people of the revolutionary party, those who supported the slogan of equality between men and women were only half and half. Those who could let their wives attend class with them were definitely not the majority.

The Party School adopted the 21st-century school method, that is to say, there was a class monitor, study commissary, discipline commissary, sports commissary, and life commissary [lifestyle committee member]. The organizational structure was very complete. He Ying was the life commissary, distributing various supplies and taking care of everyone's study life, including the work of pouring water. Under this new organizational model, everyone performed their own duties.

What's more, everyone acknowledged Chen Ke's leadership status. For People's Party leader Chen Ke's wife to pour water for everyone personally, such a thing was unthinkable in the old times. Everyone either felt deep respect or felt uncomfortable all over. At the beginning, when He Ying did the work of pouring water, everyone was very unaccustomed to it, either bowing or being humble; in short, it caused chaos. Chen Ke then declared in public, "Student He Ying, as the life commissary, is in charge of this. Everyone's job is to study well. Apply what you learn to the revolution. We only have differences in division of labor, not differences in status." Under such a clear declaration, everyone barely accepted such a fact. Even so, when He Ying poured water, everyone followed the Party School etiquette education and seriously said "Thank you." Including Chen Ke; after his wife poured water for him, he also set an example and seriously said "Thank you."

After resting for a while, Chen Ke continued the class. "Productive forces determine production relations. While our People's Party was saving the disaster in Fengtai County, we have already developed a new mode of productive forces. Does everyone have any opinion on this point?"

Some comrades expressed agreement, while some comrades felt a bit diffident. "Principal, we just organized more people to work together. According to what you said earlier, tools haven't developed, production technology hasn't developed; I'm afraid this new productive force is a bit unworthy of the name, isn't it?"

"If it's unworthy of the name, then after this flood, what should Fengtai County look like? It should be exactly like those surrounding disaster areas. Why can our Fengtai County be different?" Chen Ke asked back.

"This?" The person asking the question was Lu Huitian. He was stumped at once. But Chen Ke's words felt wrong no matter how he listened; Lu Huitian couldn't help but frown.

"The way of organizing production is also a kind of productive force. Production relations refer to the relationship between people in labor production. Who obeys whom, who leads whom. On this point, I believe Fengtai County now has changes in productive forces, and production relations must also change," Chen Ke explained.

Lu Huitian felt Chen Ke was being a bit sophistic, but he didn't oppose establishing "new production relations" at all, so he simply didn't oppose it anymore.

"From now on, do the people want to follow our People's Party to create a brand-new system? Or return to the old road and continue the past days? On this point, I think our People's Party comrades definitely have a common idea, right?" Chen Ke asked.

The classmates below let out a burst of knowing laughter. Everyone had gone through life and death for so long; whether to establish new social relations or not didn't need discussion at all. If not to establish a new system, why were everyone risking their lives?

"It's useless for us to talk about revolution to the people now; the people don't want to listen to these empty formulas. What I want to emphasize is still one thing: the people are not ignorant of revolution, nor do they not want revolution. If the people didn't want revolution, they simply wouldn't have followed us during the flood. If the people really didn't want revolution, they should have resigned themselves to fate and drifted with the waves during the flood just like usual. But what everyone saw was completely not like this. Our People's Party called and hundreds responded; how many things that had never been done before did the people do following us? Did the people oppose? The people did not oppose! The people are supporting us."

Chen Ke cared about this issue very much. Ever since he raised the slogan of continuing the revolution, various sayings immediately arose among the comrades. One of the mainstreams was questioning whether the people wanted revolution, whether the people really understood revolution. And up to now, most comrades did not think the people understood revolution. They basically ignored the people's revolutionary demands. Chen Ke had to solve this kind of thinking.

"Our revolution is viewed from the perspective of China, and even from the perspective of the world. This is very good. But the people's revolution is not like this. The people's revolution requires letting the people know that the new system is better. More beneficial to the people's interests. This requires us to calculate an account for the people. Calculate and explain the benefits of the new system clearly to the people. Otherwise, just shouting about some revolution—why should the people sell their lives for us? There is no such logic under heaven."

"Principal, by saying this, aren't you still saying the people don't understand revolution?" Lu Huitian couldn't help but speak up again.

Hearing this, a burst of dissatisfaction couldn't help but arise in Chen Ke's heart; even his brows frowned slightly. But Chen Ke quickly controlled his emotions. Revolutionary work must absolutely not engage in any personal struggle of will. Because this practice is wrong; flying into a rage absolutely cannot convince others and will only cause various meaningless disputes. "What is the purpose of our revolution? Who can tell us?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao answered without hesitation. "The purpose of the revolution is to liberate productive forces and establish a new system and new world that allows the people to live better."

Lu Huitian originally wanted to say establishing a powerful China, but he didn't expect He Zudao to snatch the conversation. He Zudao was using a big label right upfront properly. Although Lu Huitian wanted to refute, he was also very clear that it was hard to refute. Glancing at He Zudao, Lu Huitian spoke no more.

"Since we want to develop productive forces, we must calculate the accounts for the people. What exactly are the benefits of the new system? Quite a few comrades participated in the 1905 social investigation. We must conduct in-depth investigations in Fengtai County. Land conditions, planted crops, land ownership composition, main sideline businesses, clan situations, religious situations, employment situations, wage situations, tenant rent, borrowed fields, permanent tenancy fields, commerce, handicrafts—all must be investigated clearly before we can calculate the accounts."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he wrote the content to be investigated on the blackboard. Seeing such a huge scope of investigation, quite a few comrades sucked in a breath of cold air.

"The common people are not unreasonable. If we investigate these clearly and can explain clearly to the common people, there is no reason for the common people not to follow us," Chen Ke said categorically.

"But... but there will definitely be people who want to argue different reasons." Lu Huitian finally spoke his inner thoughts. Since he had started, he also felt there was no need to hide anymore. "If we do this, those landlords and gentry won't wait. They are starting to link up everywhere now, preparing to stir up some trouble. After all, they are locals; I'm afraid the common people believe them more."

Hearing this, Chen Ke smiled. "Comrade Lu Huitian, our revolution is for the common people. This first means we must believe in the common people. We want to implement a new system entirely for the common people. If someone wants to destroy the new system, then they are the enemy of the common people. What do we do to enemies?"

It was still He Zudao who answered, "Treat enemies as cold as winter."

As soon as these murderous words came out, the classroom was immediately silent.

"We are not bandits; we will absolutely not kill people indiscriminately. Since we want to get rid of the people's enemies, get rid of the revolution's enemies, we must explain the reasons clearly to everyone. And this reason can absolutely not be nonsense we make up ourselves. Everyone is worried that the common people won't follow us. Why? Because the common people can be reasoned with. Otherwise, on one side are those landlords and gentry, on the other side are life-saving benefactors—why must the common people stand on the side of the landlords and gentry? It must be that the common people feel what the landlords and gentry say makes more sense. Since we firmly believe we are not wrong, how can our reasoning not compare to the landlords and gentry?"

Lu Huitian's face was gloomy. Chen Ke's words made sense, but Lu Huitian was absolutely unwilling to agree easily. Because he felt Chen Ke's attitude was a bit too optimistic. There are many unreasonable things in this world; why does everything in Fengtai County need reasoning?

However, Lu Huitian didn't continue to speak. He couldn't help but look at He Zudao again. He saw He Zudao sitting upright, his body straight, looking at Chen Ke while speaking, his head not moving a bit. He didn't look at Lu Huitian at all.
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Chapter 74: Various Wave Lines (1)

On the plains of Fengtai County in late autumn, the tops of the plants had begun to wither and turn yellow without exception, with only the root and stem parts still maintaining some green. The autumn wind swept across this mottled small plain, making a rustling sound. The camps of several reclamation brigades appeared stable and solid in this bleak autumn wind.

Heaven had finally opened its eyes. Although floods raged in the first half of this year, there were no further disasters in the second half, and the rush-planting harvest was finally obtained. Because there was enough food, the common people obviously talked more, and the miserable looks on their faces dissipated a lot unknowingly. After the food supply finally stabilized, and with the farm work basically finished, the common people who originally rested once every seven days were now given an extra three days off. After everyone had been worrying in fear for so long, once they could finally relax, the camp of the reclamation battalion immediately became lively.

However, the southwest corner of the camp was not allowed to be noisy; the reclamation battalion's school was located here. The camp required all children to attend school. As long as the children attended school, breakfast and lunch were supplied by the Insurance Corps. In this year of flood, there was basically no housework to do at home. The People's Party and the Insurance Corps had many rules, including regular washing and changing of clothes. The men's camp changed and washed clothes regularly according to the rules, and there were also people responsible for mending clothes regularly. Men had little interest in taking care of children; if someone was willing to take care of them for them, especially letting the dolls go to study... After visiting the school in person and seeing that the dolls were really studying and eating okay, at least not starving, the men were really eager to hand over these burdens to the school teachers to manage.

However, this feeling appeared very uncoordinated during the holidays. Having finally caught a breath, they wanted their dolls by their side to talk to them. The school uniforms were unified, all blue clothes like the Insurance Corps. The school teachers managed strictly; these kids washed themselves clean all day long, wearing neat blue clothes and behaving with rules. No matter how you looked at it, it made the adults happy in their hearts.

Because the holiday was decided temporarily, the children's school did not receive notification. Although today's classes were reduced to morning classes, the children still had to finish the unified lunch at school at noon before being dismissed. The adults also took this opportunity to bask in the sun and chat together.

"Third Master, how come I heard you let your kid come back?" Everyone was from the same village; these topics were most likely to arouse everyone's interest.

"Yeah, I let that kid come back, but that bastard kid wanted to change my mind. When I see him, if I don't break his dog legs." The one called Third Master was surnamed Zhang, over fifty years old this year, a local of Yuezhangji. He was a well-off household before the flood, but when the flood came, in order to protect his family property, the whole family insisted on staying in the flood for a few days and refused to go with the Insurance Corps' rescue boats. Fortunately, the Insurance Corps did not forget them. When the last trip passed by, the Zhang family's house had completely collapsed from soaking, and the family property could not be found at all. If not for his sons dragging Third Master Zhang onto the boat for dear life, Third Master Zhang would definitely have been buried with his family property.

Third Master Zhang seemed to have a very good memory. After the flood, there was a patch of white land. Every time Third Master Zhang passed a piece of land, he would point to that piece of land and say, "That is my family's seven mu and three fen of land." He had said this no less than a thousand times these days, and everyone's ears were about to grow calluses. But no matter how everyone looked, they couldn't tell whose land that patch originally was. Although Third Master Zhang was persistent in saying so, he had no persuasiveness at all. Moreover, to prove he remembered correctly, Third Master Zhang actually said where each family's land was with eighty or ninety percent accuracy. Such efforts did not make everyone admire Third Master Zhang; instead, they felt weird in their hearts.

Remembering the things in the village so clearly was not something that made everyone like him. But after the flood, everyone was depressed, and Third Master Zhang's alternative liveliness could be considered as relieving everyone's boredom. So everyone didn't say much.

Seeing that everyone simply didn't pick up the conversation, Third Master Zhang couldn't hold back after a moment of silence. "This Insurance Corps has grain now, why don't they distribute it to everyone? Why do they occupy the land? Why do they refuse to leave?" Third Master Zhang said in a muffled voice, "What talk of distributing land? A group of outsiders coming to our place definitely harbor no good intentions. Sooner or later trouble will break out; let's not mix blindly with them. They won't stay long. As soon as the water recedes, the government will come. When they leave, we still have to pay taxes and grain."

Everyone remained silent. Since the first harvest in late autumn began, such remarks were like small grass defying the season, suddenly popping up from everywhere. Although everyone had their own various thoughts and desires, no one was willing to speak.

Seeing no one made a sound, Third Master Zhang continued to chatter: "They say it's for the common people, did we get a single hair? The grain is all hoarded by the Insurance Corps, not distributing a bit to us. Not a word has been said about how to farm the land next year. We put in effort and labor to open up fields; is it all done for the big officials of the Insurance Corps? The direction of this channel opening, isn't it going to occupy my family's land? What to do in the future? That piece of land can't be touched; that's our Zhang clan's field. It'll be trouble if it's touched."

With such a grumbling chat partner, the atmosphere immediately became much worse. Quite a few people were already becoming impatient. Just at this moment, suddenly the lunch bell rang. Everyone stood up almost reflexively. "Time to eat, time to eat. Hurry up." Under mutual urging, everyone left Third Master Zhang behind and ran towards the canteen.

"Are you rushing to a funeral? Going early won't get you an extra bite. This bunch of Insurance Corps people are dark!" While cursing in his mouth, Third Master Zhang also stood up and followed everyone to the canteen.

In times of scarce supply, everyone got hungry early. Holding up the rice bowl, they wished they could eat the bowl too. After eating, no one was willing to talk much. The Insurance Corps managed strictly, and it was hard to slack off at work. Everyone worked a lot and ate a lot; no one was willing to waste energy on talking nonsense. Saving a breath to warm the stomach was the proper business. But once this full meal was eaten, and encountering three consecutive days of rest, everyone was not in a hurry.

As soon as Third Master Zhang entered the canteen, he saw everyone starting to queue up one after another. Looking hurried and anxious, like it was Chinese New Year. The last time he saw such urgency was during the pork distribution a few months ago. At that time, the rules were not so strict yet; everyone really swarmed up, and a stampede incident occurred, actually killing a few people and injuring quite a few. Since that time, canteen discipline had been strengthened. Every time the line became slightly crowded, food distribution stopped immediately. Those who cut in line were immediately pulled out and put at the end to collect food. Because the food supply was consistent, taking it first or last meant the same portion. After such rectification, queuing became a trend.

But this time the situation looked very special. He saw a few big characters written on the food distribution board. Third Master Zhang didn't know many characters and didn't understand. He quickly grabbed a young man next to him and asked, "What does it say up there?"

The young man was grabbed and was full of dissatisfaction. He said hurriedly, "Distributing duck eggs today, one per person. And there is duck meat to eat." While speaking, he broke free from Third Master Zhang's hand and ran to queue with his bowl. Hearing this, Third Master Zhang indeed felt the air in the canteen was different from usual. A faint fragrance wafted in the air, making one feel great.

The rule for eating was to collect a meal token according to number when collecting the bowl. Everyone had a fixed mess line. When collecting food, hand in the meal token, insert it into the corresponding meal tray position, and then collect the food. The position for hanging meal tokens was quite eye-catching; collecting and hanging tokens were in places everyone could see clearly. This was to improve credibility and prove to the maximum extent that no one took more or less.

Now the meal token area for distributing bowls was empty; only a few latecomers hadn't received theirs. The security team also added manpower to prevent the stampede incident like last time from happening again. Third Master Zhang hurriedly went up to collect his meal token and bowl and ran to queue. The big pot was uncovered, and the cloth covering the table was also lifted. The people in front who could see clearly involuntarily let out cheers.

Although there was still scrambling, after eating in the canteen for so long, there was some habit of discipline after all. Everyone managed to receive their food safely and orderly. The duck was stewed. The size of the duck eggs was also barely consistent. As soon as they sat down, everyone began to wolf it down. Especially the duck soup which could be eaten unlimitedly; people constantly got up to add soup. As long as there was free stuff, farmers would absolutely not let themselves eat a tiny bit less. Eating the fragrant duck egg, Third Master Zhang couldn't care about speaking ill of the Insurance Corps anymore. He hadn't had such a feeling for a long time. Northern Anhui was originally poor; in fact, even before the flood, it was not uncommon for many common people not to eat a meal of meat all year round. Even Third Master Zhang's family might not necessarily eat duck eggs often. Eating the oily yolk, that feeling of satisfaction had really been long absent. Third Master Zhang felt a bit strange; actually, eating at home, he might not necessarily feel this duck egg was so delicious. But eating the Insurance Corps' duck egg, he felt it was extremely delicious. He couldn't say exactly how delicious it was; in short, it was different from the taste at home. Third Master Zhang didn't eat fast. He had just finished eating the yolk; other young people had already finished the egg white and were working hard with chopsticks to get all the scrapable egg white into their mouths.

Lunch finished, everyone sat at the table with protruding bellies, unwilling to move. The feeling of being full to bursting was just too good. Third Master Zhang also touched his bulging belly and didn't want to move. Recovering a bit of strength, Third Master Zhang prepared to open his mouth again to criticize the various improprieties of the Insurance Corps. But he saw a group of dolls running into the canteen. The school lunch had ended, and the children were officially dismissed. So this group of big and small dolls ran to the canteen to find their families. Three dolls spotted Third Master Zhang and ran over immediately. "Grandpa, have a duck egg." The leading doll, looking eleven or twelve years old, handed a duck egg to Third Master Zhang while speaking. The two younger dolls behind also hurriedly took out duck eggs, "Grandpa, have a duck egg." These three children were all Third Master Zhang's grandsons, all attending school. It seemed their food today was the same as the adults.

"Kids, you eat it yourselves. Grandpa has eaten." Third Master Zhang was very moved. His grandsons were so sensible, far beyond his imagination.

"Teacher said we should honor our parents if there is delicious food. We ate duck today and are all full. Teacher wouldn't let us bring duck meat, so we brought the duck eggs." There was no hypocrisy in the child's tender voice. Hearing this, the other two dolls also hurriedly said, "Grandpa, eat the duck egg." Saying so, they stuffed the duck eggs to their grandpa.

Third Master Zhang suddenly felt a sour nose. "Kids, you eat. Grandpa is really not hungry." As he spoke, Third Master Zhang felt tears that hadn't flowed for a long time suddenly burst from his eyes. Looking at his sensible grandsons, the old man couldn't say another word. He just held the children in his arms, actually weeping old tears.

Under the envious gazes of everyone, Third Master Zhang finally persuaded his grandsons to peel the duck eggs and eat them themselves, watching them eat the duck eggs clean. Only then did he get up and take the dolls towards the accommodation area. Watching the dolls in neat blue school uniforms following him with rules, Third Master Zhang only felt that this originally eye-catching blue clothes looked much more pleasing to the eye. The words he originally wanted to use to continue attacking the Insurance Corps could no longer be spoken. Third Master Zhang made up his mind: he would ignore that son of his who refused to come back for now. As long as the Insurance Corps could really distribute land according to the previous agreement, living like this for the time being wasn't impossible.

Not everyone could change their view of the Insurance Corps. Just when Third Master Zhang was full of food and playing with his grandsons in the camp, two extremely small teams were rushing on the road to sue the Insurance Corps.

These were all confidants sent by local landlords. Since the Insurance Corps began the first harvest, the landlords were truly shaken. Zhang Youliang had already been killed by the Insurance Corps. The big landlord Hu Xingzhi simply closed his doors and refused visitors, saying nothing. Other landlords, some like Ren Qiying and others, simply defected to the Insurance Corps, while others dared not make a sound at all. But this was only a superficial phenomenon; the dissatisfaction in their hearts would absolutely not disappear so easily. Not to mention that the landlords were forced to give up the land use rights for two years to the Insurance Corps. For many landlords, this was harder than killing them.

But those who could become landlords were not idiots. At that time, the Insurance Corps beat Zhang Youliang and was arrogant; everyone refused to touch this bad luck. Moreover, the landlords did not believe that the People's Party and the Insurance Corps could really succeed in disaster relief. Since the establishment of the Great Qing Dynasty for these hundreds of years, it had never been heard that local disaster relief could succeed in the face of such a big flood.

The landlords were very conflicted. If the Insurance Corps failed in disaster relief, these bandits without grain would definitely not let them go. But in that case, the Insurance Corps would at least leave Fengtai County to find food elsewhere. If the Insurance Corps succeeded in disaster relief, the landlords' current family property could be saved, but they definitely wouldn't let go of the landlords' land. This dilemma made the landlords inquire about outside news all the time, while strictly guarding their homes, fearing that the Insurance Corps would break in and snatch their family property.

As soon as the news of the harvest came, the landlords felt relieved on the one hand, but restless on the other. Regardless of how those bandits of the Insurance Corps grew so much grain, if the situation developed according to the current trend, their own land definitely couldn't be kept. The landlords weren't stupid. The Insurance Corps said they were borrowing land, but once this land was really distributed and then asked back from the hands of the common people—that was unthinkable. The Insurance Corps expanded from such a small force to nearly ten thousand people, plus the formed Reclamation Brigade, which was a scale of more than sixty thousand people. How many people did the landlords have in total? If they really played hard, the landlords would definitely die without a burial place.

The best way now was nothing more than borrowing the power of the government to drive away these bandits of the Insurance Corps. Although most landlords didn't express their attitude, there were always those who dared to take risks. For example, two landlords, Hu Youdao and Zhang Chengxian, reached a consensus. Zhang Chengxian had acquaintances in Fengyang Prefecture; he sent people to Fengyang Prefecture to submit a complaint, accusing the Insurance Corps of intending to rebel. And Hu Youdao sent people to Shouzhou, more than fifty li away from Fengtai County, to sue to the officials. Although they knew that if the matter leaked out, these two families would definitely be unlucky. But by this time, the landlords couldn't care so much anymore. The two landlords calculated a bit; Fengyang Prefecture was farther, so the Zhang family's people left first, striving to have the complaints arrive at Fengyang Prefecture and Shouzhou at the same time.

However, many things cannot be predicted. For example, Landlord Zhang Chengxian did not expect that his own confidant would actually fall ill halfway. Because the Insurance Corps monopolized the fleets on the Huai River recently, the two nephews sent by Zhang Chengxian dared not take the water route, but walked to Fengyang Prefecture. Because they dared not make noise, this young man left at night. Because everyone's drinking water recently was running water, and the supply of running water to the county town was not so sufficient, the young man failed to carry a sufficient amount of water. And after the flood, the wells everywhere were basically filled up. Finding water sources was insufficient, and rushing on the road consumed a lot of water. So not long after drinking water in the wild that looked fairly clean, Zhang Chengxian's nephews unfortunately felt their stomachs start to feel unwell. Stomachs accustomed to running water were too fragile for wild water sources. Whether it was bacteria or something else, these two young men soon fell on the ground more than a day's distance from home and began to twitch.

Hu Youdao's nephew, Hu Congjian, was much luckier. But he had to face a primary problem: how to cross the Huai River without a boat. Young people were bold after all; everyone lived by the water and could be considered to know some swimming. The young man simply swam across the Huai River at night. By day, he finally arrived at Shouzhou City.

Emperor Wen of Sui, Yang Jian, set up the Huainan Marching Province in Shouchun in the 8th year of Kaihuang (588) for the military need of attacking Chen. The following year, after pacifying Chen, the Marching Province was withdrawn, and the Shouzhou Commander-in-Chief's Office was set up, governing Shouchun. In the 3rd year of Wude of Tang (620), it was changed to Shouzhou, and the prefecture seat was set in Shouchun. In the Qing Dynasty, Fengtai County once shared a city with Shouzhou. In the 10th year of Yongzheng (1732), Governor-General Yin Jishan petitioned the Qing court for approval to set up a separate county from Shouzhou, adding a magistrate and a jail warden to govern separately. It was named Fengtai County because there was a Fenghuang Mountain [Phoenix Mountain] north of the county. It was officially separated in the 11th year of Yongzheng and governed in the same city as Shouzhou (the county yamen was located in the northeast corner of today's Shouxian City). In the winter of the 2nd year of Tongzhi (1863), the county seat was moved to Xiacai, and Xiacai was renamed Fengtai, under the jurisdiction of Fengyang Prefecture. By 1906, it had been only 43 years since Fengtai County truly became independent from Shouzhou.

Shouzhou is located by the Huai River and has suffered from floods for over a thousand years. The impact of this Anhui flood on Shouzhou City was obvious; the traces of the water line soaked by the flood for a long time on the city wall were clearly visible. But this thousand-year-old ancient city stood immovable. How palpitating was the ancient city surrounded by floodwater. But no matter how the flood besieged it, the ancient city was as resolute as iron and had never fallen.

The dilapidated and low city walls of Fengtai County were nothing compared to the tall and majestic city walls of Shouzhou. Because Fengtai County was a new city, its prosperity could not be mentioned in the same breath as Shouzhou. But that was before; now there was almost no sign of human habitation under Shouzhou City. In broad daylight, the city gates were half-closed, meaning there was quite some vigilance involved. Compared with Shouzhou, Fengtai County seat was full of various disaster victims, plus the Insurance Corps organizing production and maintaining life, so it looked "full of vitality" instead.

Hu Congjian had been to Shouzhou many times. Arriving at the city gate, even the gatekeeper guarding the gate looked familiar. The gatekeeper didn't stop him either, and Hu Congjian entered Shouzhou City.
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Shouzhou was a very important military stronghold in the agricultural era. It controlled the Huai River and occupied a rather perilous terrain, making it a key point for stationing troops. Although the Anhui New Army was considered a unit formed relatively early in the Beiyang system, Anhui was after all far from the Zhili region to which Beiyang belonged. Even if the old organization existed in name only, at least the organization was still there. According to the organization of 1906, the Shouchun Town General commanded two battalions of the Town Headquarters, and concurrently governed battalions like Lu'an. The Town Headquarters Central Battalion, Right Battalion, Lu'an Battalion, Yingzhou Battalion, Sizhou Battalion, Luzhou Battalion, Bozhou Battalion, and Longshan Battalion. It gathered the military chief officers of several prefectures along the Huai River.

If the Manchu Qing troops under Shouzhou's jurisdiction were all Green Standard Army, according to the Manchu Qing military system, a Green Standard battalion had two or three hundred at minimum, and six or seven hundred at maximum. Under full strength, the Shouchun Town General could use a force of more than three thousand men. This could be considered a relatively large military force. However, in the late Qing, military preparations were lax. Including yamen runners, the total number of people Shouzhou City could pull out did not exceed one thousand. But in the eyes of the vast majority of landlords in Fengtai County, Qing troops of this number were already a very powerful and irresistible armed force.

Landlord Hu Youdao and his nephew Hu Congjian thought so. They did not know that the actual number of the Insurance Corps exceeded ten thousand people. This was a powerful military force that ranked first or second not only in Fengtai County and Fengyang Prefecture but even in the whole of Anhui. Even if they knew this, the Hu landlord family would still firmly believe that facing the Qing army, no matter how many troops there were, they were not worth mentioning.

The highest official in Shouzhou now was Shen Zengzhi, the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture stationed here. Landlord Hu Youdao absolutely could not contact an official of such rank. The landlords of Fengtai County at most knew some low-level officials, but since he was risking his life, Landlord Hu didn't care that much anymore. According to Landlord Hu Youdao's instructions, Hu Congjian went directly to the front of the Shouzhou Assistant Prefect's Yamen. Although the officers and yamen runners on both sides of the gate looked lazy, and although his uncle repeatedly emphasized that if this matter failed, the Hu family's land would definitely be finished, Hu Congjian still felt his calves go weak thinking about what he had to do. The listless officers and yamen runners also looked very terrifying. But after all, Hu Congjian also knew that this matter concerned the fate of the family. He finally hardened his heart, gritted his teeth, drummed up courage in his heart, then strode to the gate of the yamen, knelt down with a thud, straightened his neck, and shouted loudly: "Your Excellency, someone wants to rebel in Fengtai County!"

Completely different from what Hu Congjian imagined, the officers and yamen runners did not face a formidable enemy upon hearing this, nor did they rush up to drag Hu Congjian up and interrogate him menacingly. On the contrary, these officers looked strangely at Hu Congjian in front of the gate, their eyes full of doubt and disgust. Hu Congjian only felt that their gazes looking at him were like looking at a fool. But since he had done it to this extent, there was no way back. He straightened his neck again and shouted loudly: "Your Excellency, someone wants to rebel in Fengtai County!"

"Are you full and bursting? What are you shouting about here for no reason? What crime should you bear for disturbing His Excellency the Assistant Prefect? Scram!" Finally, a yamen runner shouted while walking towards here. Yamen runners had seen many things. If Hu Congjian looked very timid at a glance, perhaps there was a possibility of extortion. But Hu Congjian looked tough in attitude, having quite a flavor of a bachelor [rogue/rascal]. Plus the content shouted was quite terrifying, actually rebellion. Obviously, there was no profit in going up to extort. For this kind of person, the yamen runner had absolutely no interest. Even if he arrested him, this kind of person would only shout and scream indiscriminately, causing quite a few troubles. The best way to handle it was nothing better than driving him away directly.

Seeing someone pay attention to him, Hu Congjian immediately felt like he had grabbed a life-saving straw. "Sir, there is a bandit chief of the Insurance Corps in Fengtai County named Chen Ke. He gathered tens of thousands of people, plotted unruliness, and intended to rebel. I want to report to the officials." Saying this, Hu Congjian took out a complaint from his bosom. "I have a complaint. I have a complaint!"

Seeing that Hu Congjian was actually serious, the yamen runner became even more angry. "Shouzhou is dozens of li away from Fengtai County; how come we don't know someone wants to rebel?" Those who came to report to officials these days all exaggerated. The yamen runner had seen a case before where a landlord, because he didn't want his son to learn some Western studies, simply forced his son to smoke opium in order to make his son behave. The son naturally refused, and as a result, the landlord father actually ran to the yamen to sue his son for disobedience. This kind of person was definitely looking for trouble when there was none.

Just as the yamen runner was cursing and preparing to carry a stick over to drive the person away, someone behind suddenly asked, "You say the Insurance Corps wants to rebel; how do they rebel?"

"They gathered tens of thousands of people, and every one of them cut their queues. If this isn't rebellion, what is it?" Hu Congjian said loudly.

"Scram. My relative is in Fengtai County; I saw him just a few days ago. Why didn't he cut his queue?" The one speaking was also a yamen runner.

"This... there is an Insurance Corps in Fengtai County. The people inside all cut their queues." Hu Congjian hurriedly explained.

"My relative is in the Insurance Corps; why didn't I see him cut his queue?" the speaking yamen runner asked with his head tilted.

Hearing this, Hu Congjian became anxious. He craned his neck and shouted, "Then, then he must be lying. They just want to rebel."

Amidst a burst of laughter from the yamen runners and soldiers, the yamen runner who spoke just now immediately changed his expression. "Fart! You say my big brother rebelled? You are looking for death." After speaking, the yamen runner carried his stick and rushed over. Before Hu Congjian could react, the yamen runner's big stick had already come down on his head.

Hu Congjian never expected that coming to report to the officials with loyalty would result in such treatment. Unable to dodge in time, he took several blows in a row. Fortunately, the yamen runner didn't strike ruthlessly; although it hurt, he didn't really suffer much injury. Taking a few blows, Hu Congjian cried and complained in excitement, "This bunch of Insurance Corps people forced the landlords of Fengtai County to lend out their land for two years for those people in Fengtai County to farm. This is wanting our lives; this is rebellion."

Hearing this, the yamen runner who struck him spat. "In this disaster year, do you know that is your family's land? If the land isn't farmed, won't everyone starve to death? You want to watch everyone starve to death? Bastard thing!"

Hu Congjian never expected that the people in the yamen would actually not stand on the landlord's side, but on the side of the Fengtai County common people. His heart turned ice-cold instantly. Actually, whether Chen Ke wanted to rebel or not, neither Hu Congjian nor his uncle Hu Youdao actually knew. Even that land distribution agreement was signed with the government taking the lead. At least procedurally it was reasonable and legal; Hu Youdao had signed and pressed his handprint on it. But the Insurance Corps really succeeded in disaster relief and gathered tens of thousands of common people. They looked polite now, but once they prepared to turn hostile later, families like Zhang Youliang's would be destroyed in an instant; the Hu family was definitely not an opponent. Holding the thought of fighting to the death, the Hu family came to report to the officials. Hu Congjian was even mentally prepared to be dragged away and tortured. But he didn't expect that his report not only failed to enter the main gate, but even the people inside the yamen didn't support the landlords.

At this moment, all his hopes were dashed; he no longer even had the thought of dodging or resisting the stick. He suddenly knelt there, disheartened. The beaten place burned with pain. Hu Congjian suddenly burst into loud crying.

When people reveal true feelings, there is always an inexplicable infectious power. Seeing Hu Congjian crying so sadly, the yamen runner didn't want to beat him anymore. The yamen runner with a relative in the Insurance Corps went up and kicked Hu Congjian. "Hurry up and scram, don't linger here." Unexpectedly, Hu Congjian just lay on the ground following the momentum and continued to cry desperately. Hu Congjian was truly heartbroken. Even if the Insurance Corps really returned the land to the landlords after two years, the harvest of these two years naturally didn't need to be thought about anymore. And what the land would be ruined into, Hu Congjian couldn't imagine either. His own land being occupied by others for nothing was like digging out Hu Congjian's heart. Lying on the bluestone floor in front of the yamen, the cold ground made Hu Congjian feel as cold as if he were in an ice cave.

Just at this moment, he heard a sound of footsteps. Then the yamen runners immediately left Hu Congjian's side. Looking from a skewed angle, the team coming in the middle carried a dragon flag at the front; everyone was in military uniform. Hu Congjian felt joy in his heart; it seemed a high official had arrived. He hurriedly climbed up, preparing to go forward and shout about his grievance. But when he propped up his body, he saw that the person in the lead looked somewhat familiar. Looking carefully, it was actually that Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army.

Pu Guanshui's arrival a month ago almost destroyed the will to resist of all Fengtai County landlords. The leader of the Insurance Corps, Chen Ke, claimed to be a disciple of Yan Fu, the Chief Instructor of the Beiyang Naval Academy. The landlords were half-believing and half-doubting about this statement. But the Fengtai County Magistrate was definitely below Chen Ke. When the landlords saw with their own eyes that the dignified Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army also saluted Chen Ke first, the vast majority of them gave up the thought of hostility towards Chen Ke. With many connections in officialdom above and thousands of Insurance Corps soldiers below, there was no hope of winning in hostility against Chen Ke. Landlord Hu Youdao and Hu Congjian were considered extremely daring people among the landlords; that was why they dared to come and report to the officials. But seeing Pu Guanshui appearing in front of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen with his own eyes, Hu Congjian was frightened out of his wits. His heart was full of despair; it seemed Pu Guanshui came personally to arrest him. Hu Congjian dared not even think about what end he would meet falling into Pu Guanshui's hands.

Hu Congjian's worry was completely superfluous. Pu Guanshui simply didn't know someone came to Shouzhou to report to the officials. Although he had met numerous landlords at the welcome meeting where Chen Ke forcibly dragged the landlords to welcome him, the appearance of these people didn't enter Pu Guanshui's mind at all. After meeting the landlords, Pu Guanshui forgot all their appearances. Let alone Hu Congjian, who was squeezed in the back and hadn't even shown his face.

Today he came under the orders of the People's Party Military Commission to visit the various officials of Shouzhou. The Water Detachment's action of breaking forts everywhere had temporarily come to an end. The troops' morale was high and full of confidence. Moreover, having experienced such continuous battles, the Water Detachment had also selected loyal and reliable soldiers. The Military Commission finally decided on a new step of the operational plan: to pull out this Manchu Qing stronghold of Shouzhou. And Pu Guanshui's visit this time became imperative.

A year ago, if not for Shang Yuan being the magistrate in Fengtai County and Pu Guanshui coordinating in the Anhui New Army, Chen Ke might not necessarily have had any big plans. Fengtai County was not a good base area. First, geographically, Fengtai County was located on the edge of the plain and beside the Huai River. It was convenient for deploying troops, and Shouzhou, as an important military stronghold, was only dozens of li away from Fengtai County. The Manchu Qing had sufficient military strength. If there was slight disturbance in Fengtai County, the Shouzhou official army could move out. The People's Party was unfamiliar with the place and people in Fengtai County; with the encirclement and suppression of the official army and without a mass base, the revolutionary situation was very difficult.

So the Insurance Corps acted very low-key at the beginning, fearing that radical actions would cause unnecessary trouble.

But the flood of 1906 completely solved this problem. The common people of Fengtai County had no choice; except for the People's Party, no one could save them. And Shouzhou City was a thousand-year-old ancient city with rich experience in self-preservation against floods. The result was that during the flood, they would inevitably close their doors to protect themselves and would not move out. Although Shouzhou and Fengtai County were close at hand, Chen Ke firmly believed that in the initial period of the vigorous development of the revolution in Fengtai County, they would absolutely not be subjected to military threats from Shouzhou.

At the beginning of the flood outbreak, Chen Ke convened a plenary meeting of the People's Party to discuss the issue of the revolutionary situation. As a person from the downstream of history, Chen Ke knew a lot of history. 1906 was the late Qing, not the Republic of China. If they were Kuomintang soldiers, they would definitely not care about anything; after the flood, as long as they could move freely, these Kuomintang "Calamity Army" would definitely go out to loot madly everywhere. The 1911 Revolution was different from other revolutions in Chinese history. Although the Manchu Qing era was very lethargic, it had not collapsed comprehensively financially. Officials were even less likely to reach the level of the Kuomintang regarding themselves as bandits. In these years, there was at least some grain in the granaries; the Manchu Qing official system had not reached the level of the Kuomintang's shameless reckless behavior.

After the flood occurred, most comrades felt they couldn't even take care of themselves, thinking whether they could survive the flood was a big problem. As for the military threat of Shouzhou City, it was completely not the main point anymore. Chen Ke and his diehard comrades personally led the team to start disaster relief like desperadoes. Other comrades also started to follow the action somewhat desperately. So without any debate, the comrades acquiesced to this prediction of Chen Ke. Even after the flood receded, the comrades never mentioned Shouzhou matters again. To be fair, rather than saying they had full confidence in Chen Ke's prediction, it was better to say that due to lack of struggle experience, the comrades hoped the development of things would be as Chen Ke predicted.

But the progress of things was completely as Chen Ke predicted. For several months, there was no movement at all from the direction of Shouzhou. The Insurance Corps' actions were completely free. When the Insurance Corps began to break forts along the Huai River, because Fengtai County was located downstream of Shouzhou, the Insurance Corps' actions absolutely did not lean towards the direction of Shouzhou. The Insurance Corps Water Detachment's military edge even reached the shore of Hongze Lake, yet Shouzhou remained like a blind man with open eyes, making no movement. Chen Ke's powerful prediction ability made the comrades admire him from the bottom of their hearts. So, when Chen Ke gathered 1,200 elite soldiers of the Water Detachment back to Fengtai County, preparing to solve the Shouzhou enemy, the Military Commission and the Party Committee likewise had no voice of opposition.

Pu Guanshui handed in his calling card and waited outside himself. It wasn't his first time in Shouzhou. After arriving in Fengtai County, Pu Guanshui had come once. But that time he was merely making a courtesy visit. Although Shouzhou also claimed to possess heavy troops, in the late Qing, military preparations were lax, and good equipment was given to the New Army. Old troops like Shouzhou's would be cut sooner or later. This was clearly proposed in the New Army construction program proposed by Yuan Shikai. Since the fate of reduction and reorganization was inevitable, these officers of Shouzhou's old military system were even less willing to waste energy rectifying the army.

regarding the arrival of New Army Vice Brigade Commander Pu Guanshui, Shouzhou's side was passable on the surface. Seeing that the official document brought by Pu Guanshui required various places to guard their own territories well and that Pu Guanshui would coordinate various places to avoid disaster victim rebellion, the attitude of the Shouzhou local military from top to bottom was very consistent. They were unwilling to move out; anyway, after trouble occurred, Pu Guanshui would bear it. Why should everyone bother to exert this effort?

Pu Guanshui knew the thoughts of the Shouzhou military, and this was also what he and Chen Ke hoped would happen most. The battles of the Insurance Corps breaking forts were all within the jurisdiction of the Shouzhou military. Although with the ability of this Manchu Qing army, even if they knew the news, they wouldn't really have any combat capability. But they were too close to Fengtai County; even if the Shouzhou army moved out casually, Fengtai County would be in turmoil.

More importantly, an army that has not experienced battle has no combat capability, especially fighting will. If the army hadn't broken forts on a large scale, if the army hadn't understood why they were fighting, Chen Ke simply didn't believe his troops could have any fighting will if asked to attack Shouzhou directly. Wavering and running away would be light; he was afraid quite a few locals in the army would go to inform against them.

Now, after a series of fort-breaking battles, the troops had been exercised. Having seen so many miserable disaster victims struggling on the death line, the soldiers understood that to save the common people, following the old methods was simply bullshit. Thinking of those miserable disaster victims, Pu Guanshui couldn't help but close his eyes. Those emaciated common people, those common people struggling on the death line...

"With His Excellency here, why don't you scram quickly!" A low angry shout interrupted Pu Guanshui's train of thought. He opened his eyes and saw two yamen runners pulling and kicking a guy sitting on the ground. That guy let the yamen runners beat him without making a sound, only staring at himself with wide eyes.

Thinking of the common people in the disaster area, Pu Guanshui's heart was full of compassion. Seeing someone being beaten, he couldn't help but speak out to advise: "These two brothers, just drive him away. Why use force?"

The yamen runners didn't expect Pu Guanshui to speak up to stop them. They quickly turned their heads and smiled, "Your Excellency, this person was full of nonsense just now when he arrived here. We were afraid he would talk nonsense and disturb Your Excellency. That's why we wanted to get him away quickly."

"Sigh!" Pu Guanshui sighed. Presumably, this person had suffered some great grievance, which was why he ran to the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen to report to the officials. If not because the Military Commission was already going to solve the military and political system of Shouzhou City, Pu Guanshui would have liked to see if he could help. He turned his head to look at the person on the ground, but unexpectedly saw that young man suddenly let out a scream, then crawled up and fled for his life.

The yamen runner spat in the direction Hu Congjian fled, then turned his head and smiled, "Your Excellency, look, that person is a madman. Just now when he was full of nonsense, he actually wanted to see our Assistant Prefect. Unexpectedly, seeing Your Excellency, he ran away."

Hearing this—not knowing if it was flattery or not—Pu Guanshui could only smile bitterly. "What did he say just now?"

"It was all crazy talk. He actually said..." The yamen runner accompanied with a smile, preparing to answer Pu Guanshui's question, but saw the gate of the Assistant Prefect's Yamen slowly open. They immediately swallowed the rest of the words back into their stomachs.

"Your Excellency, our Assistant Prefect has come to welcome you." After speaking, the yamen runner hurriedly retreated to his position. But he failed to tell Pu Guanshui what happened just now.

Pu Guanshui turned his head and straightened his military cap. He saw an official over fifty years old with a long beard walking out surrounded by a group of people. This official was none other than the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture, Shen Zengzhi.
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In the late Qing Dynasty, whether to cut the queue became a very interesting question. Due to the oppressive tradition of the Manchu Qing, cutting the queue meant rebellion. However, with the entry of new-style armies and industry into China, large-scale queue cutting occurred in the new-style armies. This was not because the army was preparing to rebel, but because the new-style rifles and military caps imitated foreign ones; keeping a queue was inconvenient for wearing a military cap and inconvenient for aiming when shooting. In June 1905, the newly organized army implemented a change in uniform system. After putting on the new-style military uniforms, many officers and soldiers cut off a bundle of their queues to facilitate wearing military caps. As an officer of the Beiyang New Army, Pu Guanshui, who had returned from studying in Germany, simply cut off his queue entirely like many officers after formally receiving the new military uniform.

The reason why the Beiyang Army became the object of hatred and fear for many old forces in the imperial court had a lot to do with their taking the lead in attacking queues on a large scale. In the late Qing, cutting the queue gradually became a symbol; the queue represented the attitude towards the Manchu Qing tradition. Keeping the queue meant supporting the old order of the Manchu Qing, while cutting the queue became a statement of supporting the New Policies or even revolution.

Perhaps because he had joined the People's Party, seeing Shen Zengzhi, the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture, keeping a greying queue himself and leading a group of officials who also kept queues to welcome him, Pu Guanshui, with his short hair, felt an indescribable sense of repulsion in his heart. Because these people were now enemies Pu Guanshui wanted to eliminate. This hostile mentality made Pu Guanshui subconsciously look for any gap between himself and the enemy.

Obviously, Pu Guanshui's feeling was unfair. Shen Zengzhi, the Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture, didn't care about Pu Guanshui not having a queue. Shen Zengzhi was born in 1850 and was from Jiaxing, Zhejiang. His courtesy name was Zipei, and his pseudonym was Xunzhai. He was knowledgeable about both ancient and modern times, versed in both Chinese and Western learning, famous at home and abroad for his "profound learning and comprehensive Confucianism," and was hailed as a "Great Confucian of China." This great scholar was by no means a person who followed the old ways; he viewed the matter of queues very lightly. In the late Qing, queue cutting became a trend; half of the ministers who went abroad to investigate foreign constitutional government also cut their queues to show support for the New Policies. In the eyes of this great scholar, whether this Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army in front of him cut his queue or not was not a problem at all.

"Vice Commander Pu. Greetings here." Shen Zengzhi shouted a sentence, then cupped his hands. The military system of the New Army and the official system of the officials belonged to two different systems, not subordinate to each other, nor comparable. However, Pu Guanshui was a guest, so Shen Zengzhi adopted the etiquette between equals in officialdom.

Pu Guanshui immediately returned a military salute. "Greetings, Lord Shen."

After the exchange of greetings, Shen Zengzhi smiled, "Vice Commander Pu, please come inside." The doorway was not a place to talk. For Shen Zengzhi to go to the gate of the yamen to welcome Pu Guanshui was already giving enough face; there was no need to exchange pleasantries at the yamen gate. While leading Pu Guanshui inside, Shen Zengzhi calculated what exactly this young Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army came to visit for. Shen Zengzhi actually knew that this young Vice Commander had always taken Fengtai County, which bordered Shouzhou, as his base. This visit was probably still related to Fengtai County. regarding Fengtai County, Shen Zengzhi felt completely confused; he was very curious why Pu Guanshui made Fengtai County the base for his official duties.

During the flood, Shouzhou only protected itself and even cut off contact with many places. Although Shouzhou still mainly protected itself after the flood, it couldn't be said that they were completely ignorant of the surrounding situation. At least quite a lot of news from Fengtai County, which was close at hand, still entered Shouzhou City.

Not to mention anything else, the fact that no disaster victims from Fengtai County fled to Shouzhou City was itself extremely abnormal. After a disaster, bandits rose everywhere; as long as the locality could be stabilized and no trouble occurred, for Manchu Qing officials, it was enough to deal with the assignment. Fengtai County was under the jurisdiction of Fengyang Prefecture, but the problem was that Fengyang Prefecture was far from Fengtai County, while Shouzhou City was very close. In previous floods, most disaster victims ran towards Shouzhou City. But the scale of this flood was so large, yet unexpectedly no disaster victims came over after the disaster. At first, the Shouzhou government even thought that the common people of Fengtai County might have all died in the flood.

Shouzhou City sent some scouts over, and the news sent back surprised the officials from top to bottom. The Magistrate of Fengtai County and the local Insurance Corps acted jointly and actually quickly began organizing disaster victims to restore production. The scouts said that the whole of Fengtai County was united, actually building simple camps and arranging all the common people of the county inside. There was actually no situation of starvation among the common people. Shouzhou officials, including Shen Zengzhi, were truly shocked. Are there still such capable officials these days? In other places encountering this, it was already considered very capable for the government to stabilize its own position; saving the common people was basically just an idea.

Having Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan as a neighbor made the officials of Shouzhou City quite relieved. Shouzhou City was already extremely strained taking in local disaster victims; having no disaster victims from Fengtai County coming for food was simply good luck bestowed by Heaven.

As a great scholar and official, Shen Zengzhi did not lack the thought of saving the common people. But not everything can be done just because one wants to. Not to mention anything else, the time of this great flood occurred in late spring when the green crop had not yet replaced the yellow, with continuous rain for 60 days. Farmers not only lost this year's harvest, but even next year's harvest was finished. The grain stored in Shouzhou City was simply not enough to relieve the common people. Moreover, the common people swarmed to the solid Shouzhou City for refuge; the city simply couldn't hold so many common people. At first, some disaster victims were accepted, but later the city gates could only be closed, leaving the common people to make a living for themselves. Shen Zengzhi went up to the city wall once; seeing the displaced common people outside the city and the wailing everywhere, his conscience was greatly stimulated. From then on, he dared not go to the city wall head again. Until someone informed him that the common people had gone to Fengtai County, later learned that Fengtai County actually maintained order in this year of great disaster, and later actually learned that Fengtai County organized the common people to start production self-help. Shen Zengzhi felt his conscience settled a lot.

Of course, noises were not absent. The Insurance Corps breached Zhang Youliang's fort, and even the magistrate joined hands with the Insurance Corps to force landlords to lend land to the common people for cultivation. These things had already spread into Shouzhou City. When Shouzhou officials talked about this privately, they all felt it was a bit appalling. Some officials even suggested whether to issue a document to notify Fengyang Prefecture. Shen Zengzhi stopped these discussions.

Although he heard that many people in the Insurance Corps didn't keep queues and acted quite fiercely, this was all Fengtai County's business. Exactly what people Magistrate Shang Yuan reused, and whether these people kept queues or short hair—what did it have to do with Shouzhou? Moreover, news in officialdom was originally very well-informed; Chen Ke, the leader of the Insurance Corps, was a disciple of Yan Fu. Everyone had heard of this matter. While in office in Beijing, Shen Zengzhi and his brother Shen Zengtong studied the abacus and enjoyed a great reputation. Those with whom he associated closely included Wen Tingshi, Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, Yuan Shikai, Yuan Shuangqiu, Zhu Yixin, Tao Junxuan, Yang Shoujing, Wang Kangnian, Sheng Boxi, Huang Zhongqiang, Xu Shichang, Wang Pengyun, Liang Dingfen, Zou Daijun, and others. Although Shen Zengzhi didn't meet Yan Fu much, he greatly appreciated Yan Fu's translation of *Evolution and Ethics*. Since he was Yan Fu's disciple, it wasn't too strange for Insurance Corps leader Chen Ke to show such ability. Things in officialdom are about mutual convenience. Sending a document to notify Fengyang Prefecture would definitely reach Yan Fu's ears in the future; Yan Fu would definitely be dissatisfied then. Why bother with this?

Besides, Shouzhou didn't have much grain to begin with. Because of the stability of Fengtai County, disaster victims near Shouzhou ran to Fengtai County to find food, greatly relieving Shouzhou's pressure. In a disaster year, even if Magistrate Shang Yuan and that whatever Insurance Corps were removed, the result would only be the disaster victims who had already settled down swarming to Shouzhou City. Isn't this looking for discomfort when there is none? So although there was much news about the Insurance Corps, the officials in Shouzhou City from top to bottom adopted a policy of turning a blind eye. They ignored the "stable situation" of Fengtai County, located downstream of Shouzhou and a straight-line distance of more than 30 li away.

regarding this situation, the big landlord of Fengtai County, Hu Xingzhi, knew it, because he had long sent people to probe the tone of Shouzhou's military and political officials. After understanding the mentality of Shouzhou officials from top to bottom, Hu Xingzhi simply made no other plans. Hu Xingzhi had seen the world and knew that even if he reported to the officials, it would just be going through the motions of officialdom. Fengtai County was not under Shouzhou's jurisdiction; at most, the official lords here would send a letter to Shang Yuan asking what was going on. Shang Yuan naturally had ways to stall.

Shang Yuan could stall Shouzhou, but the news of Hu Xingzhi sending people to report to the officials would definitely be known. At that time, facing the Insurance Corps, Hu Xingzhi would absolutely have no way to stall. Chen Ke told Hu Xingzhi clearly that he wanted to rebel. At that time, Hu Xingzhi's whole family would definitely not be able to live. So after Hu Xingzhi tried a little, he gave up the idea of playing any tricks in the short term.

Shen Zengzhi led Pu Guanshui into the living room. After guests and host were seated, he smiled, "Vice Commander Pu is young and promising. Recently, the vicinity of Shouzhou has been very peaceful; it is all Vice Commander Pu's credit."

These were all polite remarks; leaving the words here was just to show respect. Hearing Shen Zengzhi say this, Pu Guanshui also simply opened his eyes and told lies. "Lord Shen praises me too much. This subordinate hasn't been able to do anything; it is still Your Excellency who governs well here. The folk customs are very upright, plus there are many savings, so we can pass this disaster year safely."

The living room was full of old hands in officialdom. Hearing Pu Guanshui talking nonsense like this, everyone knew Pu Guanshui already had the heart to return to Anqing. Sure enough, they heard Pu Guanshui continue, "This subordinate was ordered to inspect the people's condition this time and help various places guard against riots. Now that Shouzhou is stable, this subordinate prepares to return to Anqing to report in a few days."

Sure enough! The faces of many officials of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen showed knowing expressions. Pu Guanshui was hinting, hoping Shouzhou would write an official document for him to prove Pu Guanshui's hard work these days, as well as Pu Guanshui's political achievements. Of course, Pu Guanshui would definitely put in a few good words for them with Anhui Governor En Ming. Praise them a bit.

"Then when does Vice Commander Pu plan to go to Fengyang Prefecture?" Shen Zengzhi asked. Since Shouzhou was a military stronghold, Pu Guanshui naturally had to be on the Shouzhou side, but he had to at least show his face in Fengyang Prefecture to fit the rules.

Pu Guanshui smiled, "This subordinate plans to go in a few days. However, I heard that it's not very peaceful over in Fengyang Prefecture. Since the Brigade General of Shouchun is in Shouzhou, this subordinate thought of inviting everyone to have a meal together first to discuss this matter."

A timid person afraid of trouble. Everyone in the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen defined Pu Guanshui like this in their hearts. As long as he got the official document of praise from the Brigade General of Shouchun, Pu Guanshui could actually return to Anqing and say he had fulfilled his responsibility. Since the official system of the New Army had nothing to do with the civil official system, it was actually useless even if Pu Guanshui went to Fengyang Prefecture in person. Fengyang Prefecture and Pu Guanshui had no right to command each other, but if anything happened, Fengyang Prefecture could push a lot of responsibility onto Pu Guanshui. Since Shouzhou was still considered stable, as long as Pu Guanshui got the praise documents from the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen and the Brigade General of Shouchun, he could well return to Anqing to report on his mission first. As for what happened later, Pu Guanshui would have various excuses to shirk responsibility.

"Then has Vice Commander Pu met the Brigade General of Shouchun?" Shen Zengzhi asked.

"Not yet," Pu Guanshui smiled.

Finally understands the rules. Shen Zengzhi's aides thought to themselves. In Shouzhou City, Shen Zengzhi had the highest official rank. If Pu Guanshui went to see the Brigade General of Shouchun first, that would be a big joke. He would be considered to have offended Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect Shen Zengzhi.

If according to the rules, since Pu Guanshui expressed his attitude so sincerely, Shen Zengzhi should have agreed. Unexpectedly, Shen Zengzhi did not answer after hearing this. He pondered for a while and asked, "I wonder what relationship Vice Commander Pu has with Chen Ke, the leader of the Fengtai County Insurance Corps?"
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Whether a person has depth or not, one of the biggest manifestations is whether they will panic when suddenly asked some questions they are very worried about. Pu Guanshui was young after all; after Shen Zengzhi asked about his relationship with Chen Ke, although he didn't panic, his expression immediately became stiff.

Originally, the people in the Assistant Prefect's Yamen thought that the relationship between Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke was very unusual. Seeing the young New Army Vice Commander looking like this, everyone laughed secretly in their hearts. regarding this fledgling who had some experience in officialdom, everyone from top to bottom felt relieved, feeling that Pu Guanshui was quite easy to deal with.

Shen Zengzhi watched Pu Guanshui's expression turn stiff first, then somewhat helpless, and subsequently become relieved. He had seen this set of changes many times; it was very much like a child caught slacking off in studies. As a famous Confucian scholar, Shen Zengzhi had seen this expression a lot. based on his experience, generally at this time, most of what the other party said was credible; at least even if they told lies, they were very serious.

Pu Guanshui's attitude was very serious at this time. He had received "professional" training on how to deal with this question. Fengtai County was so close to Shouzhou; heaven knew what news would enter Shouzhou. The People's Party had limited strength; rather than spending effort to manipulate public opinion, it was better to save such strength to dig a section of ditch. Because sending Pu Guanshui to Shouzhou this time, the purpose was to invite the officials of Shouzhou to a gathering, and then catch them all in one net. In the situation where the enemy's situation was unclear, how to complete this task smoothly? Pu Guanshui was a soldier, not a professional diplomat. Letting Pu Guanshui lead troops to fight, he could still do it. Letting Pu Guanshui open his eyes and tell lies that could fool officials at all levels, Pu Guanshui definitely couldn't do it.

Time was tight and the task was heavy. In order to achieve this goal, the People's Party temporarily established a simulation department. This was a temporary institution established imitating the job transition training organization of the US Imperialists. By today when Pu Guanshui set out, this temporary department had been established for two days.

In line with the good tradition of "soldiers teaching officers, officers teaching soldiers," first Pu Guanshui and Shang Yuan taught everyone general rules of officialdom, and then the students formed the appearance of temporary official meetings, simulating various talks Pu Guanshui would conduct. The goal was simple: to shape Pu Guanshui unambiguously into a "senior officer coming here to deal with an assignment." To achieve this goal, Pu Guanshui had to express the same request acceptable to the other party in various different dialogues. That is to say, "Please, officials, raise your hands high and give Pu Guanshui some face, so he can return to Anqing to report on his mission."

Pu Guanshui's nature was actually quite serious. In his view, such simulation looked as ridiculous as children playing house no matter how you looked at it. Not only Pu Guanshui, but the students participating in the training also felt it was just fun and a waste of time at the beginning. Those who could come to imitate were all comrades of not low origin; these people had their own work within the Party. Suddenly being brought to "play house," everyone really had quite some criticism in their hearts.

With this mentality, everyone's seriousness could be imagined, so Chen Ke and Shang Yuan got angry. Chen Ke had carefully studied Grandpa Mao's "On Contradiction." Grandpa Mao pointed out with great foresight that "contradictions within the Communist Party are resolved by the method of criticism and self-criticism." So targeting this childish style of the comrades, there was immediately a round of criticism and self-criticism. If asked to work, these people didn't care, but such a round of serious criticism and self-criticism was more uncomfortable than torture.

Now Pu Guanshui was no longer uncomfortable. Chen Ke solemnly warned everyone at the criticism and self-criticism meeting: "In the world, what is feared most in all things is the word 'seriousness,' and we People's Party members are the most serious." After the criticism and self-criticism meeting, everyone corrected their attitude and unified their understanding. The simulation meeting was held vividly and dramatically. Targeting many possible situations, everyone simulated comprehensively and carefully analyzed the mentality of officials at all levels. Actually, at the beginning, everyone just became serious in a retaliatory way after being reprimanded, either helplessly or unhappily. But once they really had a serious mentality, everyone entered the role instead, and then discovered that the etiquette and flattery and deception in this officialdom were really a branch of learning. Fortunately, Chen Ke and Shang Yuan discovered things were wrong and adjusted and guided in time, finally not letting everyone get addicted to playing officials.

"Lord Shen," Pu Guanshui began to speak according to the content of the training, "This subordinate met Chen Ke in the capital..." Pu Guanshui didn't fabricate anything, but started to state his relationship with Chen Ke completely according to the facts of that year.

The brilliance of intelligence warfare, or telling lies, lies in making the overall matter logical. For example, "This person hasn't eaten for three days" and "This person can't walk." Actually, in the view of some "strange people," these two things have no connection at all. But after ordinary people hear these two sentences, they naturally feel that the logic before and after these two sentences is smooth. Everyone thinks according to their own logical habits: "This person hasn't eaten for three days, so he is too hungry to walk."

Admittedly, this logic has no problem. The only problem is that, in fact, these two sentences have no relationship at all; the speaker is merely implying such a logical relationship.

By selectively introducing specific things that have happened, plus operational hints to common sense, one can effectively achieve a very persuasive "fact introduction." And this "fact" and "truth" might be completely upside down.

The training had an effect. Pu Guanshui operated and cut the content of his acquaintance with Chen Ke, from asking for special medicine to treat venereal diseases, to He Ruming taking the opportunity to make a fortune. Chen Ke could play the piano and helped the Beiyang New Army write a march. regarding the statement of these contents, Pu Guanshui exerted his true colors; things were said simply and briskly, without any long-windedness. regarding the two talking about revolution and ideals, Pu Guanshui didn't shy away either, but this part of the content had undergone detailed processing. Talking about revolution and ideals became "talking about ambition, talking about ideals."

Chen Ke was Yan Fu's disciple. When Chen Ke got married, it was Yuan Shikai who helped Chen Ke propose. Chen Ke met Yuan Shikai only through Yan Fu's recommendation. The *Beiyang New Army March* written by Pu Guanshui and Chen Ke received high praise from Yuan Shikai. Chen Ke and Shang Yuan were both from Henan. Chen Ke didn't get a diploma overseas. Chen Ke hoped to get Pu Guanshui's help. Chen Ke helped Pu Guanshui a lot in disaster relief.

Pu Guanshui also stated the above key points one by one very concisely.

Hinting cannot be done by brainwashing-style forced inculcation; shouting slogans and giving big lectures are not hinting. Hinting is built on the basis of a powerful grasp of the other party's thinking. For Manchu Qing officials, "officialdom relationships" were the golden rules they considered higher than the sky and deeper than the sea. Without regional, teacher-friend, and other inextricably linked relationships, this officialdom could not be called officialdom.

Targeting those officials who were shrewder than ghosts, the People's Party's training institution believed that the key point of Pu Guanshui's hinting was to explain several key points about Chen Ke clearly and carefully prepare the order of stating these facts. To achieve the maximum effect, the speaker Pu Guanshui had to elaborate an explanation that was not so in line with officialdom logic. If the other party was that kind of idiot who believed Pu Guanshui's point of view, that would be best. Because Pu Guanshui's logic was high-sounding: according to Pu Guanshui, Chen Ke was bent on serving the country, Yuan Shikai was upright as an official and unwilling to let relatives and friends rely on his relationship to "advance by luck," Fengtai County Magistrate Shang Yuan was Chen Ke's fellow villager and asked Chen Ke to come help, so Chen Ke got his teacher Yan Fu's consent and started working in Fengtai County like this.

And after those officials in the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen heard this, although there was no expression on their faces, the logical result deduced in their hearts was very different. In their view, Chen Ke wanted to take Yuan Shikai's path, but because he got a diploma from a European or American school [Note: text says he didn't get a diploma? Check text: "Chen Ke didn't get a diploma overseas." Okay, consistent.], he couldn't be reused. A yamen son like Chen Ke must have high self-esteem, so he wanted to win a reputation. So he went to Fengtai County, wanting to do something big with his fellow villager Shang Yuan. Unexpectedly, he encountered a flood, so Chen Ke did a lot of "out of bounds" things. But it finally had an effect. In order to get the government's recognition for his actions, Chen Ke hooked up with Pu Guanshui who came out to inspect the situation of disaster victims, hoping to mix out a situation in Anhui through Pu Guanshui's recommendation.

With such a "reasonable" judgment, officials lacking actual investigation could immediately "understand" many things. Everyone could also understand Pu Guanshui's "incomplete and inexhaustive" statement. regarding Pu Guanshui's praise of Chen Ke, the officials also immediately thought that this was Pu Guanshui hoping to borrow Chen Ke's credit of "effective disaster relief" to add some political achievements to himself. In the final analysis, what happened in Fengtai County was just a traditional trick of several young officials with official connections hoping to take advantage of natural disasters to fish for political achievements.

Not only the officials of the Anhui Assistant Prefect's Yamen, including Shen Zengzhi, but they all viewed this matter in this way. The only difference lay in that Shen Zengzhi had absolutely no interest in fishing for any political benefits from such a "farce." While other officials had already started to think that since Chen Ke was so enthusiastic about officialdom, they might be able to fish for quite a few benefits.

Since Shen Zengzhi was already clear about Chen Ke's background, he was relieved. Shen Zengzhi didn't care too much about Pu Guanshui hoping to get an official document from the Assistant Prefect's Yamen to prove that Pu Guanshui performed very well locally. Pu Guanshui was stationed in Fengtai County and simply didn't harass Shouzhou. Since Fengtai County and Pu Guanshui colluded so closely, presumably it would be fine. As for Shouzhou, Shen Zengzhi felt that stating the facts in the official document to prove that Pu Guanshui "did not disturb the people at all" and "committed no crimes against the people" was enough.

The conversation reached this point; everything that should be said had been said. The rest was just a few polite remarks. Shen Zengzhi roughly expressed his attitude, and then Pu Guanshui expressed straightforward gratitude with "overjoyed expectation." Then it was serving tea to see off the guest.

Walking out of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen, Pu Guanshui let out a deep breath. He felt his current mood was much more tired than fighting a battle. Pu Guanshui didn't have a bad memory; he could clearly recall every battle of breaking seven or eight forts these days. But the conversation in the yamen just now wasn't long, yet as soon as he walked out of the main gate, Pu Guanshui felt he had already forgotten quite a lot of the content of the conversation just now. The only thing he could be sure of was that he had said all the key points written on those few sheets of paper summarized in the two days of training. The final result also conformed to the final judgment of the People's Party comrades.

Too late to summarize and reflect, the next step was to visit the Brigade General of Shouchun. Pu Guanshui's schedule for today was full. Just as he was preparing to take a step, he saw a soldier wearing a New Army uniform walking over quickly. This was an Insurance Corps soldier sent by Chen Ke, only he wore a New Army uniform to impersonate Pu Guanshui's subordinate.

The Insurance Corps soldier leaned close to Pu Guanshui and whispered with a grim face, "Vice Commander Pu, we caught a person here who came to sue us for rebellion. We need to take him back for interrogation. We have to use the boxes in our team."

When Pu Guanshui came this time, he carried several boxes. These boxes contained genuine gifts. The original purpose was really not to stuff people in after arresting them. So there were no extra empty boxes.

"Have you found a box yourselves?" Pu Guanshui asked.

"There is a box, but it's very worn out. Carrying that broken box out would be a bit too conspicuous," the Insurance Corps soldier said with difficulty.

Pu Guanshui laughed, "It doesn't matter. What can happen in just a day or two? By the way, did you let anyone see when you arrested the person?"

"Absolutely not. That guy actually ran to our territory; there were our own people all around. Everyone acted very cleanly and didn't let him make a sound at all," the Insurance Corps soldier continued to whisper.

Although the Insurance Corps couldn't penetrate the upper echelons of Shouzhou, it didn't mean the Insurance Corps would be stupid enough not to establish its own secret strongholds in Shouzhou. Moreover, the Insurance Corps had strict discipline; Pu Guanshui believed this soldier didn't tell a lie. "Then you lead the way; we just need to pass by there once."

Soldiers who could be selected as secret agent liaisons were all clever ghosts; he already understood Pu Guanshui's meaning. Under his guidance, Pu Guanshui and his party passed by a pawnshop. Then, unnoticed, a relatively old box was mixed into the team, and then carried by several "New Army soldiers" following the main group. Then these few New Army soldiers took Pu Guanshui's warrant and left the main group, heading towards the Shouzhou City gate.

The official troops guarding the city naturally dared not intercept and check the officers and soldiers of the New Army. Everyone greeted each other amicably, and the official troops guarding the city gate let them pass. Arriving at the riverside, the "Anhui New Army soldiers" went directly to the large ship that brought Pu Guanshui to Shouzhou. Three ships came this time; the New Army soldier went in and explained a few sentences, and two sailors came down from the smallest ship among them to help carry the box onto the ship. Then the boatman poled the boat away; the boat sailed briskly downstream along the current of the Huai River and soon disappeared from the sight of the official troops on the Shouzhou city wall.

It wasn't that absolutely no one noticed this matter. In fact, the official troops on the Shouzhou city wall and guarding the city gate were still wondering why this high-ranking New Army official, who obviously came to give gifts, suddenly hurriedly got an old box back. Moreover, what was strange was that not long after this group of people left the city gate, they actually stopped slightly and opened a crack in the box; they didn't know what mystery this group was playing. But this wasn't a big deal either. The official troops had long known that according to the court's plan, their old troops would sooner or later be reorganized into the New Army. There were many things of giving gifts back and forth in officialdom; it wasn't strange for a high-ranking New Army official to get a box. It was better not to wag one's tongue. So no one noticed that Hu Congjian, who entered Shouzhou City this morning, actually disappeared from Shouzhou City unknowingly like this.

The official troops could not care about Hu Congjian, but the People's Party absolutely would not not care about Hu Congjian. Although they knew they were still within the sight of the soldiers guarding Shouzhou City, in order not to let Hu Congjian in the box be suffocated to death, risking suspicion, the soldiers still opened a crack in the box. As soon as the box was carried into the cabin, everyone immediately dragged Hu Congjian out of it. Although his breathing was weak, Hu Congjian was still alive. The intelligence agents of the Insurance Corps had undergone comprehensive training, and their tying skills were quite high-level. Hu Congjian was gagged, his four limbs were tied behind his back, firmly tied into a reverse bow shape. A big stone was also tied to the ropes at his hands and feet, making him unable to move a fraction in the box.

When catching Hu Congjian, he was knocked out from behind. After this guy fled from the yamen gate in fear, he didn't notice that a shop near the yamen gate and the beggars nearby had all made moves. The news was transmitted through carefully trained means. The soldiers carrying out the arrest followed Hu Congjian for two streets before making their move in a safe place. Hu Congjian was out of his wits at the time and didn't notice at all that he had been followed for so long. After one stick went down, Hu Congjian fell in response to the sound.

"Just this bastard, daring to report our Insurance Corps?" The soldier disguised as an Anhui New Army officer checked that Hu Congjian was still alive and finally relaxed. If Hu Congjian had been suffocated to death, this matter would be hard to handle. After the worry was eliminated, the anger that had been suppressed immediately erupted. The soldier took off his hat to wipe the sweat from his forehead, then put the hat back on his head, then rolled up his sleeves and prepared to go up and kick Hu Congjian.

The person next to him immediately stopped him. "What if you beat him to death? We still have to make him confess who sent him."

"Keep your voice down, don't let this guy hear. Didn't the instructor say that complete isolation from news causes fear? That way it's easy for him to confess when we ask him to." Another soldier said while observing the water surface from the porthole.

"Only you remembered this. Those guys in the city blocked this guy's ears long ago," the soldier preparing to strike said huffily. "When the time comes, we must make this bastard thing speak honestly. If he's not honest..."

"That's not necessarily true; he might not be willing to speak," the soldier observing outside the porthole turned his head and laughed.

"If he doesn't speak, we'll beat this guy to death!" The soldier's anger was real. Everyone knew what they were doing, and they couldn't grasp the overall situation clearly like Chen Ke. Someone running to the yamen gate to accuse the Insurance Corps of rebellion really scared the soldiers.

The soldier looking out the porthole closed the window, sat steadily on the stool, looked down at Hu Congjian on the cabin floor from above, with a cold smile on his face. "We won't beat him. If this guy doesn't speak, we'll make him sing. He has to sing as long as we make him sing."

These words, possessing both a sense of humor and associations of actual cruelty, effectively relieved the soldiers' emotions. Hearing this, a burst of explosive laughter suddenly rang out, spreading very far away on the empty river surface.
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Chapter 78: Various Wave Lines (5)

"Hu Youdao must be killed, and his nephew Hu Congjian absolutely cannot be let off." Yuwen Badu, the only one among the current seven secretaries of the People's Party who was a native of Fengtai County, expressed his opinion. Attempting to make himself look more angry, Yuwen Badu even slapped the table and said loudly, "We must kill a batch. Let them know that we are not unaware of what they did!" But obviously, this effort failed. Yuwen Badu had a deep and solemn voice, a kind of low and thick feeling like a preacher, possessing a shocking power that pointed directly to the human heart. When such a voice sounded naturally and smoothly in the room, it would make people naturally give birth to a kind of sigh. But when this steady voice tried to become extremely emotional, a feeling of incompatibility made everyone feel an inexplicable urge to laugh.

This meeting was attended by the seven secretaries and Qi Huishen. Looking at Yuwen Badu, there was no malice in their eyes, nor any intention to hold Yuwen Badu responsible. There was even uncontrollable laughter in the eyes of quite a few people, but laughing at this time was really untimely. So the comrades did not make any sound that would embarrass Yuwen Badu.

The complaint written personally by Hu Youdao and brought to the gate of the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen by Hu Congjian circulated among the secretaries at the table. When Hu Congjian fled from the yamen gate, his emotions were extremely agitated, so he lost the "serious and careful attitude" towards the preservation of the complaint. The wrinkles caused by gripping the complaint tightly, as well as the sweat stains printed on the complaint after Hu Congjian sweated profusely due to emotional agitation, made this once carefully written and preserved paper appear wrinkled and dilapidated.

When everyone passed it around, they were all somewhat absent-minded. Having such a reaction was not because of Yuwen Badu's actually untimely performance just now. Such a thing was not enough to disturb everyone's mind. Moreover, although Yuwen Badu was known as being responsible for local mass work, the one who actually undertook the most work was not him, but Lu Huitian, He Zudao, and others. To put it coldly, the significance of Yuwen Badu's existence was merely "buying horse bones for a thousand gold"; as a local, Yuwen Badu held a high position in the Insurance Corps, and the rallying significance of this fact was far greater than the practical significance.

The secretaries were actually not really terrified, and basically didn't even have angry emotions. If it really reached a critical moment, Chen Ke, who always had keen senses, would definitely set the tone first. And this time Chen Ke only said one sentence during the meeting: "Such a thing has happened; everyone, talk about your own views." Then he fell silent. based on the habits formed by the secretaries these days, everyone felt very at ease. Under such circumstances, no one was anxious to speak. The other six of the seven secretaries didn't speak, and Yuwen Badu's statement obviously didn't get everyone's response, so he became even more anxious. At least nominally, Yuwen Badu was responsible for the civil affairs of Fengtai County; with such a thing happening, he had a certain responsibility.

Chen Ke saw Yuwen Badu's face flushing red and knew that if he still didn't speak, it would be a bit difficult for Yuwen Badu. He smiled, "Comrade Badu, don't be anxious. We don't want to hold anyone responsible. Actually, as I see it, the comrades actually don't treat this matter as a big deal."

Hearing this, Yuwen Badu immediately felt much more relaxed in his heart. What he worried about most was being held responsible. If others didn't know, Yuwen Badu couldn't possibly not know what the People's Party was doing now. That was indeed rebellion. So Yuwen Badu was particularly sensitive to things within his work. "This... Secretary Chen, you let me be responsible for the base area's civil affairs..." Yuwen Badu still felt he had to express his attitude.

Lu Huitian was responsible for the work of the Insurance Corps Reclamation Brigade. As a secretary also responsible for civil affairs like Yuwen Badu, he felt he must speak at this time. "Comrade Badu, this kind of thing will definitely happen. Contradictions do not shift according to your or my personal will. The landlord class will absolutely not give up their stance easily. Our People's Party has its own stance; unless our People's Party stands on the landlord's stance and becomes the landlords' running dog. Otherwise, for this contradiction, there is only the question of when it will intensify, not whether it will intensify. Zhang Youliang opposed us, and now Hu Youdao opposes us. In the future, there will be more landlords opposing us. This kind of thing is not your responsibility."

Seeing Yuwen Badu's relieved expression, Chen Ke said, "Let's stop the heart-to-heart talk here for now. In the future, we need to exchange hearts frequently like this. Revolution is not to make us harden our hearts to kill people; revolutionary comrades are like-minded comrades. We have a common ideal, which is to make our fellow villagers live better, make the common people of all China live better. We Chinese cannot bully anyone. Foreigners cannot bully us Chinese either."

Speaking of this, Chen Ke paused. He sighed with a slightly regretful expression. "I'll make a self-criticism first. My work style these days has been very overbearing. I know it. Regardless of whether the comrades can understand or not, as long as it is something I have resolved to do, I must push it to the end. It made quite a few comrades feel wronged; I know it. Here, I apologize to everyone first." After speaking, Chen Ke lowered his head to the comrades.

The comrades never expected Chen Ke to apologize to everyone at this time. Everyone looked at Chen Ke's deeply lowered head with surprised expressions. When Chen Ke raised his head, everyone reacted.

"Secretary Chen, don't say that. It has now been proven that your arrangements at that time were all correct. I am now convinced from the bottom of my heart." Yuwen Badu said hurriedly.

Qi Huishen had not been in the base area all along, so naturally he wouldn't speak. This Shanghai youth quietly watched the expressions of other secretaries.

Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, and Shang Yuan did not make a sound. They had always been Chen Ke's staunchest supporters. The three of them knew that Chen Ke's self-criticism was actually not directed at them.

Qin Shou did manpower deployment and judicial work; this usually reticent youth didn't make a sound either. Only Lu Huitian looked quite moved under his surprise; he also couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief gently. Everyone's gaze was torch-like; except for Chen Ke, the gazes of several people fell on his face.

Originally, Lu Huitian didn't intend not to speak. Seeing everyone's gaze looking over, he simply spoke crisply. "Secretary Chen, I want to say something. Originally I was an impatient person, wishing I could overthrow the Manchu Qing court right now. But I think now is not the time. We are about to distribute land soon; after attacking Shouzhou, the news will definitely spread here. What will the common people think then? Our previous work foundation was built on the basis of not publicly raising the banner of revolution. Otherwise, there would be no need to let Shang Yuan be responsible for suppressing the landlords. That land distribution contract was also written in the name of the government. Now, before mobilizing the masses to start the revolution, we attack Shouzhou. Isn't this going to stir up trouble?"

These words made a lot of sense, but Shang Yuan suddenly asked a sentence, "Comrade Lu Huitian, is this your own meaning, or the attitude of the comrades below?"

Hearing this, Lu Huitian's face became unsightly then and there. But Shang Yuan was usually this calm. Although Lu Huitian was very unhappy in his heart, he managed to suppress his dissatisfaction after all. He tried his best to seek truth from facts and said, "This is my view. Some comrades below support my view, while some feel we should have attacked Shouzhou long ago."

After saying this, Lu Huitian originally thought Shang Yuan would say something. Unexpectedly, Shang Yuan just nodded and actually didn't say a word. This made the fire in Lu Huitian's heart immediately flourish again. What does this mean? Really want to find fault? Or interrogate me?

Shang Yuan obviously saw Lu Huitian's emotion. He said faintly, "Let's not be emotional. Among the party members I developed, there are also different views, so I wanted to ask. See if it's like this on your side."

Although this explanation was very reasonable, Shang Yuan's expression made people unhappy no matter what. Chen Ke quickly interrupted the possible continuing conflict. "Comrade Lu Huitian, the common people actually don't care about the existence of the Shouzhou government at all. If they cared, these people would have run to Shouzhou long ago; it's impossible for them to continue staying in Fengtai County. On this point, you manage the Reclamation Brigade, so you are definitely the clearest."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Lu Huitian nodded.

Chen Ke saw that Lu Huitian had somewhat accepted his statement, so he continued: "In that case, as long as we don't announce with great fanfare that we have breached Shouzhou, do you think the common people will really care whether the sky has changed in Shouzhou?"

"Ah?" Lu Huitian stared at Chen Ke. "Secretary Chen means, we just pretend nothing happened in Shouzhou, and continue doing whatever we should do?"

"Mm." Chen Ke nodded.

"This... this... isn't this 'covering one's ears while stealing a bell'?" Lu Huitian never expected Chen Ke to actually propose such an answer. Does Chen Ke treat the common people of the base area as blind and deaf?

Hearing "covering one's ears while stealing a bell," Hua Xiongmao simply couldn't help laughing out loud. Lu Huitian looked at Hua Xiongmao and saw that Hua Xiongmao had no intention of opposing at all, but simply found the idiom cited by Lu Huitian funny.

Chen Ke explained, "First, as long as we don't publicize it with great fanfare, let alone the common people of Fengtai County might not know what happened, I'm afraid even the common people of Shouzhou might not know what happened. Do you really think the common people know exactly what the structure of the government is? How do they know that the one taking over the Shouzhou government is not the imperial court, but our own people? Second, the common people have no interest in this kind of thing at all. Everyone is thinking about how to distribute land now. Third, even if there are landlords who know what happened and then oppose us, do you think they dare to oppose us in public? Aren't they looking for death? We even hit Shouzhou; what else dare they do? Rise up to rebel against us?"

Lu Huitian listened to Chen Ke's words dumbfounded. Although every sentence was so reasonable, the whole thing felt very unreasonable. No, it should be called "absurd."

"So, we do whatever we should do. Just pretend nothing happened." Chen Ke said very seriously. Seeing Lu Huitian's shocked look, Chen Ke said earnestly: "Comrade Lu Huitian, for the common people of Fengtai County, any rumors outside are fake. But even if one person from the government steps onto the land of Fengtai County and then declares we are rebels, that is real. As long as no government official can enter the base area, whatever we say is what it is."

Lu Huitian watched Chen Ke calmly expounding on such a major event and only felt very puzzled. Suddenly, he finally understood one thing. Chen Ke has been able to stand in the position of the leader of the People's Party until now; the biggest gap between him and Lu Huitian is not ability, but that kind of spirit [daring/vision]. Chen Ke fears nothing at all. And Lu Huitian knew that he really didn't have this kind of spirit.
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"Comrades, we are about to fight a battle. Before the battle, I must explain clearly to everyone. Why exactly are we fighting this battle?" While the seven secretaries of the People's Party were meeting with Qi Huishen, He Zudao, who had great power and influence but couldn't participate in the meeting due to his position, was not idle either. Facing the first batch of selected soldiers, he personally conducted a mobilization meeting.

Attacking Shouzhou was of great importance and required the selection of the most loyal soldiers. The first batch of selected soldiers were those who performed extremely well, had the highest enthusiasm, and were most obedient to organizational discipline in the battles of breaking forts. Coupled with the fact that the preparatory work of "calculating accounts" for the common people had basically ended, He Zudao personally mobilized this group of soldiers.

"Comrades, do you think our troops are working for the common people or not?" He Zudao had completely lost the cautiousness of an ordinary Shanghai citizen. His voice was loud, his attitude calm, and his heroic voice was full of irrefutable confidence.

"Comrades, I won't say how our troops treat the common people. Because our troops are all children of the common people of our Fengtai County; we don't need to praise ourselves. I just want to ask everyone a few things. Before joining our troops, how many of you went to school and learned to read relying on the clan's 'school fields'?"

Hearing the term "school fields," the soldiers completely didn't understand what these two characters meant. Even after He Zudao personally wrote these two characters on the blackboard, everyone still didn't understand.

The Insurance Corps' investigation work was done very carefully, and the clan forces in Fengtai County were investigated very clearly. It was found out from the older generation that theoretically, there were seven large clans in Fengtai County who claimed to have school fields. Theoretically, the income from the school fields was used to hire teachers to teach the clan's children to read. But that was already an old legend. Now, without exception, the school fields had all been swallowed up by landlords under their own names.

"Commissar He, what are these school fields used for?" a soldier asked.

This kind of question had long been anticipated. He Zudao explained the meaning of school fields to the comrades. Listening to He Zudao's explanation, the soldiers' expressions went from doubt to surprise, and from surprise to anger. Soon soldiers began to curse: "These bastards! Nothing but cheating us!"

The benefits of learning cultural knowledge look very much like eyebrows on the surface; often having eyebrows may not be very useful, but without eyebrows, problems are immediately revealed. After the soldiers received compulsory education, it didn't fill their stomachs or stave off hunger. But there were many announcements and regulations in the troops. Struggling to read the announcements was one thing. But facing a blackboard full of characters and being completely unable to read was another matter. Also being soldiers, the feeling of watching others read the blackboard with relish while being illiterate oneself was really not good. The compulsory education of the troops allowed soldiers to possess the ability to master the tool of "writing," and they felt their whole world seemed to have undergone an indescribable change.

In legends, after studying "learning" hard, one could live an easy life. But in the Insurance Corps, after studying learning, everyone found that they simply changed from a kind of pure hardship to purposeful hardship. If in the past, they only knew they were bullied after being bullied. Now, through the education of the political commissars and through reading and understanding principles, everyone gradually understood that they were in a state of being bullied all the time.

The folk customs on both banks of the Huai River were tough, and the temperament "rough." The vast majority of those who could become soldiers daring to fight in the Insurance Corps were soldiers with very violent temperaments. After learning that such things as school fields existed, the quick-reacting ones among the soldiers had already started cursing angrily. Then this anger quickly triggered the anger of the soldiers as a whole.

"So this bunch of people cheated us like this!" This was the common point of anger for the soldiers.

"Whether there are school fields or not has nothing to do with whether everyone can read and write. Our troops don't have school fields, but we still teach everyone to read." He Zudao didn't talk about any theory at all now. Because the troops would soon have their own farms; entangling in these things was meaningless. What he needed now was merely to tell the soldiers that the previous system was a kind of deception.

"Comrades, it's not just school fields. Clan fields, clan property. These things are said to be the same; at a critical moment, the grain in these fields is used to save everyone's life. Now with such a big flood, has everyone eaten a mouthful of life-saving grain from the clan fields or clan property?" He Zudao continued to speak loudly.

The soldiers in the venue were already enraged. He Zudao was right; when everyone was struggling on the death line, no one came to save everyone except the People's Party. If not for eating the life-saving grain of the People's Party, everyone would have probably starved to death long ago.

"Comrades, I say these things to tell everyone only one thing: unity is strength. Clan fields and school fields were originally a joke; even if these fields were all there, it was just a tiny number of people managing them, and they would collapse at the slightest disaster. What do we rely on to produce and save ourselves now? We rely on the common people of the whole county putting their hearts together and exerting their strength together. Only then can our tens of thousands of people have a way to live. Comrades, unity is strength."

He Zudao's speech received the approval of the comrades.

"Correct, Commissar He. If everyone's hearts are united, we can get things done," soldiers shouted.

"Unity is strength! Unity is strength. This strength is iron, this strength is steel!" Someone simply started singing.

Seeing everyone waving their hands and speaking with flushed faces, He Zudao raised his hand high, signaling everyone to quiet down. Although the comrades knew He Zudao's meaning, they were emotionally agitated at this time, and it took a good while to quiet down.

He Zudao shouted: "Comrades, we are going to distribute land in Fengtai County very soon. After distributing the land, we have countless good days to live. On this point, does everyone trust our People's Party and trust our troops?"

Because the common people on both banks of the Huai River frequently encountered natural disasters, the folk customs were tough, and a jianghu atmosphere of valuing loyalty and stressing group cohesion was formed. In the face of natural disasters, individual strength was really too insignificant; without relying on everyone's strength, without relying on social organization, it was absolutely impossible for everyone to survive. This was the survival mode created for everyone by the natural environment.

After joining the Insurance Corps, political education was talked about almost every day. Although the soldiers couldn't completely understand the program of the People's Party Insurance Corps, these soldiers from ordinary peasant backgrounds knew that people must stress morality and loyalty. This coincided exactly with the Insurance Corps' teaching of relying on the organization and relying on the people. Relying only on oneself could accomplish nothing. In this terrible disaster year, only the People's Party and only the Insurance Corps stood up to save everyone. Even this simple habit gave everyone a natural sense of trust in the organization. Not to mention Commissar He Zudao who had worked and fought with them for a long time.

Hearing He Zudao's call, the soldiers immediately gave a response. These days, the soldiers had become accustomed to fighting. The forts along the Huai River had been breached almost completely. The grain of the landlords in the forts was all confiscated, and thousands upon thousands of disaster victims also got the chance to survive. To be fair, among the reasons that truly drove the soldiers who dared to fight in these times, the education of the Party and the army was certainly one aspect, but the proportion of hostility and hatred towards those rich people accumulated long before the People's Party came to Fengtai County was extremely large.

With the banner of justice in hand, seeking a way to live for poor common people just like themselves—this was originally the philosophy of jianghu brothers. Everyone wasn't stupid; since the troops specifically called them back, and didn't let them go home after returning, but concentrated them in a rather remote camp, there must be big things for them to do. The troops had already discussed privately who they were going to fight this time. He Zudao's words were obviously issuing a call, and everyone naturally responded with boiling blood.

"We trust!"

"Commissar He, just say it, what do you want us to do?"

"Wherever the Insurance Corps points, we will fight there!"

He Zudao pressed his hands down as if to temporarily suppress such enthusiasm with his hands. "Comrades, I want to ask you, is life good now? Where exactly is it good?"

This question was quite abstract. Seeing the soldiers temporarily speechless, He Zudao pointed at a soldier randomly. "Liu Zhuangsheng, you tell us."

Liu Zhuangsheng was an ordinary soldier; he had only spoken at soldier meetings before. Now suddenly called up, he looked at everyone somewhat crampedly. Everyone's eyes focused on him; Liu Zhuangsheng felt an indescribable pressure. His heart immediately accelerated its beating; this feeling was even more nervous than fighting a battle.

"Say whatever you have; our troops just want everyone to speak." He Zudao comforted with a smile.

Liu Zhuangsheng hardened his heart and said loudly: "Our troops never bully people. The commissars and chiefs are very good to everyone."

This could be counted as truth forced out, and precisely because of this, such truth had a strong persuasive power. This was everyone's most intuitive impression. Hearing Liu Zhuangsheng's words, everyone had the same feeling.

He Zudao nodded to Liu Zhuangsheng. "You sit down first, Comrade Liu Zhuangsheng." Then he randomly pointed to another soldier. "Comrade Wang Eryong, you tell us. Where do you think our troops are good?"

Because of Liu Zhuangsheng's words before, Wang Eryong's words were much smoother. "Although there is a lot of work, we can eat our fill. And, I feel at ease in our troops."

He Zudao nodded; this was also very true. But there was still no angle to elaborate on the topic. He wanted to find some more people to speak, but felt the big group might not necessarily hit the point. He simply said himself: "Comrades, I have said many times. Why do we do this? Because we have a system that everyone has never seen before. Just like the system of our Insurance Corps, it can make everyone feel happy and comfortable. It can make life better. I am now going to tell everyone about this set of things."

"Commissar He, don't say so much useful or useless stuff, just tell us what you want us to do. Our troops are sincerely good to everyone; we all know. Being a person requires stressing loyalty and morality. Just the fact that our troops saved our lives, we are willing to sell our lives to the troops," a soldier shouted.

"Yes! Commissar He, just say it straight," soldiers shouted one after another.

Looking at those sincere faces and listening to everyone's earnest words, He Zudao was quite moved in his heart. If it were anyone else, they would probably state their purpose right now. But He Zudao was He Zudao after all. In the work of these days, He Zudao deeply realized one thing: only by thoroughly implementing Chen Ke's instructions could true success be achieved. When He Zudao followed Chen Ke, he obeyed Chen Ke as his lord and respected him as his teacher. This status of Chen Ke as "Lord and Teacher in one" made He Zudao show an unusually firm habit of executing "Party organization" orders.

And Chen Ke emphasized again and again in the layout work of this meeting that this mobilization was not to generate a fanatical fighting will in everyone, but to let everyone understand exactly why they were fighting. What kind of bright future such a battle would bring.

Suppressing his excitement, He Zudao pressed his hands down in the air again. "Comrades, what we want to talk about today is why we fight this battle. I must explain this point clearly to everyone."
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Chapter 80: Various Wave Lines (7)

After the mobilization work of the day ended, the soldiers disbanded to prepare for the next stage of battle, but the political commissars of the military political work system did not disband. The head of the military commissars was now He Zudao; holding a summary meeting after every mobilization meeting was a convention for the commissars. Preparatory meetings and summary meetings were conducted every time.

"Morale is usable!" Xiong Mingyang shouted excitedly. The comrades' desire for battle today was very urgent, and their words showed a high sense of trust and belonging to the troops. Xiong Mingyang had an enthusiastic personality; feeling everyone's enthusiasm, he also felt high-spirited and excited. "Commissar He, as long as the soldiers have this energy, the next battle is not a problem."

He Zudao was younger than Xiong Mingyang; reasonably speaking, he should be more easily excited. However, among the commissars, He Zudao's performance was consistently calm. Seeing He Zudao silent and just looking thoughtful, everyone didn't feel it was strange. Everyone knew that a large-scale battle was coming soon, and the commissar's current job was to boost the morale of the troops. He Zudao's silence did not stop the comrades' enthusiasm, and everyone began to discuss enthusiastically.

"I think we should simply shout 'Capture Fengyang Prefecture, Liberate All of Anhui' now. What do you think of this slogan?" Li Zhao, the General Political Commissar of the Water Detachment, asked. Hearing this bold propaganda outline, the already excited commissars nodded in support one after another. In the mobilization, the soldiers repeatedly expressed that they would follow the Insurance Corps loyally. Wherever the team went to fight, the soldiers would fight there. Such heart-to-heart words made everyone very excited.

Now everyone in the troops had seen clearly that the Water Detachment would definitely form a new brigade. All the capable troops were in the Water Detachment, and the Military Commission had issued orders for political commissars to start looking for common people among the disaster victims from other places who were willing to follow the team, striving to get them to enlist. These common people, tortured to the brink of death by famine and hunger, were full of hatred for the rich, hatred for the government, and hatred for this era. Under such hatred, with a slight recruitment by the Insurance Corps, it could be said that respondents gathered like clouds. These common people had already been incorporated into the reserves for comprehensive training and physical recuperation; they should be very good soldiers. As long as their bodies recovered, the troops could definitely get a big development. This development was very likely to be the largest scale since the establishment of the Insurance Corps. So the commissars also felt there was a bright prospect. The expansion of the troop organization meant an increase in the number of troops everyone led, meaning promotion in position.

"What we are going to fight now is Shouzhou. How about we say 'Capture Shouzhou City, Liberate Fengyang Prefecture' first? After taking Shouzhou, use this slogan again. Otherwise, what to say for the next mobilization?" Dai Enze suggested.

Everyone thought this idea was good; even Li Zhao, who first proposed the slogan, thought this suggestion was very good. After discussing for a while, seeing that He Zudao still didn't speak, Li Zhao asked, "Commissar He, what do you think?"

He Zudao still had that thoughtful expression on his face, but this didn't mean he was completely wandering in his mind. Hearing Li Zhao's question, He Zudao nodded. "'Capture Shouzhou City, Liberate Fengyang Prefecture.' I think it's okay." After speaking, He Zudao originally wanted to continue thinking, but his expression inexplicably became somewhat anxious, as if he was very dissatisfied with his own mood. He couldn't help but say, "Comrades, I feel the political nature of such a slogan is not strong enough."

"Political nature not strong?" The comrades looked at He Zudao in surprise. Everyone never expected He Zudao to actually say such an inexplicable sentence. The gazes looking at He Zudao were all puzzled.

Xiong Mingyang stared at He Zudao. He actually didn't quite understand why He Zudao tried to suppress the soldiers' mood in the mobilization today, but instead repeatedly explained the new land policy. The new land policy was actually quite complex; even someone like Xiong Mingyang who had read books felt it was a bit unclear. He Zudao insisted on "calculating accounts" with the soldiers, comparing the differences between the old system and the new system. This was something Xiong Mingyang didn't understand very much.

The result of such mobilization naturally wouldn't be too good; the soldiers were almost confused by the talk. Later, Li Zhao saw things were wrong and quickly took over the conversation, guiding the direction towards military struggle, which rekindled the soldiers' fighting will. He Zudao's political work in the past had never had such a flaw; everyone was actually very puzzled.

He Zudao didn't pay attention to the comrades' emotions. He looked very anxious now; it seemed his thinking just now encountered a bottleneck. He frowned and closed his eyes, then opened them again very quickly. "Comrades, I have an idea. Why exactly do our troops fight? Isn't it still to live a good life? If we only engage in military struggle blindly and don't pay attention to political concepts, the result will only be creating a force full of hatred. I always feel this kind of morale is not right. Fighting smooth battles, such morale can still be used. Once fighting against the wind and suffering setbacks, I am very worried about whether the troops can hold up then."

The commissars never expected that what He Zudao worried about was actually such a matter. And because emotions were high now, some people even completely failed to understand what exactly He Zudao wanted to say.

Li Zhao laughed, "Commissar He, in Fengyang Prefecture, who is the opponent of our troops? In the battles so far, haven't those forts that boasted they would never be breached been beaten into fallen flowers and flowing water by us just the same? Moreover, the troops started by charging through blasted breaches, and now the frontal troops are also very daring to fight. The virtue of those official soldiers is probably not even comparable to the family guards of the forts."

Because Li Zhao was personally responsible for transporting the officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army home, he had quite a lot of contact with these so-called "elite" New Army officers and soldiers. When encountering things, the performance of these New Army officers and soldiers was actually very poor; as long as without Pu Guanshui's command, these people could do nothing. In comparison, although the equipment of the landlord armed family guards in the forts was not great, facing the attack of the Insurance Corps, these family guards were daring to fight and risk their lives.

Li Zhao started, and other commissars also echoed one after another: "Troops are for fighting; political work is responsible by the civil affairs department. We can't intervene in the work of the civil affairs department, right? Organizational discipline doesn't allow it either."

"Destroy the government first, and then we can grasp the initiative. Whatever can incite the fighting will to fight the government now, we should do it that way."

"Secretary Chen said very clearly that our current military goal is not to let any official troops enter the base area. Otherwise, I'm afraid the current situation cannot be maintained. What we are fighting now is not just a military battle, but a political battle. We can only win now, not lose. Losing once will lead to big trouble."

Other commissars spoke one after another; almost everyone was opposing He Zudao. Seeing He Zudao facing everyone's unanimous opposition alone, some commissars felt a vague pleasure in their hearts. This was not only the pleasure of speaking one's mind directly, but also because He Zudao himself, as Chen Ke's diehard, had always been the leading figure among the commissars. Now being able to criticize and oppose He Zudao politely and reasonably, this pleasure involuntarily overflowed in their hearts.

He Zudao listened quietly. What everyone said made sense. When military struggle was the principal contradiction currently, maximizing the fighting will of the troops was naturally a good thing. Even in the long run, as long as comprehensive control of the locality was obtained, against the background of overwhelming military force, after external enemies were defeated, no one internally would dare to oppose the new regime. These were all correct principles. It was also the requirement Chen Ke proposed for this military action mobilization.

But He Zudao had an indescribable sense of dissonance. The revolutionary cause itself would absolutely not be so simple. If victory could be achieved so simply, then why did so many peasant uprisings in history fail every time? It is good for the army to know who its enemy is. But He Zudao believed that a true revolutionary army should know what it should guard, not just know whom it should overthrow.

If the new system led by the People's Party had been established now, He Zudao wouldn't be nitpicking like this. The problem lay in that the new system was completely unbuilt. It was even still in the budding stage. Not seizing the time to carry out the work of promoting the new system at this time, but conducting large-scale battles instead—He Zudao felt it wasn't right no matter what. The soldiers' loyalty must be directed at the system, at the revolution led by the People's Party. It cannot be merely out of simple gratitude. Although he didn't know what kind of problems a team formed by such gratitude would encounter, He Zudao knew problems would definitely arise.

However, seeing the posture of other commissars vowing not to stop until they convinced him, He Zudao had to soften temporarily. "Then this time we will write summaries separately. I will write about land distribution and the issue of calculating accounts under the old and new systems. Everyone write about the issue of army morale." He proposed a compromise plan. But after hearing He Zudao's words, everyone did not express complete agreement. He Zudao had to continue: "The problem of calculating accounts I was responsible for this time was not done well; this time it can be said to be a failure. I will write clearly and review it personally to the Party Committee. This is my own responsibility, and I will bear this responsibility."

Since He Zudao spoke to this extent, everyone couldn't say anything more. "Killing a person is no more than a nod to the ground" [meaning don't go too far]; Commissar He personally admitted his mistake and admitted his failure. Saying too much more would not be an attitude of solving problems. After briefly summarizing the process and situation of the mobilization meeting again, everyone began to write their own reports.

When He Zudao went to report to Chen Ke with two reports, he felt very depressed. For him, he had lost a battle in this mobilization meeting. When facing Chen Ke to report the result, He Zudao did not fear Chen Ke's anger, but felt a deep shame for failing to complete the task. The guard went in to announce him; waiting at the door, He Zudao felt his face flush red with shame. The waiting time seemed very long, yet seemed not long. In short, the guard came out to let He Zudao in. Waiting for He Zudao in the office was not only Chen Ke; Qi Huishen was actually sitting by the desk too. Seeing He Zudao come in, both people in the room stood up. Qi Huishen walked a few steps quickly to welcome him. "Zu Dao, it's really been a long time." Saying this, he extended his hand.

Since Qi Huishen and the others arrived at the base area, everyone had been busy with affairs. The two only occasionally saw each other rushing to handle affairs from afar; this was the first time they officially spoke until now. He Zudao and Qi Huishen were old friends; it was Qi Huishen who pulled He Zudao to follow Chen Ke. Meeting an old friend, He Zudao's depressed mood was also relieved. He shook hands tightly with Qi Huishen. "Huishen, now that you're here, hurry up and join the work. I'm really busy to death here."

Hearing this, Qi Huishen laughed, "This work arrangement has to be listened to from Wen Qing; I can't make the decision myself." These words were full of an indescribable flavor; He Zudao didn't know if Qi Huishen was complaining or approving of Chen Ke not arranging work for him.

But proper business was important now. He Zudao handed two documents to Chen Ke. "Secretary Chen, take a look. This is the record and summary of today's mobilization meeting." After Chen Ke took the documents, He Zudao continued to add: "My calculation comparing the new and old systems seems to have failed. Although the soldiers also knew that calculating accounts this way was correct, everyone focused more on what was unfair. Interest in the advantages of the new system was not great. This was something I didn't anticipate at the time."

Although he knew he failed, He Zudao did not directly use words like sorry. Chen Ke never let subordinates use language like "sorry" in reports. His evaluation of this was simple: "If apologizing was useful, you wouldn't need to do anything else; just apologizing would be enough. Revolutionary work is to complete goals, and must complete goals. If you have time to apologize, you might as well think about how to get things done."

"Sit." Chen Ke said. After speaking, he also sat down and started reading the reports. He Zudao sat straight on the stool, quietly waiting for Chen Ke's evaluation after reading the documents. Qi Huishen originally wanted to talk to He Zudao, but seeing He Zudao's serious expression, he didn't break the silence in the office either and waited wordlessly.

After Chen Ke finished reading one document, he handed the document to Qi Huishen and started reading the other one himself. Qi Huishen read for only a moment and couldn't help laughing out loud. "Zu Dao, I didn't expect you to speak really impressively now." Not knowing if it was because he heard He Zudao frankly admit his failure, anyway, Chen Ke read He Zudao's document first. After reading, he handed it to Qi Huishen. And Qi Huishen was obviously very interested in He Zudao's performance.

Facing the joke of his old friend, He Zudao did not show the slightest timidity caused by shame. He admitted calmly, "Speaking of the deception of the common people by landlords and clans under the old system, the soldiers were very interested. But when mentioning the advantages under the new system, the soldiers didn't understand. I failed very much."

Before Qi Huishen could speak, Chen Ke interrupted in a calm tone, "If not for the hatred of the old system, why do you think these soldiers would perform so outstandingly? Everyone knows that fighting kills people. The reason these soldiers perform outstandingly is that they have the passion to retaliate against the old system in their hearts. If you talk greatly about the benefits of building a new system, everyone definitely doesn't like to listen."

He Zudao actually already understood this. He just nodded in agreement, without defending himself at all. Instead, Qi Huishen asked somewhat puzzledly, "Wen Qing, why do you say that? Do you mean these soldiers just want to take revenge on society?"

"Huishen, have you read *Water Margin*?" Hearing Qi Huishen's words, Chen Ke did not answer directly but asked another question instead.

"Read it, and listened to storytelling too," Qi Huishen answered strangely.

"Can your Jiangnan tanci [ballad singing] express that kind of intensity? Hehe, I doubt it very much." First questioning the expression form of southern traditional folk art, Chen Ke then continued: "Liangshan Po claimed to 'Act for Heaven' [Enforce Justice on behalf of Heaven], but this acting for heaven looked one way in the eyes of Black Whirlwind Li Kui, and another way in the eyes of Timely Rain Song Jiang. There are one hundred and eight generals, so there are one hundred and eight different kinds of acting for heaven. This is nothing strange."

Qi Huishen never expected Chen Ke to view *Water Margin* this way, but Chen Ke's sentence plagiarizing a foreigner's evaluation of Hamlet was very meaningful. Qi Huishen was stunned after hearing it and actually couldn't find words to respond.

Chen Ke ignored Qi Huishen and continued browsing the document. The document wasn't very long; Chen Ke finished reading it in more than ten minutes. He raised his head. "Commissar He, I've seen the general situation. What is it that you can't figure out? Let's hear it."

He Zudao had already prepared the question. "I feel that if it goes on like this, trouble will definitely occur. If the troops cannot complete politicization, how should we solve principled problems encountered in the future?"

"For example?" Chen Ke briefly raised his question.

He Zudao answered immediately: "For example, what boosts morale now is jianghu loyalty, not identification with revolutionary concepts. As I see it now, our revolutionary concepts will definitely encounter many situations that conflict with the soldiers' current ideas in the future. The first article is obeying discipline and listening to command. Although I didn't participate in the battle, I saw some intelligence; soldiers now have very problematic ideas about promotion. Everyone wants to choose their favorite fellow villagers and relatives, and is somewhat resistant to personnel appointments by the organization. This is the negative effect of jianghu loyalty."

Qi Huishen was really quite surprised watching the formerly frail scholar He Zudao talk with fervor and assurance, his speech well-grounded. Although Qi Huishen was responsible for the work of the Shanghai Branch, in terms of clarity of reasoning alone, the current Qi Huishen felt he was already inferior to He Zudao. And a year ago, He Zudao himself needed Qi Huishen to help sort out his viewpoints and opinions. Could one year of work make such a big change in a person? Qi Huishen felt puzzled on the one hand, and somewhat jealous on the other.

Just as Qi Huishen was thinking over and over, He Zudao had already started summarizing. "Secretary Chen, I feel very worried about this matter. This kind of thing will definitely happen in the future. At that time, without revolutionary concepts as ideological support, soldiers will easily fail to think things through, and even intensify contradictions."

"Commissar He, you can realize one thing, right? The power of verbal education is very small." Chen Ke answered calmly. Chen Ke had experienced this mood of He Zudao long ago, so he hesitated whether to speak clearly.

He Zudao had so much practical work experience, and because he was convinced by Chen Ke from the bottom of his heart, he accepted Chen Ke's concepts completely. After hearing this sentence from Chen Ke, he was only confused for a moment, and then a trace of shocked expression suddenly appeared on his face.

Chen Ke saw that He Zudao likely understood the meaning in his words. He continued with a grave expression: "Great waves wash away the sand. Commissar He. Revolution is not a dinner party; this is true for treating enemies, and also true for treating our own problems. We now want soldiers to wage war against the old system. Then the aim is to win the war. Soldiers grow up in war; just like a tree growing tall, there will always be some branches growing wrong. At that time, we must prune when we should prune. We must chop off those branches when we should chop them off. This is an inevitable process. This process does not change according to our subjective will."

Qi Huishen didn't quite understand the meaning in Chen Ke's words, but seeing He Zudao's face becoming more and more unsightly—that expression was a mixture of pain, regret, unease, shock, and unbearableness—Qi Huishen also felt something was wrong. Then, he heard Chen Ke continue: "At the current stage, we still have to focus on education and guidance. But in the future, what should be tidied up must be tidied up. Soldiers of the revolutionary army can only have one revolutionary program. So I think your idea is very good; I absolutely support it. But pay attention to work methods. Although both act for heaven, the acting for heaven Li Kui recognized was swinging a big axe and chopping at the spectators watching the execution during the raid on the execution ground in Jiangzhou. Song Jiang's acting for heaven was to seek amnesty. Commissar He, you are a member of the People's Party; you must stand on the stance of the People's Party's people's revolution. No matter what situation you face, as a political commissar, you must confirm this stance of yours. Do you understand?"

He Zudao's face had become dignified and gloomy. He was silent for a good while, and finally said loudly: "I understand!"

There was a feeling of determination and helplessness in this voice. Chen Ke knew He Zudao really understood his words. His heart softened, and he couldn't help but advise, "Our people's revolution is the only correct path for China now, but the people's revolution cannot save everyone either."

After speaking, ignoring what reaction He Zudao might have, Chen Ke waved his hand. "Commissar He, time is tight and tasks are heavy now; you hurry back to work."

Since Chen Ke said so, He Zudao spoke no more. He stood at attention and saluted Chen Ke, then turned and walked out of Chen Ke's office.
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Chapter 81: Various Wave Lines (8)

Xu Erba stood at the gate of the Insurance Corps Reclamation Brigade's women's camp, craning his neck to look inside. Women were going in and out of the camp gate, dazzling Xu Erba's eyes. This wasn't because he was lustful by nature, but because he hadn't seen that expected person for a long time. The woman in his memory was still fifteen or sixteen years old, but now that person was already twenty-one.

The place where men waited was quite far from the camp gate. A box had been drawn there with white lime; all men coming to visit the women's camp had to stand inside that box and wait. Xu Erba wasn't the only one craning his neck to look; there were quite a few others with him. Men waiting here was a rule of the Reclamation Brigade. After the flood, everyone's houses were basically gone, and the camp, lacking building materials, simply couldn't provide houses with walls. They were all unified shelters supported by wooden poles with thatched roofs. Moreover, for security reasons, berth placement was very open. Firstly to avoid unnecessary trouble, and secondly to facilitate political propaganda. So camps with separate living for men and women were built. On ordinary days, everyone was busy with labor; couples would just talk at the gate and then separate to go back to rest. These few days were holidays, and people in the family wanted to reunite. So the number of people waiting here was unusually large.

"Waiting for one's own wife takes so long; what kind of rules are these?" someone complained.

This remark immediately drew other witty remarks. "How about you take the lead and go in now, and we follow behind?" As soon as these words were spoken, they immediately triggered a burst of laughter from the people around.

"Fart! Do you have the guts to follow me?" The one being laughed at immediately blushed and retorted sarcastically. The Insurance Corps had strict rules; anyone trespassing in the women's camp was severely punished. Moreover, in such a disaster year, women actually faced more dangers than men. Although it took a bit of effort to see wives and family members, men actually knew that it was better for women to live collectively. And these days, everyone repeatedly asked their female relatives and knew there were no men in the women's camp. Although they really hoped they could enter and leave the women's camp freely, men didn't want men other than themselves to enter and leave the women's camp freely. So although there were complaints on their lips, everyone could accept this discipline.

Xu Erba was an unfamiliar face, but the local common people of Fengtai County rarely went out of their villages originally. Now that common people from all places lived together, unfamiliar faces were the norm. Moreover, Xu Erba was now wearing the blue uniform of the troops, plus his hands were rough but not covered with calluses. He didn't look much different from others.

"It's getting colder day by day. If there are still no houses, we may not be able to live in thatched sheds for much longer." Since waiting was inevitable, everyone simply started chatting.

"Yeah. What exactly does the army say about this? I see the troops are still living in the same thatched sheds as us. Asking people in the troops, they haven't heard any news either. Our tens of thousands of people, even if we all go to live in Yuezhangji, we can't fit."

"I heard the officials all went to live in the county town?" Someone seemed "well-informed."

"These past few days I often saw that Brigade Commander Hua and Commissar He Zudao coming out of the troop camp. They shouldn't have all moved away."

"Then why haven't I seen Brigade Commander Chen Ke these past few days? He must have returned to the county town."

Xu Erba felt a burst of aversion in his heart as he listened to everyone's words becoming more and more unruly. Although Chen Ke lived in the county town, Xu Erba knew exactly how busy his daily work was. These days, Chen Ke led the team during morning exercises, Chen Ke lectured during party lessons, and in the evening Chen Ke had to talk with these new comrades. Getting up early and working in the dark every day, even often staying up all night. Compared with this hardship, although the accommodation conditions of these common people in the Reclamation Brigade were not great, at least they could sleep when it got dark, and there was a reveille to wake them up in the morning. Comparing the two, Chen Ke obviously gave more.

The people around noticed Xu Erba's clothes. Seeing Xu Erba frowning, the clever ones among them stopped continuing this topic.

"Brother, you are with the troops, right?" Someone came over to get friendly.

"I am with the troops."

"Then have the troops said anything about houses?" The common people immediately asked about the matter they cared about most.

Hearing this, Xu Erba paused slightly. He really knew about the houses. In Xu Erba's view, the personnel who came this time were truly hiding dragons and crouching tigers. Under Qin Tongren's efforts, more than seventy people came from Beijing alone, all former technicians of the Tianjin Manufacturing Bureau. Although the batch of people gathered in Beijing earliest all remembered the benefits of Chen Ke opening the honeycomb briquette factory, everyone had saved quite a lot of money before the honeycomb briquette factory closed down, so not many of those mechanics came. Qin Tongren had quite some appeal; among those who came, there were more than fifty engineers and technicians from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau.

And this time, five steam engines ordered by Chen Ke from the Jiangnan Manufacturing Bureau were transported here. The day after Qin Tongren and the others disembarked, they began to be responsible for installing and debugging this equipment. Because the people from the honeycomb briquette factory had sufficient experience with molds, Xu Erba knew that the first project was mechanical brick making. The People's Party had its own kiln firing team, and the firing of red bricks had been completed long ago. Because Xu Erba's rank was low, he couldn't enter the R&D department but was sent for training.

Seeing Xu Erba looking like he wanted to speak but stopped, everyone knew Xu Erba knew some inside information. Everyone immediately gathered around. "Brother, just say what you know. Older brother will definitely remember your kindness."

"Right, this brother from the troops, tell us. Look, it's going to be freezing soon; how can we do without houses to live in?"

Someone even started singing a high profile, "Our Insurance Corps is the team of our common people; what is there that can't be told to our common people?"

"Yes, yes! Brother, looking at your extraordinary appearance, you must be an officer. Tell us." Someone started to put a high hat on Xu Erba [flatter him]. Actually, although Xu Erba wore a military uniform, he didn't have any rank badge. He was definitely not a high official. Quite a few people could see this, but Xu Erba looked young, so the high hat was immediately put on him.

Seeing the common people surrounding him like stars holding the moon, and good words swarming from all directions, he immediately felt a bit floating. Moreover, although the Insurance Corps emphasized discipline, they didn't say the matter of the brick machine couldn't be said. Xu Erba kept a straight face and coughed twice. Everyone knew this young soldier was going to speak and immediately quieted down.

"Ahem!" Xu Erba cleared his throat. "I don't know when the houses will be built, but a set of brick-making machines has been set up here; presumably it should be very soon."

"Brick-making machine? What is this, brother?" Everyone didn't understand this new term at all.

"It's a machine for making brick blanks. One machine can produce tens of thousands of bricks a day, I suppose." Xu Erba said very proudly.

"Can produce tens of thousands of brick blanks a day? You are joking, right?" A middle-aged man couldn't help laughing. Even for a good hand at brick making, making a few hundred bricks a day was extremely remarkable. Making tens of thousands of bricks a day was simply a fantasy.

"That's not necessarily true; it depends on how many people are used." Someone raised a different view.

Hearing everyone's words, Xu Erba's face showed a deliberately profound smile peculiar to boasters. "One machine only uses twenty-some people and can make tens of thousands of bricks a day."

"What?" Hearing this, both the approvers and opposers just now were greatly shocked. This completely exceeded their imagination. A house only uses a few thousand bricks; if the house isn't good, not even a thousand bricks are used. If fifty thousand bricks can be produced a day, that means bricks produced in one day can build fifty houses. Calculated this way, in just a month, everyone might be able to live in new houses...

While everyone was stunned by this news, suddenly a joyous female voice came, "It really is you, Erba. When did you come back?"

Hearing this familiar voice, Xu Erba hurriedly turned his head. He saw a young woman of medium build standing outside the lime line. She wore a blue military uniform and a blue military soft cap, with the short bob hair peculiar to female civil servants in Fengtai County now. Her appearance was not beautiful, but her high nose bridge, high forehead, and lips pursed forcefully gave people a rather tough feeling. This woman was exactly Ren Qiying, whom Xu Erba thought of day and night.

Xu Erba could no longer care about showing off to others. He squeezed through the crowd, rushed to Ren Qiying in three steps or two, stood in front of Ren Qiying, and sized up his childhood sweetheart. Xu Erba was already at a loss for what to do. He stammered, "I... I just came back a few days ago."

Everyone never expected that the person Xu Erba wanted to see was actually Ren Qiying, who was already slightly famous in Fengtai County. Everyone was quite surprised. Even those who originally flattered falsely now really had some genuine admiration in their eyes looking at Xu Erba.

Ren Qiying noticed everyone's gazes. "Erba, let's take a walk together." After speaking, Ren Qiying took the lead towards the uninhabited fields. Xu Erba responded and followed behind Ren Qiying. Watching Xu Erba following Ren Qiying away like a puppy wagging its tail and begging for pity, everyone looked at each other, not knowing what to say.

Suddenly someone realized with an "Oh." Now everyone's gaze immediately turned back to this brother. "I said why this person looked so familiar? Isn't he the son of Landlord Xu who passed the examination as a scholar [Xiucai]? The Xu Erba who studied with Mr. Ren."

With this said, whether everyone had seen Xu Erba or not, they immediately remembered that there was indeed such a scholar.

"No wonder he knows so much. Is that brick-making machine thing really true then?"

"The Insurance Corps actually recruited scholars?"

"Wasn't it said that Scholar Xu went to Beijing?"

Various guesses and imaginings immediately began to circulate among the crowd.

Being able to meet his childhood partner, especially the person he thought of day and night, again. Xu Erba had long forgotten what he said just now cleanly. He tried to look serious, but soon couldn't hold back and grinned foolishly.

Ren Qiying turned her head to look at Xu Erba's silly face and couldn't help laughing out loud. "I felt long ago that you would come back. I didn't expect it to be exactly as I thought."

Xu Erba, whose IQ was now less than five, still grinned foolishly after hearing this. Only after a moment did he remember to ask, "What did you think of?"

"I won't tell you." Ren Qiying answered with a smile. To tell the truth, looking at Xu Erba's cheerful puppy-like expression, Ren Qiying only wanted to laugh in her heart.

Seeing this smile he had been accustomed to since childhood, Xu Erba suddenly felt he could finally speak smoothly. He didn't care to ask what Ren Qiying thought of; the words in his heart blurted out: "I missed you so much these few years! I missed you every day when I was in Beijing."

"Really?" Ren Qiying laughed, "If you missed me, you didn't even write a single letter."

Hearing this, Xu Erba's happy mood immediately fell from the peak to the valley bottom; the smile froze on his face immediately. "I... I didn't make a name for myself in Beijing either. When I left back then, I said I would definitely make a name for myself before coming to see you."

"Haha, you still remember that matter." Ren Qiying laughed quite happily. "I didn't expect you were so silly then, and you are still the same now."

"Ah?" Hearing this, Xu Erba felt his heart falling straight down. He was despised by Ren Qiying again. Although he had been despised by Ren Qiying since childhood—whether in learning or writing, he couldn't compare to Ren Qiying who was a woman—ever since an indescribable feeling for his teacher's daughter arose in Xu Erba's heart, what Xu Erba could not accept most was Ren Qiying's contempt. That was why later Xu Erba went to Beijing hoping to break out a situation. At that time, Xu Erba had a tragic look on his face and solemnly vowed to Ren Qiying: "I will do something big in Beijing."

Xu Erba remembered very clearly that Ren Qiying looked at Xu Erba with a puzzled look for a good while before sighing, "You are really too silly." What Xu Erba couldn't forget was the regretful look on Ren Qiying's face. In his view, this was a silent negation of himself. But the facts were indeed as Ren Qiying "predicted." Xu Erba, who thought he had some connections in the Beiyang Army as a scholar, failed to do the great career he imagined at all. He didn't even save much money.

The most ridiculous thing was that most of the savings Xu Erba brought home this time were earned working in the honeycomb briquette factory opened by Chen Ke. He originally thought that after coming back this time, he was at least a figure in the People's Party. But he didn't expect Ren Qiying to be already a cadre of the People's Party. This was even earlier than himself. Hearing Ren Qiying call him silly again, Xu Erba felt this world had collapsed. Thinking of his own uselessness, he wished he could find a crack in the ground to crawl into immediately. The joyous mood just now flew to the nine heavens [vanished].

The depressed Xu Erba never expected what result his speech among the common people just now would trigger. After separating from Ren Qiying in a depressed mood, the next morning, Xu Erba was listlessly listening to the party lesson, turning a deaf ear to the course content. During the class break, just as Xu Erba was preparing to drink some water, he was called away by a People's Party cadre coming from outside. Under the cadre's lead, the two entered Chen Ke's office. As soon as he entered the door, he saw Qin Tongren was also inside. Chen Ke was the leader of the People's Party now, and Qin Tongren was the head of high technology. Both leaders were waiting for Xu Erba with not-so-good expressions, which really startled him.

"Comrade Xu Erba, I want to ask you what you said to the common people yesterday?" Chen Ke asked.

"Ah?" After separating from Ren Qiying yesterday, Xu Erba had been depressed. When Chen Ke asked this, he actually couldn't remember at all what he had said to others yesterday. Under the cross-stare of Chen Ke's grim gaze and Qin Tongren's cold gaze peculiar to when he was angry, although it was late autumn, Xu Erba felt his back immediately start to sweat.

He recalled what he had said with great difficulty, and then stammeringly reported those words. Xu Erba felt his brain was in chaos; whether he said those words or not, he himself wasn't sure at all. The more anxious he was, the less clearly he spoke. Finally, not only his back, but Xu Erba's forehead also started to sweat.

Chen Ke waved his hand. "Comrade Xu Erba, let's leave it at that for today. I'll tell you one thing: in the future, no matter who asks about the People's Party's affairs, if there is no order allowing you to say it, you don't say anything. Do you remember?"

Although he didn't know exactly what trouble he had caused, there was a meaning in Chen Ke's tone that absolutely allowed no defiance. Xu Erba nodded hurriedly. "I remember."

"You go back to class first," Chen Ke said.

When Xu Erba left tremblingly, Chen Ke asked, "Mr. Qin, how is the brick machine matter? When can it start running?"

"This preliminarily adjusted production line can already be tried to run. According to the current molds, it can produce 70,000 brick blanks a day. The firing matter depends on Miss You Gou's efforts."

A production line driven by four steam engines could produce 70,000 brick blanks a day, and the one working on this production line was Qin Tongren who had rich experience in honeycomb briquette production. Chen Ke really didn't know what to say. But in these years, having such efficiency was already remarkable. It wasn't just the technical personnel from the former Tianjin Machinery Bureau who came this time. There were also some technical personnel recruited by Qi Huishen in Shanghai. Among them were students who graduated in architecture in Japan. Because Japan began to restrict revolutionary activities among students at the end of 1905, many people left Japan in anger. Some of these people couldn't find jobs after returning to China, nor could they find "revolutionary comrades," so they simply stayed in Shanghai with nowhere to go. Qi Huishen gathered this group of people and arranged for them to teach at the Shanghai Renxin Medical College. This time when he came, he brought a batch of technical people.

With people and technology, the large-scale housing construction work originally pre-designed by Chen Ke could finally begin.

Qin Tongren watched Chen Ke silently calculating something in his heart. He suddenly spoke: "Mr. Chen, I have something I want to ask you."

"Ah? Please say," Chen Ke responded hurriedly.

Qin Tongren asked seriously: "Mr. Chen, I admire your thought of being considerate to the common people very much. But I always feel that after you build these houses, these common people get something for nothing and can move in immediately. I'm worried it will let the common people develop this kind of habit. Governing the people requires techniques. After the common people move in, if you force them to pay rent again, that would be an extremely difficult thing. Mr. Chen definitely won't do that either. So there must be a charter."

"Uh?" Chen Ke never expected Qin Tongren to say this. To tell the truth, for a technician like Qin Tongren to actually propose such a viewpoint politically, Chen Ke still admired it a bit. At least if it were comrades of the People's Party, quite a few definitely wouldn't realize this. But Chen Ke didn't support Qin Tongren's view at all. "Mr. Qin, I'm actually not worried about the common people moving in for free. First, these days, how much farm work have the common people done in production self-help? This work is not ordinarily hard. Second, these houses look like the common people live for free; not only can I not ask for them back, but it's even more impossible for others to want them. As long as the common people treat these houses as their own homes, then they will also treat the People's Party as their own people. What's more, when building houses, these common people will also contribute effort. But what Mr. Qin said is also very right; we can't let the common people get these houses for nothing. This winter we will let the common people participate in the work of building water conservancy. As long as they do enough quantity, these houses are theirs."

"Ah?" This time it was Qin Tongren's turn to be greatly surprised. He really didn't expect that Chen Ke really wanted to give the houses to the common people just like that. In these years, residences were not cheap. He had seen the residential area designed by the People's Party. Those red brick houses were not small in either area or scale; every household was a separate courtyard. And most importantly, there were actually running water systems and septic tank systems in this design. Even if prices in Anhui couldn't compare to Beijing, at the most conservative calculation, such a farm courtyard in Fengtai County would be worth more than a dozen taels of silver no matter what. A peasant household, even saving on food and clothing, would probably not be able to save up the money for such a house in a few years. Chen Ke only asked the common people to participate in building water conservancy in winter, and this house would be given to the common people for free. Qin Tongren really couldn't understand such a practice.

Chen Ke smiled, "Mr. Qin, since the People's Party arrived in Fengtai County, we have always done it first before speaking. We don't want to control the common people. The outline of the people's revolution is to let the common people know that following our People's Party and relying on the new system, everyone can live a better life. It is absolutely impossible to rely on mouth to say such things. Only by doing the things first can the common people believe you. Moreover, the common people themselves also participate in labor; no matter what, it cannot be said that they got something for nothing and got the houses in vain. Many children of these common people are soldiers fighting in our troops. If there are not these immediately visible results, how can we convince the soldiers that our People's Party is fighting for the common people?"

Qin Tongren looked at Chen Ke dumbfounded. After a good while, he asked, "Then why did Mr. Chen want to question Xu Erba?"

Chen Ke laughed, "I was afraid he would speak too many empty words. Since he only talked about the brick machine, then it's not a problem."

Seeing Qin Tongren completely speechless, Chen Ke smiled, "By the way, Mr. Qin, I invited you here this time actually not for Xu Erba's matter. I want Mr. Qin to help; you have to take the lead. Personally lead the technical personnel to participate in the labor of building houses. Not commanding labor, but working together with everyone. If I personally order this matter, it will only make everyone unhappy. If you, Mr. Qin, can personally take the lead, I think everyone will have nothing to say."

Qin Tongren was already rendered speechless by Chen Ke's viewpoint. Hearing Chen Ke's "request" later, he sat there with his mouth open, actually stunned in his seat.
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Chapter 82: Various Wave Lines (9)

No matter what human thoughts are, the world treats everyone the same; everyone has twenty-four hours a day. Time flowed silently over everything. The secretaries of the People's Party faced various document processing and meetings either calmly or anxiously. The comrades of the Military Commission were busy making plans to attack Shouzhou. Teachers at the Party School explained knowledge from books, and students listened excitedly or puzzledly, with some raising hands to ask questions from time to time. Cadets at the Military Academy performed neat formation drills and techniques for using weapons and equipment. The newly established Ministry of Industry was busy discussing around the transported machinery. Soldiers were either busy preparing for battle or listening to political propaganda from political commissars.

As for the common people of Fengtai County, they were enjoying the last day of their holiday, gathering with their families, discussing various news heard recently. From the distribution of the harvest to the news that there might be houses to live in.

The three-day holiday thoroughly enlivened the emotions of the common people. First of all, being able to reunite freely with their families was something that hadn't happened for a long time. But after the flood, houses had collapsed, so it was impossible to cook and gather on their own. Vegetation was drowned, and there was no firewood for burning. Everyone was a farmer; during the harvest, because grain had to be turned over, everyone secretly hid some potatoes. Now gathered together, they could only eat them raw.

Children were not willing to be lonely; having gathered by their parents' side for two days, they were bored by now. The little guys gathered together and started playing. Lacking game equipment, the game types were sports games learned during school, such as hopscotch, eagle catches chickens [tag], drop the handkerchief, and relay races. Watching the dolls in unified blue clothes gathering together like a flock of cheerful little birds to play, fight, and argue. Older children took the toddlers who just learned to walk with them, but in a blink of an eye, the older children ran off to play with other children, leaving the little guys behind. At first, the little guys were baffled, and then they started crying. The adults immediately shouted and scolded the older children who were derelict in their duty. But this was just ordinary scolding as parents. Finally, the mothers simply took the little guys to their sides. Having gained a sense of security, the little guys were quiet for a few minutes, but watching other children playing happily, they struggled hard in their mothers' arms anxiously, wanting to run and play with everyone. The mothers had to comfort these little guys. If it were in their own homes, this scene on the late autumn plain could really be called harmonious and happy.

In addition to this, many common people who used to sing flower drums began to set up stalls to sing songs. Everyone had no money on them, and there was no place to spend money in the Reclamation Brigade now. As long as you didn't want to get any "luxury goods," eating, accommodation, and clothing didn't cost money. The common people saw a single coin as bigger than a millstone; especially in these days, who was willing to spend money? Only those recognized prodigals would spend money at this time. Those singing flower drums and storytelling also knew they couldn't earn any money, but having a rare break, singing flower drums served to regulate their own emotions. As soon as the gongs and drums started, people immediately crowded around like a sea. More than a dozen crowds formed immediately.

regarding these situations, the guard team of the Reclamation Brigade stuck to their posts. Teams of blue-clad people patrolled the crowd from time to time. Everyone was accustomed to the existence of him or her. The guards passed by, and everyone didn't care, continuing to enjoy their rare holiday.

When the common people gathered together, their chatterboxes also opened. These days, they first lived under the threat of death every day. Although the People's Party fully intervened in Fengtai County affairs in the days that followed, saving the common people from the flood and finally stabilizing their lives, such a stable life did not come without a price. The People's Party and the Insurance Corps really managed everything from heaven above to earth below, and even had to manage everyone's shitting and pissing in between. After living such days for more than half a year, during this rare holiday in such a life, everyone had endless topics to talk about.

"Do you say the People's Party really wants to distribute houses to us?" This was the topic with the highest discussion ratio among all topics.

Through the propaganda during this period, the common people also knew the general political structure of Fengtai County now. At the beginning, everyone only knew the existence of the Insurance Corps; after all, everyone's children joined the Insurance Corps initially. Everyone thought this armed force was the actual ruler of Fengtai County. As the People's Party began to recruit local party activists on a large scale, everyone finally knew that above the Insurance Corps, there was a political organization controlling everything. All decisions were issued by the People's Party, and the Insurance Corps was merely an executive agency.

"That's hard to say. Reasonably speaking, they should give us houses." The one saying this should be an optimist, but the optimist's tone was not so firm.

Sure enough, someone immediately came out to ridicule, "According to what reason? If according to reason, this relief grain should have come down long ago. Why would we need to work so hard?"

This remark immediately received everyone's approval. "This Insurance Corps and People's Party are not the government; they don't have this reason."

"Isn't Magistrate Shang Yuan the government?" So the topic began to expand.

"Although Magistrate Shang Yuan is a government man, looking at it now, the one who speaks and manages things is still Brigade Commander Chen Ke. Look at ordinary days, when has Magistrate Shang Yuan ever walked in front of Brigade Commander Chen Ke? And whatever Brigade Commander Chen says, when has Magistrate Shang Yuan ever said no? The one in charge in our county is absolutely not Magistrate Shang Yuan."

"No matter who is in charge, as long as there are houses to survive the winter, anyone in charge is fine." A farmer with a dark red face, who seemed impatient with many things, said crisply, "Even this disaster year can be passed; I don't believe future days won't be good. Distribute houses, distribute land; I just want to live a good life. Didn't the People's Party say long ago that they would only collect thirty percent rent in the future, and besides that, we don't have to hand over anything? I just want to guard my own one mu three fen of land well."

These words spoke the ideal of everyone. Actually, what the common people wanted was just this simple. Having land, having a house, living with family. Haven't everyone lived like this for thousands of years? Although they had nothing now, with such a future prospect, no one did not hope these scenes could be realized immediately.

However, people who poured cold water were never lacking. Someone immediately said: "This land is not yours; it is borrowed from the landlords. If it has to be returned to the landlords in the future, what do you plan to do?"

"My family also has land; at most exchange land then. What else can happen? I am determined to have this house." The dark-red-faced one said indignantly.

"Will this house be given to you for nothing? Why should the People's Party give you a house? Do you think there is such a reason?" The one pouring cold water continued his speech of "everyone is drunk and I alone am sober."

Hearing this, the dark-red-faced one really got angry. "Eh? What do you mean? The People's Party and the Insurance Corps always say they are the team of our common people; why wouldn't they give us houses? I have no money, but can't I sell my strength?"

That calm cold-water party member smiled disdainfully. "We have sold our strength until now; what have they given us? What food do we eat every day, what work do we do? Can't you see even this? Just eating a meal from them makes us tired like this; giving us houses, not to mention how much work we have to do. Let alone seeing even a shadow of a house now. You want to be distributed a house? Dreaming, right?"

"My family has someone in the Insurance Corps; house distribution will absolutely not leave us out." The brother with the dark red face shouted loudly, "Since this Insurance Corps is the team of our common people, it's impossible for them not to make decisions for our common people." His voice was extremely loud; not only the people in this circle, but even people in other distant circles heard it. Everyone looked over one after another.

The one pouring cold water really didn't expect this dark-red-faced brother to be so agitated. Seeing the dark-red-faced brother glaring at him angrily, his momentum immediately weakened a notch. But even so, he wasn't willing to admit defeat easily. The one pouring cold water chattered: "You say the Insurance Corps stands on the side of the common people, so they stand on the side of the common people? Apart from letting us work every day, tell me what else this People's Party has done? They eat and drink enough themselves all day long, stroll around the fields, and then go back to enjoy blessings. If they say they are the team of the common people, they should let everyone eat enough first. Being so tired all day long..."

The dark-red-faced brother immediately interrupted this chatter. "Zhu San, you are just a lazy ghost, eating and lazy to work all day long. If not for living in this camp, I'm afraid you would have starved to death long ago. Who among those working in the same team as you doesn't laugh at you? For goods like you, even if houses and land are distributed, you will still be poor."

The one pouring cold water was surnamed Zhu, ranked third at home. Having his background exposed by the dark-red-faced brother like this, his face immediately couldn't hold it. He also craned his neck and shouted loudly: "It's not that I can't work. Have you seen such a camp? This bunch of People's Party brats calculate people more poisonously than those blackest-hearted old landlords. Even working, they don't let you work well; how much to do every day, how much to eat, they calculated long ago. Digging a ditch, they even have to set how deep to dig; everyone working just means getting the general idea done. Every time we don't dig that deep, or don't work to their satisfaction, they deduct rations. They draw a line, say a number, and we have to work to death. Isn't this tormenting people?"

Although Zhu San's words were said in desperation, they resonated universally with everyone. The common people of Fengtai County had never experienced communal living on such a scale, nor had they seen such big rules on ordinary days. Previously they always heard that rich and powerful families had big rules. Now these common people of Fengtai County personally experienced to what extent rules could be big. In the past days, when to get up and when to sleep was all up to oneself. Now early every morning, there is the reveille. It won't do if you don't get up; morning rice is supplied at a fixed time, no rice if you don't get up.

When going down to the fields to work, it was also a scene of tens of thousands of people working that had never appeared before. Initially being able to eat free food, everyone didn't think much. But the work assigned made them unable to accept it. For farmers, how to work and how much to work were their own affairs. Although the purpose of every project had to be explained publicly, these common people thought these things had nothing to do with them. You Insurance Corps want to build irrigation canals; it's not just watering my family's land alone, why should I do so much? You want to build roads; it's not just me walking alone, why should I spend so much effort to dig the roadbed and tamp the earth? For hundreds of years, haven't roads become more potholed the more they are walked on? Why must a good road be built when it comes to your Insurance Corps? Just repairing it casually should be fine.

The People's Party and the Insurance Corps claimed to be the team of the common people at all times, and the low-level officers and soldiers in this Insurance Corps were indeed mostly children of local common people. But the ones who could really speak on top were all those people from outside. Everyone had no kinship with these people; wanting to find these people to do some things wouldn't work. In the eyes of the common people, aren't fellow villagers all connections? When the connection is there, everyone can make things convenient. This is the significance of being a local; this is the significance of being a fellow villager. For thousands of years, everyone lived like this, and this was also the only way to guarantee one's own interests.

But like this People's Party, saying it's for everyone's benefit, actually just making everyone work harder. These are not our own people at all. If not because the common people knew now that to survive, they could only rely on eating the grain controlled by the People's Party, I'm afraid it wouldn't be just saying these words; someone would have started trouble long ago.

The dark-red-faced one rarely didn't object. Actually, he also had his own doubts. This was not like Zhu San's kind of people, haggling over every ounce of work. The reason he always "helped" the People's Party speak was that deep in his heart, this brother had a suspicion. Is the People's Party really on the side of the people? What the People's Party said actually made sense: if they couldn't take advantage of now to repair the water conservancy and level the land, there would be no harvest for next year's grain. And the locality would definitely become chaotic. This content instilled repeatedly was not only believed by this brother; actually, even people like Zhu San couldn't say any other reasoning.

The dark-red-faced brother knew that the more people spoke such big words, the more unreliable they were. When constructing water conservancy projects, people from the Insurance Corps side had already said that the few ditches currently being built as key points would all be built with bricks, and then surfaced with some "cement." There were quite a few Fengtai County farmers proficient in farm work; just hearing the volume of these projects, everyone immediately lost heart. Everyone wasn't clear what exactly that "cement" was. But everyone knew that these projects couldn't be finished at all without three to five years. For common people, who would be willing to work for benefits three to five years later? Whether they could live another three to five years was hard to say. This was the reason why those common people who were not afraid of work had worries.

However, even so, Zhu San's words did not make this dark-red-faced brother completely disappointed. The People's Party people looked like learned people, and up to now, they had achieved everything they mentioned. As long as they could really build houses for everyone before winter came this time, then it would show they didn't tell lies. This group of people would have the value of being followed.

Although many people were very dissatisfied with the camp of this Reclamation Brigade, anyone willing to work was clear that in this disaster year, if not done this way, everyone couldn't survive at all. Rice couldn't be eaten raw; everyone knew clearly how much trouble it took to collect fuel for fire on ordinary days. Everyone was also very clear about what a miserable state Fengtai County was in after the flood. If everyone were allowed to cook for themselves, not to mention anything else, just this firewood for burning could cause human lives to be lost.

The situation created jointly by the People's Party and the common people of Fengtai County was certainly chaotic and full of various contradictions, but at least it was still "contradictions among the people." In Fengtai County, there was another large group of people; even in the eyes of the People's Party comrades, they couldn't be completely classified into the "category of people." Even a large group of people simply regarded these people as trouble. They were the disaster victims gathered in Fengtai County.



★


Various Wave Lines 10

Volume 3 - Chapter 83

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 83: Various Wave Lines (10)

The common people of Fengtai County were enjoying a rare holiday, and this peaceful atmosphere even infected the guards. They pretended not to see the common people listening to flower drums or chatting while taking out a potato to gnaw on slowly. Even the guards of the Reclamation Brigade had not really eaten their fill these days. It wasn't until after the harvest that they ate truly full meals. After finally getting rid of the hunger state that had lasted for several months, everyone was particularly sympathetic about this matter.

Seeing the guards didn't make a sound, the common people were also relieved. After all, before the harvest, the Reclamation Brigade had specifically explained that the current grain was for everyone to survive the winter, and the canteen would remain open until the harvest ended next year. Although this reasoning was correct, it couldn't stop everyone from "appropriately" stuffing one or two potatoes into their pockets during the harvest.

However, everyone didn't eat much. In the eyes of the common people, the potatoes brought out secretly were their own, and the canteen food didn't cost money, so it was eaten for free. The taste of the rush-planted potatoes was really not fresh and sweet enough, quite a gap compared to the cooked food in the canteen. Even these common people enjoying the holiday didn't really want to treat these potatoes as staple food. Even if they took some, it was just one or two. The guards didn't think people should be arrested for just one or two potatoes. Being fellow villagers, it was completely unnecessary to tear faces apart for such a small matter.

In a place where the vision of the resting crowd could barely reach, a small group of figures bent their waists, avoiding being seen as much as possible. There were eight people in this group, half were youths around twenty years old, and half were children around ten. They were all in ragged clothes, with hair as messy as grass. Although their faces could be considered washed, there were thick stains on their ears and necks. Although these youths and children were at an agile age, walking with bent waists was still very tiring. After walking for a while, a child who fell to the end of the team couldn't help but stop. He straightened his waist and asked panting, "Brother, I'm tired."

"Just walk a bit more and we'll be there." A youth with a very obvious white scar on his forehead—the scar looked like a white earthworm on the upper left of his forehead, likely a knife scar—answered casually upon hearing the child's question. He looked back and saw the child standing there motionless, so he hurriedly ran back, pressed the child's head down, and made him squat.

"What are you standing up for? What if someone sees?" the youth scolded in a low voice.

The child said timidly, "I know, brother." Then he asked somewhat worriedly, "Brother, is there really food in the field?"

"Didn't you eat the sweet potato I brought back last time?" the youth asked very unhappily.

Hearing this, the child couldn't help swallowing saliva as if recalling a peerless delicacy. "Brother, last time there was only half a sweet potato. This time I want to eat a whole one."

"As long as you are obedient, I'll give you two." The youth laughed.

A smile also appeared on the child's face. "Good, I want two."

"If you want to eat sweet potatoes, walk quickly. Don't stand up." After the youth finished speaking, he bent down and continued to walk. The child also followed behind, continuing to walk with a bent waist.

Another youth waiting at the front whispered to the scar-faced youth who caught up, "Why did you bring such a fool?"

"In case we encounter something, he will be useful." The scar-faced youth laughed.

The asking youth didn't seem to believe this much, but he didn't speak either. He asked another question he cared about most: "These fields have already been harvested; where can we get food? How about we go back to the county town side?"

The scar-faced youth answered in a low voice: "They watch strictly over there. Not to mention during the day, I went there at night; there were even more guards. Those people in Fengtai County are ruthless. The fields here are not watched so tightly; I dug up sweet potatoes here last time. It's not far ahead."

"Then why don't we come at night?" the youths were very puzzled.

"I tried; they watch very strictly here at night. And this field has no place to hide at all. During the day, there aren't so many people. Even so, we might not necessarily get anything."

The group talked while walking, and sure enough, they didn't encounter any guards ahead. It had to be said that the luck of these petty thieves was quite good. Their action happened to be chosen at the time when Fengtai County was most slack from top to bottom. The Reclamation Brigade was on holiday; a large number of troops in the Insurance Corps were transferred out to fight. The elite troops were all preparing to attack Shouzhou. Other capable troops were transferred to the police force in the county town. The common people of the Reclamation Brigade were now enjoying the holiday. The strength guarding the farmland had been weakened to the limit. Moreover, the area selected by the thieves was very close to the camp, exactly at the junction of the defense areas of the camp guard team and the field guard team. Theoretically, the junction of two friendly forces should be the strongest, but the actual situation is that the more such a junction area, the easier it is to become a "three-no's" zone [unmanaged zone]. Instead, it became the weakest area.

If not for this, it would be absolutely impossible for these petty thieves to grope their way here easily.

The field in front was planted with potatoes. The thieves sneaked into the field, took out wooden sticks, and started digging. The rush-planted and rush-harvested crops couldn't grow very big anyway; the potatoes soon revealed their rather small and shabby figures. But there was absolutely no contempt in the eyes of the petty thieves. Seeing that there was finally food, their eyes lit up one by one. These people had been hungry for a long time. Picking up the potatoes, they wiped them casually on their bodies, and then everyone stuffed the potatoes into their mouths to chew without even peeling them. Potatoes mixed with soil were even more unpalatable, but the feeling of hunger could turn decay into magic. The nerves naturally filtered the feeling of eating soil to a negligible level, magnifying the sweet taste of starch and juice to an infinite degree.

Almost every thief had a look of happiness on their face, as if they were eating not potatoes, but dragon liver and phoenix marrow. The scar-faced youth was not so excited. He chose the smallest potato, gnawed off the potato skin quickly like a rat, and spat it on the ground. Only after revealing the white potato did he stuff the potato into his mouth. While eating, he started to continue digging the ground. "You guys hurry up too." The scar-faced youth shouted in a low voice while busy.

Although the Fengtai County farmland guarding system had an opportunity exploited by thieves, this was also limited. The discipline of the Insurance Corps was never a joke. The thieves were all starving disaster victims; seeing grain, they couldn't help themselves at all. Although the scar-faced youth kept urging that everyone just take seven or eight, this bunch of people didn't listen at all. They simply couldn't control their own bodies and emotions. Having dug out one potato, they couldn't help but want to dig one more. These people were like possessed, lying on the ground digging for their lives. Everyone's eyes stared wide, flashing with greedy light. Some people, with half-gnawed potatoes in their mouths, couldn't help but make panting sounds like wild beasts.

The scar-faced youth couldn't bear it anymore; he kicked the youth behind him. That youth immediately lost his balance. If it were usual times, he would definitely react. But now he had no reaction at all, just got up and continued digging in the ground for his life, and constantly raked the dug-out potatoes to his side, stuffing the potatoes into his tattered clothes. The ragged clothes couldn't hold so many potatoes at all; potatoes constantly slipped out from the tattered lapels. The youth whose chest clothes were stuffed full of potatoes simply lay on the potatoes like a brooding hen, pressing his precious wealth tightly under his body.

Seeing this group of people in such a state, the scar-faced youth felt a burst of regret in his heart. He brought so many people this time hoping to bring more things back. But he didn't expect this group of people to become like this upon seeing food. No matter how he cursed in a low voice or pulled hard, he couldn't make this group of frenzied youths give up such meaningless actions.

Hunger is the most torturous feeling. Let alone these youths, even the local common people of Fengtai County, who could be considered half-full, many of them had eyes lighting up or even started crying upon seeing so much grain during the harvest.

And these disaster victims were continuously in a state of hunger. The Insurance Corps absolutely couldn't favor one over the other; the grain given to disaster victims was just enough not to starve to death. It wasn't that no one suggested that such a situation with disaster victims would definitely cause problems, but the comrades of the People's Party from top to bottom were very consistent on this issue. Everyone would rather increase police strength and strengthen guard forces than give more grain to these disaster victims. At the meeting, Yuwen Badu even cast aside his usual subservient performance and expressed his attitude clearly: "If we give more grain to disaster victims, I have no way to explain to the common people."

On this issue, even comrades worried about disaster victims causing trouble did not propose the program "The People's Party must serve the people." Fengtai County was the base area of the Insurance Corps; Fengtai County itself still had many problems. Keeping disaster victims from elsewhere from starving to death was already a manifestation of everyone's humanitarian spirit. Letting them eat like the common people of Fengtai County—even You Gou, as a woman, didn't have this idea.

The situation created jointly by the People's Party and the common people of Fengtai County was certainly chaotic and full of various contradictions, but at least it was still "contradictions among the people." In the eyes of the People's Party comrades, disaster victims from other places could not be completely classified into the "category of people." Even a large group of people simply regarded these people as trouble.

Seeing things go far beyond his expectations, the scar-faced youth was decisive. He checked the potatoes in his own pocket, then crawled out of the field. "If you don't go, I'm going." After speaking, ignoring others, he began to bend his waist and return along the way he came.

Running out for a good distance, he turned his head to look, but saw that only the child who was least able to run was following him. The others were still digging for their lives in the field just like before.
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The scar-faced youth who came to steal potatoes this time was named Zhu Cunshui, a farmer near Shouzhou City. Some of those who came with him were his fellow villagers, and some were disaster victims he met here. Zhu Cunshui didn't like farming on ordinary days and was also a troublemaker in the countryside. When the flood rose, others had their family surplus soaked. He originally had no surplus grain at home, so he didn't care much. But after the disaster, there was no food anywhere. He first went to Shouzhou City and stayed for a while; the Shouzhou government gave some food at the beginning. But after the water receded, they no longer cared about the disaster victims. Zhu Cunshui was soon on the verge of starvation. Unable to find food anywhere in Shouzhou City, he had to run to Fengtai County. Instead, he got porridge to eat. But people can never be satisfied, let alone living in hunger all day long; no matter who you are, you can't help it. That was why he took the risk to steal things to eat.

His long-term career as a troublemaker and rogue actually trained quite a few abilities in Zhu Cunshui; he taught himself some reconnaissance methods. And the timing was also good, actually allowing him to lead people into the farmland. But loopholes in any formal defense system won't last too long. Zhu Cunshui and that clumsy child had just walked less than halfway back after stealing potatoes when they entered the farmland alert system of Fengtai County. With a shout from afar, the originally slack personnel suddenly sprang into action. Sounds could travel very far on the open field. Shouts came from near or far, mixed with bursts of angry yells. On the originally seemingly empty plain, human figures appeared everywhere.

Looking at everything around him, Zhu Cunshui suddenly felt a burst of regret in his heart. If he hadn't felt that returning along the original road was closer, but had chosen to run towards the farther Phoenix Mountain, it would definitely have been very different. But this kind of regret was completely meaningless; he hadn't walked the road there himself, and heaven knew what he would encounter there. Moreover, if it weren't a disaster year, running dozens of li to steal a few potatoes? Was it worth spending so much effort? Shrinking his body into the corner of an unknown ditch, Zhu Cunshui and the child silently prayed that they wouldn't be discovered.

Perhaps such prayers had an effect. Although the farmland guard system did play a role, these two people were luckily not discovered. Of course, there were critical moments among them. Several people hurried past the edge of the ditch; the trampled clods of earth fell crackling on Zhu Cunshui's head. He almost couldn't hold back from using the final backup plan: letting that child run elsewhere to draw away the guards. But this was the last life-saving method; doing so meant they would have to leave behind most of the "booty" and flee lightly. Zhu Cunshui was unwilling to give up the "booty" he had already obtained. So he endured.

The noisy sound rang for a long time. Because the distance was quite far, although the sound was very loud, the two people completely didn't know what exactly happened. The sky finally began to darken, and the sounds gradually subsided. Zhu Cunshui took the child back. The guard system was stricter at night. This was the result of his personal investigation. Moreover, not long after, porridge would be distributed in the refugee camp. Even if he got these potatoes, Zhu Cunshui was unwilling to give up that portion of porridge. Even though it was such thin porridge. They were lucky; the irrigation system preliminarily excavated in Fengtai County covered them, plus no one worked these days, so they finally returned near the refugee camp in the county town.

Approaching the county town, the number of police forces wearing black suits increased. Although the police didn't pay attention to these two ragged people hurrying over. At the time of porridge distribution, such people were everywhere. The police simply didn't have so much energy to pay attention to them one by one. The responsibility of the police force was to maintain order; facing tens of thousands of disaster victims, the police force of less than a thousand people was already doing its utmost to maintain minimum order.

But Zhu Cunshui had a guilty conscience; it wasn't that he hadn't dealt with these police before. These "black-skinned dogs" wearing short coats and strange soft caps, with white characters "Police" sewn on their chests and backs, looked like Black and White Impermanence [deities of death]. This group of people didn't know what wrong medicine they took, patrolling day and night to maintain order. When Zhu Cunshui first arrived in Fengtai County, he relied on snatching other people's porridge or forcing others to get porridge for him to eat half-full. There were quite a few rogues like him. But since these "police" started patrolling, the security of the disaster victim station immediately improved greatly. Whenever they encountered someone causing trouble, this group of police immediately came up to beat and arrest people indiscriminately. Those arrested were announced in public what they did, and then beaten with sticks in public. Such "atrocities" actually had an effect; the disaster victims were emotionally stable instead.

Zhu Cunshui had been beaten twice and had his ration for the day deducted. He hated these "black-clothed dogs" to the bone, and consequently hated the people here in Fengtai County thoroughly. Actually, there were quite a few who wanted to steal grain, but the defense here in Fengtai County was tight. Only Zhu Cunshui had the perseverance formed by hatred to constantly study the defensive weaknesses of Fengtai County.

It was just that hiding so many potatoes in his bosom at this time, attracting the attention of the police was really too unwise. Zhu Cunshui pulled the child to an uninhabited corner. "You keep two sweet potatoes for now; give me the rest first." He said in a threatening tone. The child immediately hugged the potatoes in his bosom tightly and refused to give them to him. Zhu Cunshui didn't care about anything else and took potatoes directly from the child's bosom. Seeing the child pouting and about to cry while resisting, he didn't want to waste that effort, so he didn't take them all. Zhu Cunshui slapped the child on the head in passing. "Not allowed to cry; the rest are yours." Checking that the potatoes carried on his body didn't show, Zhu Cunshui then avoided the police all the way and ran towards the refugee camp.

Everyone went to get porridge. After Zhu Cunshui hid the potatoes under the simple bed and checked carefully, only then did he feel relieved. He didn't dare to leave his "treasure," so he simply didn't get porridge either. He secretly took a potato, washed it clean, and ate it. Drinking porridge every day, his stomach was empty. Eating a potato felt so different. Finally having something in his stomach, he calculated that there were also some valuable things on the disaster victims. He could definitely exchange potatoes for them. Perhaps because there was food in his stomach, thinking and thinking, this young man fell asleep.

This sleep lasted until noon when porridge was about to be distributed. Zhu Cunshui followed the crowd to get porridge. Perhaps because he had eaten something, looking at those skinny disaster victims, Zhu Cunshui only felt as if he was much taller. A feeling of disdain arose in his heart. Looking at the porridge in the bowl again, Zhu Cunshui felt this porridge was even thinner. Drinking it in a few big gulps, he turned and went back to his residence.

As soon as he returned to that simple residence, he saw the child who went with him yesterday beside his own bunk with a bruised nose and swollen face. Zhu Cunshui felt a burst of worry in his heart, but looking left and right, he didn't see any suspicious people. Although he knew the best way at this time was to run away, Zhu Cunshui really couldn't let go of those potatoes hidden under the bunk. He finally gritted his teeth, sneaked in secretly, and grabbed that child from behind. Just as he wanted to speak, he saw several policemen rushing in from outside, shouting loudly: "Catch the thief!"

Zhu Cunshui knew he was really discovered. He no longer cared about any hidden potatoes and immediately took to his heels and ran. Whether there was food in the stomach really made a difference; if it were a few days ago, Zhu Cunshui definitely couldn't outrun these police. This was a bloody fact. Now, he exerted his strength and dodged the police chase in the nick of time. Then he ran wildly through the streets and alleys. It happened that people eating porridge were returning to their residences; the police's line of sight was blocked, and Zhu Cunshui mixed into these people. Moreover, he didn't run away blindly; he even followed the team back with some courage and strategy. The police simply couldn't distinguish who was who among these ragged people with disheveled hair. They actually let Zhu Cunshui escape abruptly.

The police also felt they couldn't let it go easily, so they simply arrested a dozen people who looked very suspicious and left. The disaster victims completely didn't know what was going on, just seeing police arresting people. They looked at the black-clothed police arresting people with puzzled and fearful expressions one by one. Zhu Cunshui hid in the crowd, his eyes flashing with incomparably hateful light.

Theoretically, this was just a small conflict. The police didn't think there was anything to make a fuss about either. After these arrested people were identified by the child in that theft gang, it was found that the right person wasn't caught. So they were all released. The nominal leader of the police system now was Magistrate Shang Yuan. The police responsible for this matter felt there was absolutely no need to disturb Magistrate Shang Yuan for such a small matter. So the matter was left unsettled.

But everyone never expected that just three days later, the whole thing completely exceeded everyone's expectations. This made those police responsible for catching the theft gang regret it too late.

Three days later, the troops preparing to attack Shouzhou were undergoing final rectification at the Yuezhangji camp. They were about to set out to attack Shouzhou soon. Suddenly—this action was no small matter, the commander of the troops was Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, concurrently—when Zhang Yu suddenly gathered everyone with a gloomy face, the soldiers all looked at Zhang Yu excitedly, waiting for Zhang Yu to issue orders. Unexpectedly, Zhang Yu opened his mouth and said: "A riot occurred among the disaster victims in the county town. Everyone pack up and set out immediately. Go to the county town to suppress the riot." Before everyone could be shocked, Zhang Yu shouted: "Form up and set out immediately now."

This force of more than three hundred people was elite. No matter how shocked they were, they immediately obeyed discipline. Everyone lined up and answered the roll call in the camp, and then started running and forced marching towards the county town. Not long after this elite force ran out of the camp, other troops also began to assemble and form up one after another, rushing towards the county town.

All the secretaries who were in the county town arrived. You Gou was at the kiln firing construction site; Yuwen Badu and Lu Huitian were both over at the Reclamation Brigade talking to the common people about the house issue. Qi Huishen took the comrades new to Fengtai County to experience grassroots life together. Although people were sent to call them, no one arrived for the time being.

Inside the military camp in the county town, one could hear the shouting outside. That was the shouting of the disaster victims. Although one couldn't hear clearly what these people were shouting, the sound of tens of thousands of people was also quite terrific. It was as noisy as the tide, but without the rhythm of the tide.

Shang Yuan's face was gloomy. The police system was under his banner; this was the result of Shang Yuan's striving at that time. But he didn't expect things to turn out like this. He looked at Chen Ke, but saw that Chen Ke's face was originally very ugly, but slowly became calm. By now, there was even a smile on Chen Ke's face; he covered his mouth with his hand, actually forcefully holding back laughter. This made Shang Yuan very surprised and dissatisfied. At this time, what exactly was Chen Ke thinking?

Chen Ke didn't want to mock anyone. When the matter happened suddenly, Chen Ke also felt a burst of annoyance, and his heart was even ice-cold. If nearly a hundred thousand disaster victims really made a big disturbance, one didn't need to spend too much effort to imagine what the result would be. The police system had been fully mobilized, and the troops that could be pulled into battle had also been fully mobilized. After a while, although there were some small-scale conflicts, the worst large-scale conflict did not break out. The situation actually reached a stalemate.

Once his mood relaxed, Chen Ke suddenly thought of something. Chen Ke had been very worried about the comrades' performance these days. When the revolution first started, Chen Ke always thought his revolution would be like the Party in history, having fierce contradictions and conflicts from the beginning. Although Chen Ke also talked about principal contradictions and secondary contradictions. But this was all a kind of Chen Ke's own imagination.

When facing disasters, Chen Ke merely completely imitated the level of officials in later generations. All persons in charge, including Chen Ke, supervised the battle in the most dangerous places. During labor, officers and soldiers were one; everyone worked. These practices didn't need any revolutionary theory; just copying what had been seen was enough. So under the leadership of the revolutionary core, the People's Party, the revolutionary team, the Insurance Corps, was established and developed. The counterattack of the "old forces" that Chen Ke had always been very worried about did not happen, although everyone was full of complaints. But the old Chinese saying "subordinates follow the example of superiors" was actually much more useful than any revolutionary theory.

Chen Ke took the lead leading the People's Party comrades to work; the People's Party comrades led the Insurance Corps to work; the Insurance Corps was composed of local common people's children, so they became the core force stabilizing the emotions of the common people. When Chen Ke instilled the simplest concepts into this team—"The Insurance Corps must listen to the Party," "The Insurance Corps is the armed force of the common people"—and the People's Party from top to bottom set an example. Thus, such a setup was spread out.

As long as there was organization and discipline, and this organization was not overstaffed, at least in 1906, it really didn't encounter any decent resistance. Zhang Youliang was destroyed, landlords submitted. Even the forts on both banks of the Huai River were all breached. In an instant, the grassroots of Fengyang Prefecture could be said to have changed color. Things were easier than Chen Ke imagined.

Other comrades were naturally very proud of such a great situation, but Chen Ke really couldn't be happy so simply. Peasant movements with such a situation in history were not absent. After Chen Ke, the transmigrator, brought the discipline and organizational model of the new era to this era, under natural disasters, it was not strange to have such a situation. But history has proven countless times that if an organization does not have a true program, it can certainly achieve countless victories, but one failure can cause its destruction.

Not to mention distant ones, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom is a warning from the past. Such a charlatan as Hong Xiuquan could sweep half of the country. But so what? After their capture of cities and territories failed, the destruction of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom didn't take much time. Grandpa Mao's books always said: one cannot fear hardship, one cannot adopt roving bandit tactics. Chen Ke supported this extremely.

What Chen Ke worried about most was that a fatal failure would occur before the revolutionary concept took root in the hearts of the people. The irrigation and cultivation of revolutionary concepts require too much time and effort. If the Party hadn't had the 25,000-li Long March back then, how could it be possible to forge tens of thousands of completely loyal and firm backbones? An army that could walk more than 20,000 li without collapsing and consistently maintained organization and discipline—everyone was an unparalleled national scholar. Tens of thousands of such national scholars gathered under one banner; there was nothing that couldn't be done. But Chen Ke couldn't let his team go through such elimination. Because encountering such pressure now, the revolution was destined to fail.

So Chen Ke strove to manage and instruct everything personally. He hoped to establish a large enough scale as soon as possible, so that even if there was a failure, it wouldn't lead to a complete collapse. Moreover, Chen Ke was now trying hard to hand over work to other comrades and tried not to interfere himself. But he didn't expect that Shang Yuan, the comrade Chen Ke considered most meticulous in doing things, actually caused such a thing.

But strangely, Chen Ke's mood didn't turn bad. He even felt this was a good thing. The disaster victims were now rioting, not rebelling. If it were really a rebellion, fighting would have started long ago. Up to now, the disaster victims were at most making a noise; as long as it wasn't handled improperly, it could still be solved. Actually, Chen Ke had already thought of a solution fundamentally. Wait a while longer and it would be time for noon porridge distribution. Send someone to shout "Porridge is served," and the disaster victims would be honest themselves.

However, Chen Ke didn't want to remind them directly. He really wanted to see how the comrades would handle this matter. Chen Ke decided to treat himself as an examiner to see what kind of performance everyone would have in this seemingly dangerous environment. Of course, such a thought was very unserious, so Chen Ke couldn't help laughing.
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Outside, disaster victims from other places were making trouble. Inside the room, seeing Chen Ke covering his mouth and forcefully holding back laughter, Shang Yuan felt very unhappy. However, intelligence from outside was coming in one after another at this time, so Shang Yuan couldn't care what Chen Ke meant for the time being. But Chen Ke acted uncharacteristically and just left a sentence: "Brother Wangshan, since the police system is your responsibility, this matter will be handled by you with full authority. After other comrades arrive, you lead them to solve this matter. I'll go outside to see the situation first." After speaking, Chen Ke took his guard and went out.

Shang Yuan never expected Chen Ke to treat this matter like this. Although he completely didn't know what medicine was sold in Chen Ke's gourd [what tricks he was playing], Shang Yuan was extremely unhappy in his heart. "Wen Qing, are you gloating over misfortune?" Shang Yuan thought. However, Chen Ke was never such a person. Although he had such doubts, Shang Yuan didn't dare to be completely sure that what he thought was correct.

Regardless of what Chen Ke meant, now that things had been pushed to this point, Shang Yuan could no longer worry about so much. While sending people outside to check the situation, he asked the cadres of the police department to come and report the situation.

The military person in charge of the police system was Dai Enze. This young man, who had once been reduced to a beggar in the Shanghai era, was promoted quite quickly in the troops. Because of his experience of being a beggar, everyone on the Party Committee felt he should be the comrade who could best understand the emotions of these disaster victims, so they handed the police system to him to supervise. Shang Yuan was actually a hands-off boss. Facing the current situation, Shang Yuan could only let Dai Enze clarify the situation first.

The situation collected by Dai Enze was quite clear. Three days ago, a theft gang ran to steal potatoes in the fields. After being discovered, this group of people tried to escape. The crime scene was very close to the Reclamation Brigade camp. This group of thieves chose the wrong direction; they ran towards the common people who were resting on holiday. Hearing the shout of "Catch thief," the common people immediately rushed up.

According to the confession of the only survivor among the three adult thieves, they originally thought that since it was a disaster year, they might be able to mix into the crowd. As a result, they didn't expect that the clothes of the Fengtai County common people were clean; although there were patches, they were sewn neatly. It was completely different from their ragged appearance. As soon as they approached the common people, their broken clothes, plus the smell on their bodies, acted like indicator lights; the plan of mixing into the crowd completely failed. As soon as the common people saw that outsiders were stealing crops, they immediately reacted like they had eaten gunpowder. Not only did the men strike heavily, but even the women screamed loudly: "Beat them to death! Beat them to death!" Fists and feet fell like raindrops.

Fortunately, everyone didn't have weapons in their hands, only fists and feet. when the Insurance Corps soldiers finally "rescued" these few people, two of the three adult thieves had already been beaten to the brink of death and died not long after. As for the three children, although the common people also beat them, they showed mercy after all; the degree of injury was limited to superficial trauma. The local department guarding the farmland didn't pay too much attention either; after questioning clearly, they handed the living ones over to the police system. The next day, comrades from the police system went to arrest Zhu Cunshui who had slipped through the net, but Zhu Cunshui escaped. The potatoes hidden by Zhu Cunshui were also recovered.

Originally, this wasn't a big deal. Guards were not strict enough during the holiday, but the holiday had passed, and the intensity of the farmland guard system was strengthened. Everyone thought there wouldn't be any major issues. It was impossible to launch a grand operation in the entire refugee camp just to catch a petty thief, right?

But they never expected that on the night Zhu Cunshui's arrest failed, several incidents of malicious destruction of farmland suddenly occurred. The stalks of rice in the paddy fields were broken, and potatoes in the potato fields were also destroyed quite a lot. Although the scale was not large, these destructions were malicious. The perpetrators were not trying to steal things, but purely to destroy. Seeing this situation, the anger of the troops and common people who came to harvest immediately erupted.

Facing such vicious cases, the Reclamation Brigade immediately conducted investigations. The result of the investigation was "This absolutely cannot be done by local common people." Since it wasn't done by local common people, then only the disaster victims who had drifted to Fengtai County would do this. If there hadn't been a comprehensive investigation, only a small number of local masses and soldiers in Fengtai County would have known about this. The result of this major investigation was to spread this news throughout Fengtai County.

Farmers might accept a little grain being stolen, but they absolutely cannot accept someone coming to ruin grain. Let alone in the current disaster year. So the masses' emotions immediately erupted. Actually, the destroyed crops totaled less than one mu of land, but after word of mouth spread, the destroyed crops changed from a dozen mu to a hundred mu, and finally soared to the level of more than five hundred mu.

Originally, everyone was very dissatisfied with providing grain to disaster victims for free; giving grain to these people meant that the common people's rations were cut. Originally, disaster victims were isolated near the county town; out of sight, out of mind. Last time disaster victims stole things and ran near the Reclamation Brigade camp, the local common people immediately struck hard. Hearing that outsiders destroyed grain, the attitude of the local common people was very consistent: these foreign white-eyed wolves [ingrates] must be driven out, and they can no longer be given food.

Forced by this pressure, the police system also had to temporarily strengthen security efforts and began large-scale inspections of suspicious persons. And at this time, a rumor began to circulate in the refugee camp. This rumor was fabricated quite cleverly: "Fengtai County has harvested this time; they are afraid disaster victims will eat their grain and are preparing to drive all disaster victims away. The common people who ran here to hide from the disaster will definitely not be able to survive."

Fengtai County didn't have much relief grain for disaster victims to begin with; the disaster victims were always in a state of semi-starvation. After hearing this, even the most honest disaster victims felt panic in their hearts. Winter was coming soon; everyone had no house to live in, no clothes to wear, living under that "ventilated" thatched shed, eating that thin porridge, it was hard to survive this winter. And once driven away, they would definitely die.

And the key point in this "rumor" was that the situation in the "rumor" was actually true. "Fengtai County indeed harvested," "Fengtai County common people are indeed afraid of disaster victims eating Fengtai's grain," "Fengtai County common people indeed want to drive disaster victims away."

Since the members of the police system were also locals, not only the common people, but the police's emotions were also quite agitated. "If you don't tell the truth, we will drive you all away." Such harsh words were used very frequently when interrogating "suspicious elements." And after the "suspicious elements" were released, the information brought back confirmed the "rumor." So the entire refugee area was in turmoil.

Dai Enze reported the above sequence of events to Shang Yuan. After hearing it, although Shang Yuan was very dissatisfied with these disaster victims in his heart, he also looked at Dai Enze's ability with new eyes. If it were an ordinary person, they would have made a fuss long ago. One of the reasons Chen Ke strongly advocated for Dai Enze to preside over police work was that Dai Enze had suffered great hardships and knew the desperate mood of those with no way out. Shang Yuan felt this made sense; when encountering the actual situation, Dai Enze's performance indeed did not disappoint everyone.

"Comrade Dai Enze, how do you think the current problem should be handled?" Shang Yuan asked.

Looking at Shang Yuan's slightly nervous expression, Dai Enze said cautiously: "Secretary Shang, as the Magistrate, you have to appear in the capacity of Magistrate and go personally among the common people. Tell everyone this is a misunderstanding; Fengtai County will absolutely not drive the common people away."

"This is not difficult." Shang Yuan nodded.

"Now these disaster victims are just worried. Our Fengtai County common people at least have something to look forward to, so they won't really cause trouble no matter what. But if these common people want to survive, someone has to take care of them at least this winter, otherwise they are dead. Rather than saying they listen to rumors, it is better to say they were already very worried, and now they are just showing it." Dai Enze continued to explain. He actually knew the psychology of these common people very well. Back then, he wandered in Shanghai as a beggar, really having today but not tomorrow. To survive, he followed the Insurance Corps, whom he had never met before, to Fengtai County. Moreover, after following the Insurance Corps at that time, Dai Enze did not feel fear about following strangers. His only fear was not being able to get rid of the despair of seeing no future when he was a beggar.

Based on this understanding, Dai Enze concluded: "Secretary Shang, as long as we don't back down and don't use force, plus you go to appease them, we can at least calm them down temporarily."

Shang Yuan expressed agreement. There was no other good way now; if he were really asked to order armed suppression against nearly a hundred thousand disaster victims, Shang Yuan absolutely couldn't make this decision.

Seeing Shang Yuan frowning slightly with a solemn face, Dai Enze knew Shang Yuan had made up his mind. He mentioned another issue somewhat hesitantly: "Secretary Shang, after this matter calms down, we can't rely solely on our own police. We have to recruit manpower from the disaster victims. If our own people manage the disaster victims, first, they are not familiar with the disaster victims; second, we definitely can't be that ruthless."

Shang Yuan didn't expect Dai Enze to actually propose such a suggestion. Just as he wanted to speak, he heard footsteps, and Hua Xiongmao rushed in directly from outside. Seeing this Military Graduate's handsome face full of anger, as soon as he entered the door, he first scanned the room and asked, "Where is Wen Qing?"

It was fine not to mention Chen Ke, but mentioning Chen Ke immediately triggered Shang Yuan's dissatisfaction again. Chen Ke's act of being a hands-off boss made Shang Yuan very resentful in his heart. He answered with a cold face: "Secretary Chen handed over the handling of this matter to me. He has urgent business, so there is no need to disturb him."

Hua Xiongmao completely didn't expect Shang Yuan to answer so toughly. He sized up Shang Yuan with a surprised look, but he didn't raise an objection either. Shang Yuan was not a person who told lies; since he said Chen Ke handed over the handling of this matter to Shang Yuan, then this should be certain.

Shang Yuan ignored Hua Xiongmao either. He continued to ask Dai Enze, "Comrade Dai Enze, just now you said to recruit disaster victims to replenish the police force, and said they would be more ruthless than us. Why is that?"

Before Dai Enze could speak, Hua Xiongmao had already taken over the conversation in a mocking tone. "This is simple. Disaster victims didn't all come from one place. As long as they can eat their fill, they can be even more ruthless. Anyway, the grudges formed belong to our Fengtai County, but if they aren't ruthless, they will go hungry. Hmm, according to what Wen Qing said before, this is called... what was it? Mobilizing the masses to struggle against the masses."

Hearing this, Shang Yuan glared at Hua Xiongmao with a disgusted look. If Chen Ke were here, Hua Xiongmao would absolutely not dare to talk such nonsense. Hua Xiongmao was facing Dai Enze at this time and didn't see Shang Yuan's gaze at all. The police force was initially trained by the Insurance Corps too. Dai Enze was also Hua Xiongmao's subordinate, so he said in a natural commanding tone: "Enze, if force is used, can your people hold up?"

Dai Enze showed a kind of embarrassment. Not knowing if he was worried about the combat effectiveness of the police force or felt it wasn't appropriate to raise objections to his old leader, he still told the truth: "Brigade Commander Hua, these common people might not necessarily start a fight. As long as Secretary Shang goes to persuade them with kind words in the capacity of Magistrate, these people should be honest."

Hearing Dai Enze's solution, Hua Xiongmao was not angry because he was opposed. His dissatisfaction was that he didn't care for this plan. "Tch, I'm afraid these people won't be that honest. Don't you see, most of those fleeing the disaster this time are able-bodied men. Young people are the majority; letting this bunch gather together will definitely cause trouble. You let Secretary Shang go to persuade; those with families might listen, but those single men who came here, I'm afraid they won't be that obedient. If we don't establish prestige, relying solely on persuasion will still cause trouble later."

Hua Xiongmao's voice was loud, and feeling this was the correct principle, he was full of vigor. Before Dai Enze could speak, three people came in from outside. The leader was Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment. The other two were Li Zhao, the political commissar of the Water Detachment, and Vice Commander Pan Yongxin. Before entering, he had heard Hua Xiongmao's words. As soon as he entered the room, Zhang Yu spoke up to oppose: "This won't do. Quite a few disaster victims are common people from our newly liberated areas. It's not impossible for you to establish prestige here and beat them up. But these people have fled disaster; their hearts are inevitably wild. If they hold a grudge against us now, when they return to their hometowns later, they might not necessarily follow us. Doing this is inappropriate."

Hua Xiongmao turned his head and glared at Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu completely didn't care about Hua Xiongmao's dissatisfaction, but saluted Hua Xiongmao very seriously according to military etiquette. Hua Xiongmao completely didn't expect Zhang Yu to play this hand. Although dissatisfied, he had to return the military salute according to etiquette. Zhang Yu then saluted Shang Yuan, and Shang Yuan also returned the salute. When Zhang Yu turned to Dai Enze, Dai Enze's rank was lower than Zhang Yu's, so he hurriedly saluted Zhang Yu. Zhang Yu returned the military salute just as well-behavedly.

Although this performance seemed very affected in Hua Xiongmao's eyes, he had to admit that the atmosphere in the room immediately became much more peaceful. After everyone greeted each other, Shang Yuan spoke first: "This time Secretary Chen let me handle this matter with full authority. Since everyone is here, let's come up with a charter that can solve the current situation first. Let Comrade Dai Enze introduce the situation first."

Dai Enze had already told Shang Yuan the sequence of events once; speaking again, he was more organized. After listening to the situation, Hua Xiongmao said: "We must be prepared for suppression now; be prepared for any eventuality."

regarding such a common-sense proposal, the comrades could not but express agreement. At this moment, a sharp bell sound came from outside; it was time to serve porridge. Not knowing who rang the bell for serving porridge, soon, the noisy sound from outside immediately became much louder. Hearing this sound, everyone in the room couldn't help but change their expressions.
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Hearing the bell for serving porridge ring on time, a thought immediately popped into Hua Xiongmao's mind: "At a time like this, we're still feeding this bunch of disaster victims?" However, although he thought so in his heart, he couldn't say it with his mouth. It wasn't because the ideal of "saving the country and the people" reminded Hua Xiongmao that he should treat the people kindly, but because some things made it inconvenient for Hua Xiongmao to say such words. Everyone's eyes in the room fell on Shang Yuan. Since Shang Yuan said Chen Ke gave him full authority to handle this matter, everyone must respect Shang Yuan's authority at this time.

Hua Xiongmao advocated using a military background to quell this disturbance from the beginning, but this stance did not receive widespread and explicit support. Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, did not oppose directly, but his mention of "the attitude of the people in external areas in the future" was explicitly opposing military suppression. Once this statement came out, the military cadres who rushed to the conference room now stopped speaking.

In the long run, these disaster victims were all good sources of soldiers. Expanding the troops of the People's Party had already been put on the agenda, and expanding the ranks required sources of soldiers. These disaster victims struggling on the death line would probably dare to do anything just to eat a full meal. If there were thirty or forty thousand troops daring to fight, sweeping across Anhui would be a piece of cake. Offending them now was somewhat not worth the loss. This was the reason why the military cadres were not very willing to speak.

Shang Yuan had already seen the comrades' gazes, and he also knew this was not the time to drag things out. "I will go and talk to the disaster victims now. All units guard key departments well, but the troops blocking the meal should be moved away first. We block the disaster victims from eating on one hand, and say we have no other intentions on the other hand; this can't be justified no matter what."

After speaking, Shang Yuan stood up. "Comrade Dai Enze, you come with me. Move the police force away first."

Dai Enze looked at Hua Xiongmao somewhat uneasily, then stood up.

Although very unhappy in his heart, Hua Xiongmao still spoke up to stop them. "Wait, let's determine the positions of various units first. In case something happens, it will be easier to mobilize."

Proposing such a request was not Hua Xiongmao trying to sing a different tune; on the contrary, this was true support for Shang Yuan. If Shang Yuan didn't say it and Hua Xiongmao did nothing, that would be undermining him. Now that so many troops outside had come, Shang Yuan couldn't mobilize the troops directly. Problems would definitely arise then. Although he was very unhappy with such a practice in his heart, Hua Xiongmao still had to choose cooperation.

Of course, there were other reasons for doing so. Such non-cooperation absolutely couldn't fool Chen Ke. If Hua Xiongmao didn't cooperate, when the matter was over, Chen Ke would absolutely not pretend not to see. In addition, the highest leader of the troops in the conference room now was Hua Xiongmao; everyone remained silent out of respect for Hua Xiongmao. The more it was such a time, the less Hua Xiongmao could engage in personal struggles of will.

Hearing Hua Xiongmao's words, Shang Yuan blushed slightly on his serious face. He had neglected this matter; he only thought about the police system but forgot that these comrades from the troops absolutely didn't come alone. They definitely brought their respective troops to help. Steadying his mind, Shang Yuan asked the guard to bring out the map of Fengtai County seat. This was a 1:5000 military map; it could be said that in 1906 China, there was absolutely no such detailed map of Fengtai County. Chen Ke's wife, He Ying, besides being a probationary member of the People's Party, was also one of the leaders of the mapping department. Under her leadership, maps of Fengtai County, Fengyang Prefecture, Anhui Province, and even the whole of China were being drawn.

After the map was spread out on the table, a box containing specially made glass chess pieces was also brought up. The troops didn't have the capital to scribble on the map. The comrades of the troops gathered around, each picking up one or more glass chess pieces of different colors. Then they placed the chess pieces on the map to indicate the position of their own troops.

To the west and north was the main force led by Hua Xiongmao. The Water Detachment blocked the bank of the Huai River to the south, and to the southwest was the Water Detachment Special Task Force. The police force roughly surrounded the refugees in the county town in an incomplete ring. Other troops in the military camp were responsible for defending the military camp, the waterworks, and the newly built testing ground of the mechanical industry department.

Looking at it this way, the situation became very clear. With the introduction of the comrades, everyone including Shang Yuan breathed a sigh of relief. This disaster victim disturbance happened in a rush; under such circumstances, various units arranged their positions almost instinctively. The deployment of various units achieved the isolation of disaster victims from attacking agricultural areas and important places. Even if the matter couldn't be resolved peacefully, the loss could be minimized. As long as important facilities could be preserved, it didn't matter at all even if the disaster victims tore down Fengtai County seat.

After confirming the positions and guard tasks of various units, Shang Yuan finally had a feeling of reassurance. After confirming the liaison officers, he stood up. "I will go with Comrade Dai Enze to persuade the common people now." Shang Yuan prepared to leave after speaking, but he suddenly thought of something, stopped again and asked: "Which comrade rang the porridge bell outside?"

The comrades of the troops looked at each other; no one had notified them about ringing the bell. Hua Xiongmao looked left and right, and suddenly laughed: "If the one ringing the bell isn't Wen Qing, it's He Zudao."

After hearing this, Shang Yuan felt this news really didn't help him much. He took Dai Enze and left in a hurry.

After Shang Yuan left, the comrades of the troops had nowhere else to go for the time being, so they simply sat around the table. No one spoke first; everyone had their own thoughts, and these thoughts couldn't be spoken out for the time being. Generally, under such circumstances, Chen Ke would sit in command and issue orders; at that time, everyone would definitely speak freely and cooperate sincerely. Now Chen Ke suddenly quit; although Shang Yuan's status was not low, letting him hold the power of action temporarily, not everyone was necessarily convinced. What restrained everyone was the discipline developed these days, not anything else. So facing such a big problem, the comrades' emotions were not so high instead.

Hua Xiongmao had always been Chen Ke's diehard follower. When the scale of the People's Party was small in Shanghai, Qi Huishen, who engaged in political work, appeared and formed a certain "confrontational" situation with Hua Xiongmao. After arriving in Anhui, Qi Huishen stayed in Shanghai, but Shang Yuan replaced Qi Huishen's position. Although he always controlled the vital power in the People's Party, Hua Xiongmao was never able to become the second-in-command in the political sequence. This was a matter Hua Xiongmao was very depressed about.

Zhang Yu's situation was much simpler, although theoretically he belonged to the troop system. However, the Water Detachment had always been directly commanded by the Party Committee, and Hua Xiongmao's orders were not so absolute. Now was the time for the Water Detachment to show its skills. Even if Hua Xiongmao, as a veteran, had a higher status in the future, Zhang Yu had at least established his own connections and had grassroots influence. As a revolutionary from a family of minor officials, Zhang Yu knew better than anyone what possessing grassroots connections meant. Although he didn't support Shang Yuan sincerely at all, he had to ensure that no new troubles would appear in future work. What meaning did creating tens of thousands of grudge-holding common people have for Zhang Yu? So he had to oppose Hua Xiongmao's tough attitude.

Other comrades didn't have enough status and were even less suitable to speak now. So the conference room fell silent like this.

The silence didn't last too long. Other comrades who received the notification began to rush back. Xu Dian rushed in hurriedly from outside; as soon as he entered the door, he saw a pile of military cadres sitting idly here, and he was stunned immediately.

"Where is Secretary Chen? Why didn't the troops set up a guard?" Xu Dian asked in surprise.

No one answered immediately; everyone looked at Xu Dian's surprised expression. This sentence already indicated Xu Dian's stance. This university student who graduated from the Law Department of Tokyo University supported strong action. Hua Xiongmao had once captured Zhang Youliang with force in Zhang Youliang's fort together with Xu Dian, fighting a bloody path out. They were also friends of life and death, so Hua Xiongmao didn't let Xu Dian stand there foolishly. He opened his mouth to relieve the situation: "This matter is responsible by Secretary Shang Yuan. Secretary Shang Yuan has gone to persuade the disaster victims now; before leaving, he let us stand by here."

"Ah?" Xu Dian was quite puzzled. "This matter is obviously instigated by bad people, stealing things, destroying crops. Do these disaster victims still think they are reasonable?"

"Then Secretary Xu, what do you think should be done?" Zhang Yu asked. Xu Dian was not a Politburo Secretary, but the Secretary of the Politics and Law Committee, also managing discipline. Zhang Yu's form of address originally had some provocative meaning.

Xu Dian obviously didn't hear the subtle feeling in these words. He answered immediately: "What to do? I think now is the time to establish rules. These disaster victims should be brought under our revolutionary banner. It is a troubled time now; it won't do without rules. The troops surround the disaster victims, and then tell the disaster victims that there are bad people among them. If we blindly accommodate, I'm afraid it will become indulgence. Moreover, if we don't explain clearly, it will appear that we are unreasonable."

After Xu Dian finished speaking impassionedly, the conference room fell into silence again. This way of solving the problem was also a choice. At least Hua Xiongmao himself supported it; this was the solution he thought of earliest. Moreover, Hua Xiongmao made such a choice not only for the reasons Xu Dian spoke out. As a commander ranking first or second in the Insurance Corps, Hua Xiongmao also worried about the emotions of the common people. The theft and destruction of crops by disaster victims had an extremely bad influence among the common people. The common people were already very dissatisfied with disaster victims eating their own grain, but everyone was unwilling to cause more trouble. Now that the harvest season had arrived, the common people did not show the slightest tolerance because the harvest was in sight. The emotions of the common people, precisely because they knew there was tangible hope, could not accept any act of destroying their future lives even more.

Regardless of how Shang Yuan's action could solve the disturbance of disaster victims most quickly, if this matter couldn't give the common people an explanation, let alone the common people couldn't accept it, the soldiers in the troops couldn't accept it either. In Hua Xiongmao's view, the prestige of the People's Party in Fengtai County was not only achieved by benevolence but also by absolute military force strong enough to easily eliminate Zhang Youliang and suppress landlords to spit out land. Once the people questioned the military force of the Insurance Corps, then many unpredictable things would follow.

Disaster victims can get illegitimate benefits by causing trouble; can't the common people of Fengtai County cause trouble too? The Insurance Corps dares to suppress disaster victims, but does the Insurance Corps really dare to suppress their own fellow villagers?

Thinking of this, Hua Xiongmao felt a burst of irritability in his heart. He let out a long breath and then stood up. "I'll go to the troops to take a look."

No one dared to stop Hua Xiongmao from leaving. Everyone watched Hua Xiongmao stride out of the conference room; no one made a sound.

"Brigade Commander Hua." Xu Dian suddenly shouted, then chased out. He soon caught up with Hua Xiongmao.

Hua Xiongmao didn't stop his steps, only asked, "What is it?"

While speeding up to keep up with Hua Xiongmao, Xu Dian said urgently: "Brigade Commander Hua, we are about to implement the judicial system. This matter was originally a good time to establish prestige; no one can act recklessly in Fengtai County. We have to think about the common people's view of this matter."

These words hit Hua Xiongmao's psychology, but he didn't express agreement either. Regardless of what the final situation of this matter was—suppression, deterrence, or withdrawing troops after the matter ended—Hua Xiongmao had to let the troops be mentally prepared. Just knowing that disaster victims were making trouble but having no orders, he didn't know what the troops stopped outside the county town would become now.

Xu Dian mistakenly thought Hua Xiongmao didn't agree with his idea. He immediately said: "Without trust, the people cannot stand. We only say the People's Party and Insurance Corps are the people's team. Now when the people need the Insurance Corps to protect them, is this matter just dropped so easily? How to explain to the troops?"

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao stopped abruptly. Xu Dian didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to stop so crisply; unable to stop his feet for a moment, he took one or two more steps forward before stopping. Turning around, Xu Dian simply blocked in front of Hua Xiongmao. "Even if we can't establish prestige now, once the disturbance of disaster victims calms down, we have to use some heads to establish prestige anyway. Use heavy punishment in troubled times; blindly showing favor is definitely not going to work."

Hua Xiongmao stared at Xu Dian, and Xu Dian looked back at Hua Xiongmao without flinching. He saw Hua Xiongmao frown and speak: "Do you think Wen Qing can't think of these?"

"Ah?" Xu Dian couldn't immediately understand Hua Xiongmao's meaning.

"Secretary Chen is much smarter than you and me. If you can think of it, he can definitely think of it too. Now he just handed the matter to Secretary Shang Yuan to handle. If the matter calms down temporarily, we still have to hold a meeting." After speaking, Hua Xiongmao pushed aside Xu Dian who was blocking him and walked towards the back gate of the military camp away from the county town direction.

People came and went in the military camp; everyone was anxious, and the walking speed was obviously much faster. Hua Xiongmao's figure soon disappeared into the hurried crowd. Xu Dian stood there thinking for a while before suddenly understanding. Hua Xiongmao's words actually already expressed support for him, but this support was not cashed now, but would appear at the Party Committee meeting "if the matter calms down temporarily."

Having received such explicit support, Xu Dian immediately felt much more relaxed. He didn't chase Hua Xiongmao anymore, but turned and walked back towards the conference room.

The speed at which things calmed down far exceeded when they erupted. As soon as the bell for serving porridge rang, the disaster victims had a conditioned reflex impulse to get porridge. And at this time, Magistrate Shang Yuan appeared. The disaster victims saw the appearance of the Magistrate wearing official robes. The Magistrate only took two policemen into the area where disaster victims were most concentrated, which made everyone feel much more at ease.

Shang Yuan stood on a stool. The number of disaster victims near him was countless; there must be tens of thousands no matter what. Dai Enze next to him was a bit better, but the other policeman acting as a guard had never been surrounded by so many people; his face was a bit pale. Shang Yuan didn't feel fear, or rather his fear had long been replaced by a sense of frustration. After Chen Ke quit, Shang Yuan faced Hua Xiongmao's opposition again. Now this burden was entirely shouldered by him alone. Shang Yuan only felt a pressure in his heart he had never felt before. This was facing tens of thousands of people; if he couldn't solve the problem, it might trigger a chaotic fight involving more than a hundred thousand people.

The disaster victims ate very little on ordinary days; the People's Party consciously controlled the disaster victims' food intake to avoid trouble. Hunger greatly reduced the physical strength of the disaster victims, while the Insurance Corps and the police force were full and well-trained. If thousands of soldiers and horses came to kill, these nearly hundred thousand disaster victims were simply not opponents and would definitely be beaten into fallen flowers and flowing water.

But Shang Yuan didn't want to adopt such radical methods at all, so he absolutely couldn't make mistakes. The disaster victims didn't make a sound. They actually didn't know what to say. Question the Magistrate? But question what? Beg the Magistrate not to drive them away? But obviously, the Magistrate didn't mean to drive them away. So although the disaster victims muttered below, no one dared to say anything straightforward to Shang Yuan.

Because there were many disaster victims, Shang Yuan did his best, shouting almost hoarsely: "Fellow villagers, bad people have mixed into us, spreading rumors everywhere. Now porridge is about to be distributed immediately. The purpose of them spreading rumors is to make everyone go hungry. Regardless of what the bad people said, let's all eat first. Talk after eating."

The disaster victims didn't really encounter any unbearable mistreatment originally. Now hearing the Magistrate speak, and the content was letting everyone go to eat, immediately someone turned to get food. But the people behind wanted to hear clearly what the Magistrate said; they squeezed forward desperately, blocking the way of those disaster victims who wanted to leave. The dense crowd immediately rioted.

Shang Yuan knew the situation where the Insurance Corps once brought pork to comfort the troops, resulting in a disturbance in the Reclamation Brigade causing people to be trampled to death. Seeing the situation was about to turn chaotic, the experience summary of the summary meeting within the People's Party targeting this stampede incident immediately took effect. Shang Yuan hurriedly instructed Dai Enze with a few sentences, and Dai Enze went to take orders. Shang Yuan gave a few instructions to the other policeman, and then shouted together: "Everyone don't move first. The porridge distribution place has changed. Everyone don't move first. The porridge distribution place has changed."

Hearing that the porridge distribution place had changed, the people who were originally going to get porridge immediately walked back. The originally opposite flows of people finally resumed the same direction. Everyone prepared to listen to the Magistrate tell the new place for porridge distribution. But they heard Shang Yuan shout: "Everyone must not squeeze. With so many people, squeezing casually might cause human lives to be lost. We distribute porridge to save everyone. If distributing porridge causes human lives [deaths], isn't that harming everyone instead?"

This shouting was far less anxious than just now. Shang Yuan waited for the crowd to release the news themselves before continuing to shout. The content of the shouting was just that everyone shouldn't crowd and shouldn't cause accidents.

Not long after, the police force also began to shout everywhere, asking everyone not to crowd, and those who should eat go to eat. While shouting, they persuaded those disaster victims who refused to move to go eat.

"Brother, aren't you hungry if you don't eat?"

"If you should eat, you still have to go eat."

The common people hadn't eaten their fill originally. On ordinary days, everyone refused to move just to reduce the feeling of hunger. After tossing about meaninglessly for the whole morning, their stomachs were empty long ago. The police didn't beat people, just persuaded everyone to go eat. Someone had already run towards the porridge distribution place long ago; others who were not quite assured finally succumbed to hunger. The police force evacuated the disaster victims on one hand and maintained order on the other. It took more than an hour for the disaster victims who had gathered together to finally disperse.
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Watching from the simple porridge bell tower as the disaster victims below finally dispersed under the supervision and leadership of the police, He Zudao secretly breathed a sigh of relief. But he didn't go down; instead, he looked at Chen Ke standing by the handrail of the bell tower. Chen Ke pressed his hands on the simple wooden pole, looking down carefully.

Seeing Chen Ke silent for a long time, He Zudao standing behind him couldn't help asking: "Secretary Chen, should we go to the meeting now? Other comrades should have arrived." The one who took the initiative to come and ring the porridge bell was He Zudao. When he received the news, He Zudao was participating in the harvest with comrades in the farmland. Large-scale harvesting had begun these days, and He Zudao, following his usual work habit, took the initiative to run to the fields to participate in harvesting. Hearing the news of the disaster victim disturbance, he threw down the work in his hands and ran all the way to the county town. First he instructed the county town side to continue cooking for the disaster victims, and then took people straight to the porridge bell tower. Going up to the bell tower, he saw Chen Ke looking out from above at a glance. This really startled He Zudao. He wasn't worried about being blamed by Chen Ke, but worried about Chen Ke's safety. Disaster victims were everywhere; if a disturbance really broke out, the conspicuous landmark of the bell tower would definitely be within attack range. No matter how He Zudao persuaded, Chen Ke refused to leave. He Zudao had to stay together. When it was time to serve porridge, it was Chen Ke and He Zudao who rang the bell together. Now that the disaster victims had dispersed, He Zudao hoped Chen Ke would hurry to clean up the mess.

Chen Ke's answer was completely irrelevant to the question. "Zu Dao, did you see how the disaster victims dispersed?"

"Ah?" Most of He Zudao's attention was focused on protecting Chen Ke, and he didn't pay much attention to how the disaster victims dispersed. Hearing this question, he was stunned.

Chen Ke didn't turn his head either. He pointed down and said: "You definitely can't see clearly from below, but if we look down from up here, the disaster victims actually divided into many groups."

He Zudao really didn't have the mind to think about these things. Chen Ke's completely indifferent attitude made him feel scared just thinking about it now. "Secretary Chen, let's go down first."

Hearing such advice, Chen Ke suddenly turned his head. On ordinary days, no matter what situation he encountered, Chen Ke maintained a quite rational attitude; this feeling couldn't be described, but could be seen. Now Chen Ke was full of emotional things. Seeing Chen Ke's face, He Zudao was really startled. He could see that the current Chen Ke was angry.

"Zu Dao, the revolution in Fengtai County is where I have concentrated all my body, mind, and energy. But I am thinking now, if I died suddenly right now, could this revolution still develop according to the situation I hope for?" There was a strong annoyance in Chen Ke's voice.

He Zudao felt frightened by this anger of Chen Ke, but saw Chen Ke return to normal in an instant. "Let's go, go to the meeting."

Following Chen Ke to the conference room somewhat tremblingly, He Zudao saw that the conference room was already full of people. A strange low pressure lingered in the conference room. Standing there speaking was Xu Dian, and standing face to face with him like a fighting cock was Dai Enze.

"According to what you say, I should be responsible for this disaster victim disturbance?" Xu Dian asked loudly. "When recruiting police at that time, the person in charge indeed accepted benefits from disaster victims. What was wrong with me investigating him?"

He Zudao knew about this case. Actually, the idea of recruiting temporary police from disaster victims existed from the beginning; it was Shang Yuan who proposed it. Xu Dian was already the Secretary of the Discipline Inspection Commission at that time, and Chen Ke let him be responsible for party discipline supervision issues. Among the disaster victims, there were also those who had relatives in Fengtai County. among those recruiting police, local staff arranged for some relatives who were disaster victims to join the police force. This wasn't much originally, but what was terrible was that a certain staff member accepted gift money from a relative and patted his chest saying he would help the relative get a position as a small leader.

But that disaster victim was too clumsy and completely unable to integrate into the police system. Not only did this disaster victim show such characteristics, but in fact, those recruited from disaster victims all had such problems. The local police of Fengtai County had all experienced a few months of Insurance Corps or Reclamation Brigade experience. In Chen Ke's view, this group of people in Fengtai County basically had no modern social collective concepts, but those disaster victims from other places who had completely not experienced disciplinary constraints were even worse than these people. Lacking the concept of collective action, the disaster victims were either dull or too slippery. In short, manifested in practical action, their reactions were either too slow, not moving no matter how shouted at, or reactions were too flexible, movements exaggerated, expressions rich—basically deliberately revealing their own existence. In the training team, this group of people was really an extremely eye-catching existence.

And the reason why that disaster victim who paid gift money was dismissed was that when the instructor asked him to keep up with the team, this disaster victim answered slowly: "I will definitely keep up." Then he added: "I came to learn to lead this bunch of people to work; I don't need to learn these, right?" The instructor was speechless at the time; the instructor was here to educate basic police force, not to cultivate masters. So this disaster victim was immediately dismissed. Then this essentially honest and dutiful disaster victim immediately demanded in public that the staff member return the gift money.

Then, the matter blew up. As the Secretary of the Discipline Inspection Department, Xu Dian immediately intervened in this matter. The staff member who accepted the gift money was suspended for reflection on the spot and sent to logistics to raise pigs. And those responsible for training the police system were originally very dissatisfied with the performance of the personnel drawn from the disaster victims. Xu Dian ordered a temporary suspension of recruiting disaster victim police officers, and they were happy to save the trouble.

Looking at it now, if there were police officers of disaster victim origin in the police team, things would definitely be much easier to handle now. Presumably, Dai Enze mentioned Xu Dian's practice at that time. And Xu Dian also counterattacked immediately.

Dai Enze's temperament was not radical, and he was loyal to the People's Party; after all, he was saved by the People's Party. If it were a more senior cadre, he wouldn't dare to resist, but Xu Dian wasn't an old party member either; he joined the team almost together with Dai Enze. Dai Enze wasn't afraid of this pale-faced scholar. "Everyone has responsibility for what happened then. Now we must quickly recruit new police from the disaster victims. Otherwise..."

While speaking, everyone saw Chen Ke come in. Everyone's face immediately showed joy.

Dai Enze immediately stopped talking and took the lead in saluting Chen Ke.

Looking at the forest of arms of his subordinates, Chen Ke returned the salute simply, then sat down in the vacant chairman's seat. "Comrades worked well; this matter was resolved very well." Although these were words of praise, Chen Ke didn't mean to be happy at all, which made everyone feel very pressured.

"I have been thinking about a question these days," Chen Ke said with a grim face. "If I died suddenly right now, could this revolution still develop according to the situation I hope for?"

These words were a bit too heavy. The comrades who originally had some joy on their faces immediately darkened their faces. Quite a few people even twitched the corners of their eyes slightly. A thought rose in almost everyone's mind: Who is Chen Ke referring to with these words? And many people's gazes immediately fell on Shang Yuan.

Shang Yuan's face turned slightly gray. Chen Ke laughed for no reason this time and quit his job, Shang Yuan felt a very ominous feeling. He didn't expect Chen Ke to say this directly in front of everyone. He had only one biggest feeling, and that was humiliation. He had paid so much for the revolution, but didn't expect the result obtained to be "the revolution after Chen Ke's death absolutely cannot continue." This was a complete negation. based on the time Chen Ke spoke, this was telling everyone clearly that Shang Yuan had no possibility of inheriting Chen Ke's revolutionary will.

Chen Ke didn't care what everyone thought, because he didn't mean to target Shang Yuan either. He felt that his next words would be even more vicious; this bit of grievance Shang Yuan suffered was nothing at all.

"Our People's Party wants to liberate the people and serve the people. Are the disaster victims the people we want to save? As I see it now, everyone doesn't think disaster victims are the people in our eyes. Everyone doesn't need to feel embarrassed about this matter; I also feel that saving these disaster victims requires spending a lot of strength, and what we lack most now is strength. Comrades, we must now devote ourselves wholeheartedly to establishing the Fengtai County Base Area. This is correct; this is our only choice. But, but comrades, we won't just revolutionize in this one place, Fengtai County." Speaking of this, Chen Ke stood up. Chen Ke was the tallest in the room. He looked down somewhat at the bewildered comrades and said loudly: "I have decided. Within fifteen days from now, using the various forts we conquered as strongholds, we will establish extensive base areas. Everyone present must take a small team of people, go to various forts to be District Chiefs, and start carrying out revolutionary work independently."

Everyone never expected Chen Ke to say such words. Quite a few people were immersed in Chen Ke's earlier criticism, while some were shocked by the later decision.

Chen Ke's left hand pointed at the comrades in the air a few times. "If I say that comrades have fully mastered the ability to create base areas independently, do you think you can do it?"

Because they were severely criticized by Chen Ke at the beginning, everyone dared not make a sound. Moreover, asking themselves, everyone indeed couldn't do things as comprehensively as Chen Ke. Not a single person dared to answer Chen Ke's words now.

Theoretically, this decision of Chen Ke violated the organizational constitution. Because any resolution of the People's Party had to be discussed by the Party Committee, but Chen Ke simply ignored these at this time, and none of the comrades thought of this problem either. They just heard him continue: "But, I now require everyone to reach the level of being able to work independently. You are about to go to various regions to be leading cadres. If you don't do well somewhere, then problems will arise somewhere just like this time. Comrades, this is a challenge. I hope everyone can do well. As long as everyone can truly do well, even after I die, I won't worry that our revolution can't go on!"

"Secretary Chen," Hua Xiongmao saw Chen Ke finished speaking temporarily and immediately interjected, "Who do you think is responsible for this incident?" This was what everyone cared about most. Until now, the People's Party had clear resolutions for every problem that occurred. Whose responsibility it was, no one could muddle through. Of course, under Chen Ke's coordination, there was no problem of being a scapegoat, and things like retaliation basically didn't happen. But this matter made such a big fuss, many comrades' thinking was still on the habitual track—first find the person responsible for the problem, then summarize the experience.

"We all have responsibility for this matter. If we must say it, our biggest problem is not having enough cadres to undertake the work. I know the general situation of the disaster victim training issue last time. Comrade Xu Dian was right to rectify discipline. The comrades of the police system were unwilling to accept disaster victims in order to form a combat-effective force as soon as possible; I also don't think it was a bad choice. But the problem of our lack of cadres is very obvious now; this has exceeded our current ability. We really can't produce so many cadres. Talking about responsibility, everyone has it. If you say who is definitely wrong, I don't think so necessarily." Chen Ke almost set the final tone with one hammer.

Hearing this, all comrades except Shang Yuan breathed a sigh of relief.

"However, you will face even harder problems immediately. Comrades working in the localities will never be able to get the support of so many tested comrades at any time again. Not only are you unlikely to get support at any time, but they [you] also have to be prepared to solve faced problems at all times, and be prepared to support others at all times. Whether you are willing or not, this is the work that is about to be carried out." Chen Ke set the final tone, issuing an order like a dictator.
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The middle and lower-level personnel in the base area suddenly discovered that the leaders in high positions had changed. In the past, these people were urging everyone to work like their lives depended on it, but now, for some reason, these leaders began to talk about future plans with middle and lower-level comrades. "Comrade XX, what is your view on the revolution?" suddenly became one of the most popular questions in the base area.

The party members and cadres in the base area all knew there was a conversation content called "Heart-to-heart meeting," which roughly meant everyone speaking words from the bottom of their hearts. Of course, this was just talk; for comrades born in Fengtai County, the words from the bottom of their hearts were actually just one sentence: "I want to eat my fill. I don't want to starve to death." If they had to say something more idealistic, it was just "I want land distribution," or "Can our People's Party honor that painting of the new countryside drawn on the poster for us?"

But obviously, those big leaders in high positions didn't want to hear this. They hoped the young cadres from Fengtai County could have "more pursuit," for example, whether they wanted to become higher-level cadres.

Finally, they could display their skills fully! Finally, they could create a career belonging to themselves! This was the common aspiration of almost all senior cadres. Under Chen Ke's leadership, these comrades at least saw with their own eyes and personally participated in creating a revolutionary cause within the scope of a county. This was not the "roving bandit rebellion" that Chen Ke had criticized and ridiculed many times, but a cause that truly united tens of thousands of people under one banner. And how great the power of tens of thousands of people was, these comrades also saw clearly. In a disaster year, this power could overcome natural disasters. They firmly believed that in the period of getting rid of the trouble of the disaster year, this power was enough to create a new world. So besides facing their own duties, they tried their best to win over the cadres around them, hoping they could follow them. To create a career belonging to themselves.

These things would of course begin to be summarized level by level through various reporting channels. Before these reports reached Chen Ke's desk, Chen Ke had already left the office. Finally able to get rid of tedious office work, Chen Ke felt a carefree sense of relief. As the leader of an organization, perhaps what is needed most is an extreme desire for power. Of course, there are differences in this desire. First-class power holders desire to use power to get things done, while second-class power holders desire to obtain the power to do things. As for third-class power holders, they only desire the various privileges brought by power.

For Chen Ke, the power he possessed brought various obligations. This was not just the obligation implied by power itself, but more of a psychological obligation. One of Chen Ke's reflections these days was his sense of obligation to the revolution and to the comrades. In this regard, it was He Zudao who gave Chen Ke the greatest inspiration.

He Zudao, as the "General Political Commissar" of the troops, straightforwardly expressed refusal after receiving Chen Ke's formal inquiry "Do you want to be the Fengtai County Party Secretary?"

Once Shouzhou was captured, Chen Ke did not plan to stop. His goal was to take the entire Fengyang Prefecture, and even take Anqing Prefecture. In this case, the various county towns of Fengyang Prefecture must also be taken. Chen Ke couldn't command everything personally; People's Party organizations must be established in each county, so every county committee in the liberated areas would have its own County Party Secretary.

After listening to Chen Ke tell him these things bluntly, He Zudao did not show excitement or surprise. He asked, "Then Secretary Chen, what work will you be responsible for?"

This question made Chen Ke feel somewhat surprised. If it were someone else, they would probably fully consider the authority of their County Party Secretary and wouldn't consider what work Chen Ke would be responsible for at all. Seeing Chen Ke looking at him doubtfully, He Zudao hurriedly explained: "Secretary Chen, I don't want to be a County Party Secretary; I just want to work with you. I haven't learned many things yet."

This answer moved Chen Ke very much, but it couldn't satisfy Chen Ke. "Zu Dao, revolution doesn't mean we only stay with like-minded people. Revolution is to promote the new system to the whole of China. At this time, you have to comprehend your own working methods."

Hearing Chen Ke's criticism, He Zudao explained somewhat embarrassedly: "But I always feel that compared with you, Secretary Chen, I always have an indescribable gap."

Chen Ke felt he could understand the "gap" He Zudao mentioned. Things seen by people in the 21st century are absolutely unimaginable to Chinese people 100 years ago. He said: "Gap? That's because you have seen little, and when considering problems, you have to consider them from the perspective of the whole general environment."

"Secretary Chen, I feel our biggest gap is not this gap." He Zudao said hurriedly, "I mean in your view, Secretary Chen, everyone in the world is the same. In your view, no one is different from others. I mean, in your eyes, Secretary Chen, there are no good people or bad people. No matter what everyone has done, Secretary Chen, you feel it is only right and natural for these people to do so. No matter how hard I try, I can't do this."

Isn't this how it should be? Chen Ke was somewhat puzzled. Whether a person is objective or not, the first thing is to discard their own interest considerations. Not pleased by external gains, not saddened by personal losses; if one only thinks about one's own gains and losses, how can this person be objective?

Just as he was preparing to teach He Zudao a bit, he saw He Zudao frowning, as if words were stuck in his throat but couldn't be said no matter what. Because of excitement, He Zudao's face was held red. Chen Ke was not in a hurry either; he waited quietly for He Zudao to organize his language himself. After another good while, He Zudao finally spoke. "Secretary Chen, you really want to be good to everyone. Your actions have always been for others. Whether revolution or establishing a new order in the base area, you are doing it for others. Although I can't say it very clearly, I understand it clearly in my heart. And our People's Party comrades can also see it clearly. I also want to be like you, but I just can't do it. If you let me be so sincere to you, to Huishen, to You Gou... Secretary, to comrades inside the Party. I can do it. But for those common people, every time I want to treat them well, they just don't understand. So I always have to keep an eye open. Hold a hand back against them."

Having said all this in one breath, He Zudao did not have the kind of carefree feeling after pouring out his heart; on the contrary, pouring out made He Zudao have more doubts. He gently bit his teeth, his lips pursed tightly together, looking helpless. After a while, he spoke again. "Secretary Chen, you can always come up with ways to solve problems. I have been learning from you to handle affairs. But to tell the truth, the more I handle affairs, the more uncomfortable I feel. With you, things follow a logical pattern, but every time I do as you say, I am full of anger. But I dare not make a sound. So I am becoming more and more stifled."

Hearing such a sincere outpouring, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing. Yes, He Zudao must be stifled. Let alone He Zudao being stifled, if Chen Ke were five years younger, he also wouldn't be able to understand what kind of power is nurtured among the people. What kind of miracles this power can create.

Chen Ke always believed that the gap between China and first-class powers opened after the completion of the Second Industrial Revolution. When electricity and internal combustion engines expanded the scope of mechanization to a larger range, places that originally couldn't build factories became industrial centers, and places originally unreachable by transport vehicles were flattened by wheels and tracks; only then was China completely left behind by the industrial age. If the failure of the Opium War was due to fighting will, then the Anti-Japanese War was the Chinese people under the leadership of the Party fighting bloody battles against the enemy with extremely backward equipment. Relying on countless people to complete the construction of grassroots organizations, completing the construction of the People's Liberation Army possessing infantry squad and platoon tactics standing at the peak of the world. This relied on millions of human lives. And millions of people who dedicated themselves voluntarily.

In the Chinese revolution of Chen Ke's time and space, it was relying on the awakening of the broad masses of people that the great achievement of liberating themselves was completed.

Chen Ke knew how arduous this road was and how great a price had to be paid. So Chen Ke knew what powerful force was nurtured among the people. This force could even change the pattern of the whole world. But He Zudao didn't know these things. This child might know Chen Ke represented something, but he didn't know what exactly Chen Ke represented.

Chen Ke laughed, "Zu Dao, if you think I want to promote you, you are thinking wrong. I am asking you to face a mountain of swords and a sea of flames. If before I was protecting you, then in the future you can only rely on yourself to protect yourself. And you not only have to protect yourself; before you protect yourself, you have to protect others first."

After saying this, Chen Ke saw He Zudao's face slowly turn red. That was not because of dissatisfaction, but because of shame. He Zudao stood in front of Chen Ke with a flushed face like a child. Soon He Zudao tried his best to suppress this shame and said in a tone as firm as possible: "I know, Secretary Chen, I will definitely obey your orders. If you let me go to work in the county, I will go to work in the county."

But Chen Ke's expression changed. The words just now were heartfelt words that could only be said when facing such a firm follower as He Zudao. Chen Ke now required comrades to go to various places to establish new base areas; actually, it was asking comrades to face greater risks. It could even be said, asking comrades to face the threat of death directly.

It seemed other areas were not far away, but in this era, dozens of li away was a completely different world. Not to mention anything else, the straight-line distance between Shouzhou and Fengtai County was only more than thirty li, but the common people of Shouzhou and the common people of Fengtai County were in two completely different worlds. The common people of Fengtai County had already seen the dawn of the new world, while the common people of Shouzhou were now struggling in the darkness of the old era. This was not Chen Ke boasting about himself; needless to say more, how many Shouzhou common people could survive until next year's spring sowing? Even if they endured until the spring sowing season, where would they get seeds for sowing?

The common people of Fengtai County could well cultivate on the land seized by the People's Party. The People's Party would not only provide free seeds and seedlings but also provide more farm tools for production. These didn't require the common people to revolutionize themselves; these things that originally required bloodshed and sacrifice to obtain fell on the heads of Fengtai County common people like snowflakes. The common people of Shouzhou absolutely couldn't have such luck. A straight-line distance of thirty-some li—these thirty-some li meant heaven and hell.

When Chen Ke scattered comrades like seeds to other areas, it was letting these comrades leave the "sunny sky of the liberated area" and plunge back into the dark world. In those worlds, these comrades would face a terrible environment. For these comrades, this was by no means a promotion. They not only had to fight against this dark era but also had to create a truly sunny sky of a liberated area.

Until now, Chen Ke could pat his chest and say, "At the most dangerous time, I go first, I die first." But at this moment, Chen Ke finally couldn't say such words anymore. He understood the reason why he refused to make this decision before; he himself hoped too much to sacrifice fewer comrades and shed less blood of revolutionaries. But no matter how much Chen Ke hoped to protect these comrades, no matter how much Chen Ke hoped these comrades could live to see the day of the Republic's liberation, without the dedication and sacrifice of these comrades, the revolution could absolutely not win. And ordering comrades to create new base areas was undoubtedly ordering comrades to face death.

Chen Ke said, "Zu Dao, whether you go to be the County Party Secretary in the county or not, let's suppress this matter for now. Let's solve the military work first and then talk."

So, Chen Ke and He Zudao wore the uniforms of the Anhui New Army together, standing behind Pu Guanshui. On more than a dozen ships, there were People's Party soldiers disguised as the Anhui New Army. The fleet sailed rapidly towards the foot of Shouzhou City.
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The one who came to welcome Pu Guanshui's fleet was the Brigade General of Shouchun. Chen Ke, who mixed in Pu Guanshui's team, did not know this person. And he had no interest in knowing this person. The plan to seize Shouzhou this time was very simple: Pu Guanshui would gather the officials of Shouzhou from top to bottom to have a meal together, and the vanguard troops of the People's Party would take the opportunity to seize the city gates, coordinate with the main force to kill into the city, and catch the officials from top to bottom as well as the government and army personnel in one net from inside and outside.

The intelligence department of the People's Party operated quite well; the list of personnel to be arrested had long been drawn up. This long list carefully listed the roster of all officials in Shouzhou. As long as these people were swept away, the political power of the Manchu Qing in Shouzhou and surrounding areas would be uprooted.

The reason why Chen Ke decided to send a large part of comrades to create new base areas in other regions was certainly because the time had come. But his issuing orders forcefully like this was also largely due to the plan to attack Shouzhou City. The current Fengtai County Base Area was not very different from the traditional rule of the Manchu Qing. Once these people of the People's Party were cleared out, the Anhui revolution would also vanish in puff of smoke. Agricultural countries lack grassroots organizations; because of backward communication means, the government can only place strength in various "strongholds." In the people's revolution of the Party in history, the vast majority of political power was urgently combined with the masses. Even if the central government was destroyed, with the enemy's strength, they simply could not completely destroy the grassroots party organizations. And among the extensive grassroots party organizations, excellent leadership talents could always emerge continuously.

The Brigade General of Shouchun spoke cordially with Pu Guanshui; he didn't pay attention to these New Army soldiers who came with Pu Guanshui at all. Such performance was completely the normal behavior of Manchu Qing officials. The Brigade General of Shouchun heard that his troops would be reorganized into the New Army within two years. With Pu Guanshui's current status as Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army, he would be Pu Guanshui's subordinate in the future. Although Pu Guanshui was much younger than the Brigade General of Shouchun, in officialdom, one looks at official rank, not age. Although very resentful in his heart, the Brigade General of Shouchun still lowered his face to flatter deliberately. "Vice Commander Pu is really young and promising. This older brother envies you very much."

Pu Guanshui had heard such words a lot. He laughed, "This younger brother was just lucky to have studied abroad for a few years. There will be many opportunities to go abroad in the future. Presumably, the General's children will definitely be able to go abroad to study, and after returning, establish merits and careers to bring glory to the ancestors."

Hearing this, the Brigade General of Shouchun laughed loudly. Pu Guanshui's flattery really touched his heart. Actually, in the eyes of this General in his forties, Pu Guanshui was really nothing special except for having studied abroad.

"Vice Commander Pu is too polite, too polite. By the way, the adults in Shouzhou City are all waiting for Vice Commander Pu. Let's go in now." The General said with a smile.

An hour later, the Brigade General of Shouchun asked Pu Guanshui with a dry laugh, "Vice Commander Pu, what is the meaning of this?"

At this time, the officers and soldiers of the "Anhui New Army" with live ammunition surrounded the living room where the banquet was held. The yamen runners who tried to stop these soldiers from rushing into the Shouzhou Assistant Prefect's Yamen just now were either beaten to the ground or struggling in their own pools of blood. Pu Guanshui held pistols in both hands, the dark muzzles pointing at a group of dumbstruck officials.

Pu Guanshui smiled slightly. "I am acting under orders. Gentlemen, do not panic. As long as you don't offer meaningless resistance, everyone can keep their safety."

"Under whose order?" The Brigade General of Shouchun was frightened quite a bit by these words. A figure who could mobilize the Vice Brigade Commander of the Anhui New Army must be a high official of the imperial court. Could it be that he was implicated in some major event?

Watching the General's performance, Shen Zengzhi, who was sitting at the seat of honor at the banquet, sneered. Pu Guanshui was clearly rebelling, yet he didn't know what exactly this General was thinking. Shen Zengzhi said loudly: "Vice Commander Pu, are you going to rebel?"

"Lord Shen, the Manchu Qing stole the great unification of China; they themselves are the rebels, the national traitors. I raise the flag for revolution; how can it be called rebellion?" Pu Guanshui answered gently and refinedly. Of course, what was refined was Pu Guanshui's tone; the gun muzzle in his hand pointed at the officials all along, not looking gentle no matter how you looked at it.

Shen Zengzhi sneered: "Revolution? Extremely ridiculous! You say the Manchu Qing stole the great unification of Huaxia, yet you say you want revolution. The Revolution of Tang and Wu acknowledged that Jie of Xia was the Son of Heaven. Aren't you contradicting yourself?"

Compared to biting words and chewing characters, Pu Guanshui was far behind Shen Zengzhi. As a great scholar, Shen Zengzhi was well-read in poetry and books. He also had quite some research on Western learning. Picking on Pu Guanshui's words casually, he found a logical loophole. Pu Guanshui's momentum was immediately suppressed a lot.

Seeing a bit of shame on Pu Guanshui's face, Shen Zengzhi continued: "Commander Pu, if you put down your gun and surrender now, perhaps you can still keep your life. If you persist in your errors, there is only a dead end." After speaking, this Assistant Prefect of Fengyang Prefecture wanted to stand up.

This action frightened the Brigade General of Shouchun badly. He actually didn't understand Shen Zengzhi's words either, but also being a soldier, he could understand Pu Guanshui better. Since Pu Guanshui wanted to rebel, it was impossible to persuade Pu Guanshui to surrender with just a few words from the Assistant Prefect. Especially since Lord Shen wanted to stand up; once Pu Guanshui wanted to "kill the monkey to scare the chickens," Lord Shen Zengzhi, who had the highest official rank in the whole banquet, was that excellent monkey.

Just when he didn't know how to persuade Lord Shen not to act rashly, the General heard a loud voice coming from outside the living room: "Vice Commander Pu is a comrade of our People's Party. Our People's Party comrades only obey the orders of the People's Party. Lord Shen's words are probably playing the lute to a cow."

Hearing this voice, the cadres and soldiers inside the room showed joy on their faces. This was Chen Ke's voice; Secretary Chen had arrived. Many people felt an inexplicable sense of relief in their hearts. The soldiers might not have realized that when they aimed their guns at these court officials they had never met, they still had a kind of awe. Everyone knew, big or small, that the government managed everyone and was very powerful. Although everyone hadn't really seen the "high officials" of the government. The biggest official they could see was actually Magistrate Shang Yuan, who was also a People's Party comrade. Really facing a group of officials in various colors of official robes and with various different buttons and peacock feathers on their caps, the People's Party comrades were inexplicably nervous. The People's Party and the troops appointed people on their merits. Those who could become cadres had to have some skills. So everyone was very worried: in case a few masters popped out of this group of high officials and fought back desperately...

Now hearing Chen Ke's voice, everyone felt a sense of stability in their hearts that they couldn't explain.

Shen Zengzhi's face changed slightly after hearing this, and the shock in his heart was much greater than what was revealed on his face. Just now Shen Zengzhi was not really reckless, nor did he listen to storytelling too much and prepare to rely on his eloquence to persuade these rebellious New Army officers and soldiers. This old gentleman observed that although these New Army soldiers surrounding the living room had fierce eyes, they were quite nervous. Presumably, this inexplicable rebellion was launched by Pu Guanshui on his own initiative, and these officers and soldiers didn't know how they were coerced by Pu Guanshui. As long as he stood up and explained the pros and cons, Pu Guanshui might still resist stubbornly, but those coerced New Army officers and soldiers might not necessarily be willing to rebel dead set. As long as a soldier dared to turn his gun muzzle towards Pu Guanshui, then the situation would have the possibility of a complete turnaround. So Lord Shen Zengzhi prepared to try hard.

But after the voice of that person came from outside the door, the eyes of all the soldiers changed. Shen Zengzhi observed very carefully; he saw that even Pu Guanshui's expression underwent the same change. The trace of nervousness and hesitation in that gaze instantly turned into joy and love. It seemed the person outside was the real mastermind of this rebellion.

But Lord Shen Zengzhi did not give up the hope of effort. He asked loudly: "Who is coming outside?" As if summoned by Lord Shen, Chen Ke strode in following Lord Shen's shout.

Completely beyond Lord Shen's expectations, after entering the living room, Chen Ke didn't look at the room full of officials, but looked at Pu Guanshui. Pu Guanshui stuck the gun in his hand back into his waist and saluted Chen Ke seriously. "Secretary Chen, all the officials are here. We have controlled the situation."

Chen Ke also returned the salute neatly, then said: "Comrade Guanshui, you've worked hard."

Only after saying this did Chen Ke turn his head and size up the officials filling the hall for the first time. He was tall to begin with, and the officials were all forced to sit on stools. Chen Ke now looked over from above without saying a word. All the officials were frightened quite a bit after seeing Chen Ke's bright gaze.

Lord Shen Zengzhi saw that Chen Ke's calm gaze didn't look at him at all, and he was both shocked and angry in his heart. Just now he wanted to speak first to see if he could awe this rebel leader who came in. But he didn't expect that this person simply didn't follow his pace. He didn't even look at him. It seemed this person was dead set on rebelling, and was definitely not some ordinary roving bandit. If an ordinary roving bandit caught a high official like himself, he would definitely be ecstatic. Or arrogantly curse at him to reflect his status. Or let his subordinates threaten the officials to boost morale. But this person outside the door simply didn't treat these officials as anything.

Shen Zengzhi was 56 years old this year and was also proficient in worldly affairs. He saw very clearly that the performance of this rebel leader was not feigned, but a genuine expression. The performance of this rebel leader only explained one thing: whatever the reason for rebellion, this person had completely controlled the situation. Only then could he come to the Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect's Yamen as if nothing happened. After the flood, it couldn't be said that the precautions in Shouzhou City were not strict enough. But such a group of rebels suddenly popped up, and as the highest local official, he knew absolutely nothing about it. This fact gave Shen Zengzhi a heavy sense of frustration.

Before Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect Lord Shen Zengzhi could think more, he heard this bandit chief shout loudly: "Comrades, everyone tie up these official lords and take them away."

The officers and soldiers of the "Anhui New Army" immediately responded loudly: "Yes!"

Then these officers and soldiers pounced like wolves and tigers. Three people were responsible for one official. Lord Shen Zengzhi saw someone carry a rope over. Then his neck was strangled, and then a ball of hemp cloth was stuffed into his mouth. Lord Shen didn't care about dignity anymore and instinctively began to resist. But a hemp cloth sack had already covered his head. Lord Shen's world was shrouded in darkness.

The soldiers were initially worried that there might be hidden dragons and crouching tigers among these "high officials." When they first started the action, they were inevitably a bit worried. But once they started tying them up personally, they found that most of the officials actually had no strength to tie a chicken. Once the grappling skills in the troops were deployed, this bunch of people were immediately subdued completely. Moreover, some officials couldn't even stand the pain and started howling. This arrest operation required "quietness." A soldier went up and gave that howling official two big slaps. The official felt pain but dared not shout anymore. Such performance made the soldiers watching unable to help laughing out loud.

"Stop laughing! Act quickly!" The officers immediately ordered seriously.

The soldiers stuck out their tongues, and their hands and feet nimbly began to gag, hood, and tie. A moment later, the room was full of people tied like zongzi [rice dumplings], with hoods on their heads and sacks on their bodies. The group of court officials just now could no longer be seen.

This operation could be said to be unprecedentedly successful. Those who should be arrested were arrested, and those who should be controlled were also controlled. The troops stuffed these "hemp cloth zongzi" into specially made boxes, lined up, and carried them out.

When the common people of Shouzhou didn't notice at all, Shouzhou City had changed its master.

For Chen Ke, this was merely good news. When he took the boat back to Fengtai County with the captives, he saw a long-lost figure at the dock. After identifying carefully, Chen Ke recognized that person was Chen Tianhua.
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The arrival of Chen Tianhua allowed the backbones of the People's Party to gather basically completely in Fengyang Prefecture. Although everyone knew that the old party member Wu Xingchen was in Shandong, they had not been able to contact him. Moreover, although Comrade Wu Xingchen was an old party member, he always had a feeling of being neither close nor distant with other comrades of the People's Party, so even if he failed to arrive in Fengtai County, it couldn't be said to have any decisive influence on the meeting.

The First National Congress of the People's Party was officially convened on December 1, 1906.

There were only three truly critical topics in this meeting. The first topic was to determine the Party's action program. Chen Ke introduced the sequence of events of the communist movement within the social scope comprehensively for the first time. The comrades clearly knew for the first time the origin and source of the "people's revolution" always propagated by the beloved Secretary Chen. Of course, this did not make the comrades think Secretary Chen was a "foreign slave." Nor did it make the comrades yearn for Marx and Engels.

Chen Ke had always been very worried about the comrades' sentiment of worshipping things foreign; in history, the Party was also merciless in rectifying the "Comintern Faction." The leadership of the Chinese revolution absolutely cannot fall into the hands of foreigners; this was one of Chen Ke's bottom lines. In the future, the People's Party might at most become a branch of the Comintern in name, but any substantive command power must be controlled by China.

Obviously, no one among the People's Party comrades wanted foreigners to command Chinese people. They even lacked interest in Marx himself. The book *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance* written by Chen Ke was already enough for these people to study. The attraction of authentic Chinese cultural theory books to the comrades was far greater than that of European names thousands of miles away.

Relieved, Chen Ke began to arrange the action direction of the First Party Congress. At the current stage, the work of the People's Party was to take Fengtai County as the core, take Fengyang Prefecture as the main operating direction, and launch the revolution in the whole of Anhui. The Party Central Committee was responsible for the main force troops to clear out the Manchu Qing government and official troops in various places, ensuring to the maximum extent that the enemy could not kill into the peripheral base areas.

With work arrangements came personnel arrangements. What surprised Chen Ke a bit was that among the original seven secretaries of the People's Party, only one took the initiative to express the desire to go work outside. The seven secretaries temporarily selected by the Central Secretariat were Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, Hua Xiongmao, You Gou, Qin Shou, Yuwen Badu, and Lu Huitian. Among them, You Gou managed industry, Hua Xiongmao managed the army, Yuwen Badu and Lu Huitian managed civil affairs; they all expressed unwillingness to leave. Qin Shou managed logistics; he never liked to talk, and this time he didn't express his attitude either. Only Shang Yuan expressed that he wanted to go to the new base area to work. On the contrary, the original middle-level cadres were eager to try one by one; they would take the breached forts as centers and become leaders of various districts. In terms of authority, they already possessed the same authority as when Chen Ke brought everyone to Fengtai County at the beginning.

Chen Tianhua actually had quite a resounding reputation among the comrades. Chen Ke very much hoped that Chen Tianhua would serve as the Minister of Propaganda within the Party. But Chen Tianhua gave Chen Ke another surprise; he firmly requested to return to Hebei to carry out revolutionary work. And he hoped the Party Central Committee would give strong personnel support to the future Hebei Base Area. regarding such a request, not only did Chen Ke not understand, but those comrades who admired Chen Tianhua very much, especially those Japanese comrades, also didn't understand very much.

However, many comrades were about to go to work in other places immediately, so there was no time to say much about this incomprehension. The second topic of the meeting: Chen Ke was elected as the Chairman of the Secretariat of the Party Central Committee by a unanimous vote. There were not even competitors. Because the Party Chairman is not the Government Chairman; the Government Chairman has a term limit. The Party Chairman can be re-elected indefinitely. This formally confirmed Chen Ke's leadership status within the Party.

The third topic was the election of the People's Congress in Fengtai County. And the subsequent election and appointment of administrative agencies at all levels. The People's Party comrades actually didn't quite understand the significance of such an election. The People's Party had finally obtained actual power in Fengtai County with difficulty. According to everyone's traditional thinking, now was the excellent time for the People's Party to command the people of Fengtai County to establish a new order. Why hand over the power obtained with difficulty to the people? This was where most comrades didn't understand.

On this issue, Chairman Chen Ke adopted a high-pressure policy; he used high-pressure means to ensure the passage and execution of this topic. Chen Ke's explanation was very simple: Since the People's Party comrades firmly believe they are "serving the people," and the People's Party also has the ability to ensure its personnel advantage in the People's Congress and governments at all levels, then now is the time for the People's Party to accept the supervision of the people and accept the criticism of the people. See if they can truly stand on the people's stance to serve the people.

Chen Ke even used "threatening" language: anyone who dared not accept the supervision of the people was not a qualified People's Party member.

Since Chen Ke had already elevated the problem to the height of whether a party member was qualified, although everyone still half-understood Chen Ke's words, they also tactfully expressed agreement.

The Party Congress lasted until December 5th before closing. The meeting elected a new Central Committee, with a total of 120 party members elected as committee members. And these 120 people elected 25 members of the Central Secretariat, that is, Politburo members. Among the 25 people, seven Standing Committee members were elected again. The only difference from the last time was that Shang Yuan was not re-elected, and Qi Huishen replaced Shang Yuan's position.

After the meeting ended, 20 comrades set out immediately, heading to various liberated areas. The Military Commission and others began to plan two imminent major military actions: attacking Fengyang Prefecture and attacking Anqing Prefecture. Pu Guanshui had been designated as the Commander of the Fengyang Prefecture Military Region and formally became a member of the Politburo. The Chairman of the Military Commission was naturally concurrently held by the Party Chairman; Chen Ke was now the highest leader of the army. And He Zudao did not become a local cadre, but became the Vice Chairman in charge of military administration, and Hua Xiongmao became the Vice Chairman in charge of military orders.

After the First National Congress, Chen Ke finally had time to chat formally with Chen Tianhua. Like Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua's changes were also huge. This young man who drowned himself in the sea in history was by no means a gentle person. When with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was quite intense; singing generously when excited, or shedding tears sorrowfully was not rare. In history, at the end of 1904, due to participating in the attempted Changsha Uprising led by Huang Xing and being hunted, Chen Tianhua had to flee east to Japan. He entered hosei University and began to study modern Western political and social theories. These theories impacted Chen Tianhua's thoughts, but defeats all the way also made him doubt whether this could be realized in China. Because of worrying day and night about the future of the country and the nation, Chen Tianhua was "pessimistic in mood, haggard in appearance; whenever mentioning world affairs with friends, tears flowed before words; sometimes tears almost never dried all day long."

It was during the Russo-Japanese War. This slaughter fighting for spheres of influence in China was carried out within Northeast China. The Qing government had no ability to restrain the warring parties, so it had to declare "neutrality." In January 1905, the Japanese newspaper *Wanchao Bao* [Yorozu Choho] published an article predicting that China was about to be partitioned, which caused a disturbance among Chinese students in Japan.

Chen Tianhua immediately wrote the *Opinion on Saving the Nation*, demanding the Manchu Qing government implement constitutionalism and save the nation from extinction. He proposed that reforms should be implemented, national policy should be decided early, giving local areas the right of autonomy, and giving the people the rights of freedom, writing, speech, and assembly. At the same time, citizens should bear the obligations of serving in the army, paying rent and taxes, raising public bonds, and running around to enlighten the government.

Chen Tianhua further decided to practice what he preached, preparing to risk death to go to Beijing to submit a petition. This caused an uproar among students in Japan.

It was shortly after this that Chen Tianhua received the letter Chen Ke entrusted Qiu Jin to send. In a depressed mood, he embarked on the road back to China to see Chen Ke.

At the end of 1906, one year after Chen Tianhua committed suicide by jumping into the sea in history, Chen Tianhua had not only become deep and steady, but even his way of doing things had become extremely different. After returning to Fengtai County, Chen Tianhua expressed happiness at the warm welcome of the comrades, but it was just happiness. He declined all visits from friends. Besides attending meetings, he first wrote a detailed report on the peasant movement in Hebei, and then buried his head in the internal documents of the People's Party to start reading. He only met Chen Ke on official business, and when meeting, he listened more and spoke less. The high-spirited and excited youth of before could no longer be found.

Even when Chen Ke specifically asked Chen Tianhua to come for a talk, Chen Tianhua still sat very steadily in front of Chen Ke. In comparison, Chen Ke appeared somewhat anxious because of his busy work recently.

Chen Ke said straight to the point: "Xingtai [Star Stage], I read your report. Are you still sure you want to go to Hebei to work?"

"Yes, I have promised the fellow villagers that I will definitely return to Hebei within half a year." Chen Tianhua answered Chen Ke's question.

Chen Ke originally wanted to persuade Chen Tianhua to stay in the base area, but seeing Chen Tianhua's demeanor, he no longer wanted to continue persuading. If Chen Tianhua really wanted to promote revolution, then no matter how Chen Ke persuaded, it wouldn't work. If Chen Ke's persuasion could make Chen Tianhua change his mind about saving the common people, then Chen Ke would be disappointed instead.

Since Chen Tianhua was so firm, Chen Ke stopped persuading. He said crisply: "I am about to start organizing the People's Congress of Fengtai County locally. And the election and construction of governments at all levels. Also have to fight wars. Since you want to leave, you might as well follow me and help me finish these before leaving. I only told you why to revolutionize before, but regarding the construction of grassroots political power after the revolution is roughly completed, as well as the purpose and concept of construction, you still need to study again."

"Okay. I will definitely study seriously." Chen Tianhua's answer was still simple and brisk.

Chen Ke moved a stack of manuscripts over. "This is the curriculum of the Party School. Take it back and read it first. Tell me if there is anything you don't understand."

"Good." Chen Tianhua took the manuscripts and spoke no more.

The room instantly fell into a speechless state, which Chen Ke was very unaccustomed to. He probed: "Xingtai, what exactly happened to you? Speak it out. Don't think revolution is your personal matter; revolution is the common cause of so many of our People's Party comrades. Don't bring personal feelings and grudges into the revolutionary cause."

These words seemed to hit the mark. Chen Tianhua's dignified face finally changed slightly. He first lowered his head, and when he raised his head, his face finally looked a bit franker. "Wen Qing, the peasant association I organized in Nangong County, an old man named Jing Tingwen died. He was not massacred, but died in battle."

Chen Ke just nodded but did not interrupt Chen Tianhua.

"Xingtai [County] is not Fengtai; there were not many people in the peasant association over there. When the Beiyang Army attacked, only seven or eight were left." Chen Tianhua spoke slowly. As soon as the Beiyang Army came, the fellow villagers scattered to avoid the military disaster. Chen Tianhua originally also wanted to rush back to Anhui to join Chen Ke. But he was worried no matter what, so he simply disguised himself as a traveling merchant, hired a mule driver from the county town, and returned to the Gaojia Village side of Nangong County pretending to pass by.

At that time, Pang Zi's team had been completely defeated, and the Beiyang Army had occupied Gaojia Village. Although he knew he shouldn't continue to take risks, Chen Tianhua really couldn't resist the impulse in his heart; this was the peasant association he built with his own hands. On the day of the peasant association's end, Chen Tianhua still wanted to take another look. He finally decided to walk along the main road. If the Beiyang Army asked what he did, he would pretend to be a foreign merchant coming here to buy duck eggs. Anyway, the duck eggs of Gaojia Village in Nangong County were already famous outside; such an excuse wouldn't reveal any flaws. At most, he would be extorted by the Beiyang Army.

Perhaps it was the will of heaven; when Chen Tianhua arrived near the peasant association's breeding farm, he saw the Beiyang Army lining up outside the breeding farm. Then they dragged out a person he recognized, who was actually Old Man Jing Tingwen, bound with ropes and covered in blood. There were no onlookers among the common people; they should have finished retreating, and there were few pedestrians on the road. Seeing the posture of the Beiyang Army, everyone watched from afar.

Chen Tianhua still remembered that when he persuaded the old man to leave, the old man just laughed: "I am an old man; what can they do to me? If no one leads them to rob a round and lets these people get some things, I'm afraid these people will plague the village. If they burn everyone's houses, how can we pass the winter?"

The old man's words made sense, and Chen Tianhua knew the old man had no family left. The old man refused to leave himself, and Chen Tianhua couldn't force him. Finally, he had to repeatedly advise the old man to take care of himself.

Seeing hundreds of Beiyang soldiers facing Old Man Jing Tingwen alone, Chen Tianhua was really at a loss. An officer said something to the old man; the voice was not loud and couldn't be heard clearly. But the old man, tied up firmly, stood there straight. Chen Tianhua knew the old man had already seen him, because the old man first gazed at him for a moment, but deliberately turned his eyes away.

Then, Chen Tianhua heard the old man suddenly shout: "You things that eat people without spitting bones! A few years ago, you killed my two sons together with the foreigners. Burned my house. Now you come to our peasant association to rob again; if I don't kill you, whom should I kill? Today you can kill me, but your grandpa [I] am not afraid. I am waiting to see underground; someone will definitely avenge us. Until you things are killed clean!"

These were just very ordinary words. Chen Tianhua could roughly guess that the old man was not as he said, that he wouldn't make a move against the Beiyang Army. The old man must have used the opportunity to attack the Beiyang Army people. As retaliation, now the Beiyang Army wanted to execute the old man.

After understanding these, Chen Tianhua felt an emotion he had never experienced before. This was a comrade in the revolutionary organization personally founded by Chen Tianhua. On ordinary days, the old man didn't talk much but did a lot of work. He was a person who looked not very approachable, but Chen Tianhua slowly discovered that if things were handed over to Old Man Jing Tingwen, he could always rest assured. When other peasant association cadres scattered in an uproar, only Old Man Jing Tingwen persisted to the end. Chen Tianhua once envisaged that once the peasant association resumed operation, he would entrust some more important work to the old man. But reality broke Chen Tianhua's design. The old man was destined not to have the opportunity to cooperate with Chen Tianhua again.

The Beiyang officer cursed angrily for a few sentences, and then several Beiyang soldiers carrying sabers came up. The old man struggled and shouted: "I won't kneel! If you want to kill, kill standing up! When you killed my sons, they didn't kneel; I won't lose face for my sons."

The Beiyang Army seemed awed by the old man's momentum, and their hands didn't use too much force; they couldn't make the old man kneel no matter what. Then seeing that officer fly into a rage out of humiliation, he let the soldiers stand aside, pulled out a pistol, and fired several shots at the old man's face. Old Man Jing Tingwen finally fell down.

After Chen Tianhua finished his statement, Chen Ke didn't make a sound. Chen Tianhua neither shed tears nor said what he did afterwards. He was silent for a moment before saying: "I want to go back to Nangong County. I promised the old man I would definitely return to Nangong County."

"Xingtai, do you think the old man died because you organized the peasant association?" Chen Ke asked. He was very worried that Chen Tianhua's revolutionary enthusiasm came from a kind of self-blame.

"No, the old man didn't die for me; the old man died for himself." Chen Tianhua shook his head subconsciously. "I used to only see China forfeiting its sovereignty and humiliating the country, and felt heartbroken. But now I feel that's not important. So what if there is a constitution or a republic? Those people I've met who talk about these principles speak louder than anyone, but not a single one dared to stay calmly until the end like the old man."

Hearing this, Chen Ke began to worry again that Chen Tianhua had now embarked on the wrong path of wanting to avenge Old Man Jing Tingwen.

But he heard Chen Tianhua continue: "Only the people really dare to revolutionize, because the people and the Manchu Qing have irreconcilable hatred. It's just that the people don't know that what oppresses them is this Manchu Qing system. Anyone who knows, there is not one who doesn't hate the Manchu Qing to the bone. There is no one who doesn't want to kill these dog things clean. So I want to return to Nangong County to promote the people's revolution."

Chen Ke didn't know what to say either. Such an attitude absolutely couldn't be counted as wrong. Moreover, the situation in Hebei was far more dangerous than in Anhui. If one didn't recognize the hatred, it would be difficult for the revolution to survive in Hebei.

Chen Tianhua just left, and Shang Yuan came in. As soon as he entered the door, Shang Yuan said: "I want to go to Hebei with Xingtai."

These words startled Chen Ke. Did Shang Yuan contact Chen Tianhua sometime?

Shang Yuan continued: "I feel very unaccustomed in Fengtai County. The folk customs here are very different from the north. I feel going to the north suits me better."

"But Brother Wangshan, you can't leave now." Chen Ke immediately rejected Shang Yuan's request. "Was my speaking a bit heavy earlier?" Since the disaster victim disturbance, and since Chen Ke asked comrades to build new base areas, Shang Yuan's mood had not been high. Chen Ke felt whether he had offended Shang Yuan with some words.

"Wen Qing thinks too much. These days I have also been considering why I always felt something wasn't quite right. These days I have some realization. Wen Qing, what you are building in Fengtai County now is the situation after the success of the revolution. And I actually treated this situation as the revolution itself. So I don't blame Wen Qing for being angry. I really didn't expect that if the revolution succeeds, it can actually turn the world upside down like this. being able to see such a situation with my own eyes, I also feel very gratified."

This was also Chen Ke's own realization. What he was doing now was not revolution, but construction.

"So, I want to go to Hebei now to create a revolutionary situation. I am more familiar with that place and more adapted to it." Shang Yuan stated his reason.

"Alright, but you have to wait for a while." Chen Ke gave Shang Yuan an answer.
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Chapter 91: Various Wave Lines (18)

Zhu Cunshui lived a very subtle life these days. On one hand, he hid cautiously in the most inconspicuous places, mixed among the disaster victims, not letting others notice him. On the other hand, the pride in his heart was simply indescribable. After the potato stealing incident was exposed last time, Zhu Cunshui couldn't dissipate the malice in his chest, so he ran to destroy crops to vent his anger. Then he spread the news among the disaster victims that Fengtai County wanted to drive all disaster victims away. The result was unexpectedly successful. relying on his own strength alone, he actually stirred up such a huge momentum in Fengtai County, directly leading to a comprehensive confrontation between disaster victims and the Fengtai County police, almost triggering a massive chaotic fight.

Reasonably speaking, having caused such a big thing, Zhu Cunshui should have run away quickly. But Fengtai County blocked all boats, and the weather was cold, and the water too chilly. Zhu Cunshui refused to swim across. Of course, the biggest reason was that even if he ran back to Shouzhou, Zhu Cunshui couldn't find any place to eat. So every day he thought about leaving, but always thought about eating the next meal before leaving. So Zhu Cunshui was always in a state of waiting for the next meal.

He could wait, but the police system of Fengtai County did not wait. Dai Enze received a direct appointment from Chen Ke to take full responsibility for the police system of the base area temporarily. And Dai Enze got a deputy, Lin Shenhe, who came from the Shanghai police force [patrolmen]. Lin Shenhe was a revolutionary comrade recruited by Qi Huishen in Shanghai. His reason for joining the revolution was simple: the heroic Lin Shenhe slept with the wife of a certain foreign police chief. Later, the lady told Lin Shenhe she was pregnant. The reason Lin Shenhe could put a green hat on the police chief was very ordinary: the policeman hadn't touched the lady for a long time, and Lin Shenhe was a handsome police officer who had the opportunity to enter and leave the foreign policeman's home. After learning the news that a human life was created, Lin Shenhe had to make some plans for his future. Whether to be thrown into the Huangpu River bound with ropes after the incident was exposed, or for Lin Shenhe to leave his hometown on his own initiative.

But Lin Shenhe was a young man after all. According to his thinking, "I don't even pay when I eat at a restaurant on ordinary days; do I have to pay with my life for sleeping with a foreign woman? This foreign devil is bullying people too much." With full dissatisfaction towards foreigners, Lin Shenhe made a major decision: to defect to the "suspicious organization" registered in the Shanghai International Settlement, the Huangpu Study Society.

As a pledge of allegiance, Lin Shenhe not only revealed the Settlement's investigation and views on the Huangpu Study Society completely, but also provided a lot of internal intelligence to Qi Huishen. The main work of the People's Party Shanghai Branch was first to recruit comrades, and second to make money. The intelligence provided by Lin Shenhe was of great significance.

And Comrade Lin Shenhe did not just give without asking for returns. His request was simple and serious. He hoped the Huangpu Study Society would provide him with asylum and give him the opportunity to change the reality of foreigners possessing privileges in China, which forfeited sovereignty and humiliated the country.

This shameless attitude left Qi Huishen speechless. Actually, let alone Lin Shenhe sleeping with the foreign policeman's wife, even if he had relations with an ordinary married Chinese woman, in the countryside, these two would be sentenced by clan elders to be drowned in a pig cage. regarding such accusations, Lin Shenhe had no intention of guilt. He stated that foreign devils have marriage laws; encountering this situation, at worst the two would divorce. Lin Shenhe would certainly suffer secular criticism, but at least he wouldn't lose his life. But the current principal contradiction was that the social status quo where foreigners possessed many improper privileges in China was unreasonable. Then overthrowing this unreasonable system was the current priority.

Being able to elevate a civil dispute to the understanding of social system contradictions—this kind of awareness made even the revolutionary partisan Qi Huishen have to admire. Of course, in return for Lin Shenhe's frankness, Qi Huishen asked Lin Shenhe two things back: "First, why doesn't Lin Shenhe reflect on his own bad behavior, but blindly pushes the responsibility to the social status quo? Second, the Huangpu Study Society is not a place to hide dirt; how does Lin Shenhe prove that he sincerely wants to join the revolution, and not just to drag out an ignoble existence?"

If an ordinary person encountered such merciless questioning, they would either be flushed with shame and have no place to hide, or simply fly into a rage out of humiliation. But Lin Shenhe was not an ordinary person. This handsome guy answered with a frank attitude that surpassed shamelessness: Lin Shenhe's mistake could be compensated in a normal way, for example, marrying the lady after she divorced, and compensating the husband's sadness with money. However, the current social system and status quo did not allow this proper way of compensation. Then, using Lin Shenhe's mistake to defend the current unreasonable social system was absolutely incorrect. Lin Shenhe was willing to throw himself into the revolution to overthrow this unreasonable social system.

Revolutionary partisan Qi Huishen was speechless after hearing these words. After a long while, Qi Huishen continued to ask another key question: "Does Lin Shenhe know what kind of reasonable marriage system the Huangpu Study Society wants to establish?"

Lin Shenhe immediately took out a volume of *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance*, which contained Chen Ke's views on the marriage system. He stated that Chen Ke's view on the marriage system was what Lin Shenhe strongly agreed with. Marriage should not be a transaction, but a social family relationship formed by citizens voluntarily.

It had to be said that even as an important cadre of the People's Party, Qi Huishen hadn't read that chapter properly. And a patrolman from the old system could read revolutionary theory from this book with good grounds; Qi Huishen was really convinced.

So, when Lin Shenhe arrived at the Fengtai County Base Area with Qi Huishen this time, he also brought that foreign lady whose lower abdomen began to bulge. Chen Ke was a bit surprised by Lin Shenhe's move, but after seeing the lady, he was somewhat relieved. This lady was Italian, and her Mediterranean-style appearance was still quite Oriental.

Chen Ke asked Lin Shenhe why he didn't adopt abortion to solve the problem. Lin Shenhe answered with very religious common sense that the lady was a Catholic. Hearing the answer based on profound religious cognition, even Chen Ke simply stopped mentioning this matter.

Then Lin Shenhe was assigned to the police department, which urgently needed manpower, according to the principle of matching work to skills.

As soon as an expert makes a move, one knows if there is skill. Lin Shenhe's joining immediately injected new strength into the police system. Police Director Dai Enze knew the mentality of ordinary disaster victims, but didn't know how to infiltrate disaster victim organizations. Lin Shenhe's experience in this area was extremely rich. Any disaster victim organization had its internal factions. How to deal with these factions was one of the skills Lin Shenhe learned in Shanghai. Dai Enze was responsible for recruiting and training police officers of disaster victim origin, while Lin Shenhe quickly mastered the factional relationships within the disaster victims and successfully connected with these underground forces.

regarding the task given by Chen Ke—"Clarify the cause of the last disturbance and catch the responsible person"—Lin Shenhe did his utmost. On one hand, he arranged the children of these faction leaders into the reserve police force to buy them over and win them over. On the other hand, he conducted in-depth interrogations quietly. Lin Shenhe, who had rich practical work experience, greatly appreciated the criminal investigation theory proposed by Chen Ke. To interrogate, don't ask stupidly about the responsible person directly, but investigate details that seem unrelated to this matter clearly. For example, who was emotionally unstable first, who ran around first; in short, pick out people with abnormal behavior, conduct key investigations on these people, and the detection work will be much easier.

After five or six days of hard work, Zhu Cunshui's crimes were thoroughly grasped. The arrest plan was also formulated.

Zhu Cunshui thought it was very difficult to find himself among nearly a hundred thousand people, let alone find himself in this disaster victim camp where everyone didn't know each other. Although he was still uneasy in his heart, thinking it was better to leave as soon as possible. But when it was time to get food, Zhu Cunshui still took a broken bowl to get food. The camp had changed a lot these days. Although the number of police hadn't increased, there were more "volunteer police" recruited from those disaster victims. Everyone said that as long as one became a "volunteer policeman," one could eat one's fill immediately. This rumor could be seen without special verification, because these people indeed had rosy faces; although traces of haggardness could still be seen, they were very different from other disaster victims.

Watching these people wearing black clothes leave the team to patrol among the disaster victim teams, Zhu Cunshui cursed in his heart. "You things living off one person while secretly helping another [traitors]." But cursing aside, Zhu Cunshui lowered his head slightly to avoid their line of sight. Fortunately, there weren't many "volunteer police" on his side.

There were still so many people queuing today. Maybe because the police didn't come, someone started to cut in line. Even cut in front of Zhu Cunshui. If it were usual times, Zhu Cunshui would definitely not let it go, but now what he wanted least was to cause trouble. However, other disaster victims couldn't stand this; someone immediately made noise. The person cutting in line seemed to be a troublemaker too and immediately retorted sarcastically. With this disturbance, the police also surrounded them. Zhu Cunshui subconsciously prepared to avoid the police, but someone grabbed his arm. Zhu Cunshui looked up at the person finding fault; he was also an ordinary disaster victim in rags, but for some reason, this person looked wrong no matter how he looked. With this delay, the police had already pounced over, surrounded, and took away those people including Zhu Cunshui.

Zhu Cunshui thought "bad" in his heart; he struggled to escape. But suddenly he understood why those few people looked wrong. It turned out that except for the ragged clothes, the complexion of these people was completely different from the "volunteer police" [wait, context implies they looked healthy like volunteer police? Or different from volunteer police? Text says "complexion completely different from volunteer police". Wait, volunteer police are well-fed/rosy. Maybe these undercover agents were also well-fed but dressed poorly? Text says "complexion completely different from 'volunteer police'". Maybe they looked like *regular* people or soldiers? Actually, earlier text says volunteer police were rosy. If these guys looked "wrong", maybe they were too healthy? Or maybe too sturdy? Let's assume they were healthy undercover agents]. Before Zhu Cunshui could shout "Police are killing people," those ragged people had already rushed up and choked Zhu Cunshui's throat, making him unable to shout. The police also cooperated very well; they came up and gagged Zhu Cunshui with a rag, tied him up, and took him away with those few people. Seeing these rule-breakers being forcefully "suppressed" and then taken away in the disaster victim team, they also quickly restored order. In the view of the disaster victims, this was just an ordinary disturbance; they didn't understand what happened at all.

Secretary Xu Dian, responsible for the judiciary, was half happy and half worried after learning about this. He always felt that finding the responsible person for the last disturbance among the disaster victims who could almost be seen as enemies was looking for a needle in a haystack. He didn't expect the police department to really do it. With a suspicion of "whether the police system arrested random people to claim credit," Xu Dian personally acted as the prosecutor to try the criminals and witnesses. He found that the facts confessed by everyone were clear, human and material evidence was quite comprehensive, and the logical chain was impeccable. Except for Zhu Cunshui biting tight and not letting go, the crimes of the suspects could already be confirmed.

Zhu Cunshui knew very clearly that catching thieves and beating them to death in a disaster year was nothing special in the countryside. The other party set up such a big battle array; they definitely wanted to chop off his head. If he didn't admit it, perhaps there was still a way to live; if he admitted it, there was only a dead end.

For such a diehard element, even Xu Dian felt it was necessary to use some torture. The facts were already so clear, yet Zhu Cunshui still vainly attempted to deny it; this was simply asking for trouble. What he found strange was that Chen Ke sent some strange people to watch the entire interrogation process, and explicitly ordered no torture allowed. In the case of complete human and material evidence, because Zhu Cunshui firmly refused to confess and torture was not used, the matter was deadlocked here.

Lin Shenhe, who amazed everyone shortly after taking office, did not express great surprise at this. Lin Shenhe actually had little interest in using torture. In his days as a patrolman, Lin Shenhe knew very clearly that the effect of physical suffering was only to get the desired confession. To truly solve a case, what was needed was to break through the criminal's psychological defense line. Lin Shenhe was actually very happy to meet someone with common views with himself. When this person was also the highest leader of the base area, it meant Lin Shenhe would have a considerable future.

After arriving at the base area, Lin Shenhe contacted not many revolutionary comrades. As far as he saw so far, only two people in the base area were worthy of respect: one was Chen Ke, and the other was his immediate superior Dai Enze. Although Dai Enze didn't know many characters and his background wasn't great, he was honest and willing to work. As the saying goes, diligence can make up for clumsiness. Dai Enze was not a fool; he just had seen few things before and hadn't led so many people. And Dai Enze's biggest advantage lay in being willing to listen to advice. Whatever Chairman Chen Ke asked him to do, he did it solidly. Ask if he didn't understand, learn if he didn't know. Although he was relatively unfamiliar with police business now, he would by no means be an ordinary figure in the future.

And this figure Chen Ke made Lin Shenhe almost feel deep respect. Although he wasn't clear about Chen Ke's background, the documents issued by Chen Ke, and simple exchanges, all made Lin Shenhe understand one thing: Chen Ke knew the score about all departments. That is to say, Chen Ke knew what these departments were used for, the authority between various departments, including working methods; Chen Ke could give guiding opinions on all of them.

This was by no means comparable to ordinary people. Even those high officials of the Manchu Qing court and those foreign bureaucrats in the Shanghai International Settlement, being able to know what departments were in the government and what they were roughly used for was already very remarkable. And judging from the various situations of the base area obtained these days, Lin Shenhe judged that these departments of the base area were all created by Chen Ke single-handedly, and he guided the operation of these departments. If Chen Ke were fifty or sixty years old this year, one could say he had experienced a lot. But Chen Ke was only in his twenties this year. Being able to do such things at this age—if not seen with his own eyes, Lin Shenhe would absolutely not believe it.

So in Zhu Cunshui's case, after Lin Shenhe finished the work the police should do and handed the case over to Xu Dian acting as prosecutor, he then started to be busy with the next things. Chen Ke handed another important job to Lin Shenhe: conduct a preliminary household registration statistic of the disaster victims.

This kind of thing couldn't stump Lin Shenhe. Because the common people outside the Shanghai International Settlement moved into the Settlement in large numbers to enjoy the relatively regulated system of the Settlement, the household registration issue had always been a major event in the Settlement. It wasn't that the foreign devils had any natural love for "building a beautiful home," but that taxes could be collected better through household registration management. Chen Ke counting the household registration of disaster victims was definitely not for collecting taxes, but Lin Shenhe made no comment on this, just focused on working.

In his work, Lin Shenhe discovered many interesting problems in the base area; one of them was actually compulsory education. The police system required compulsory cultural education, and one of the results of cultural education was that everyone could write and do arithmetic preliminarily. In the countryside, the significance of this kind of learning was limited. But once conducting household registration statistics, the significance of recording and calculating couldn't be praised too much. One must know that even Chinese police in the Settlement didn't know many characters, and those who could write and calculate among foreign devils were not the majority either. Although he didn't know what exactly Chen Ke's initial purpose of compulsory education was, with hundreds of subordinates who could write and calculate, Lin Shenhe's work was fruitful. When he received the new order from the Police Bureau to hold a Public Trial Rally, the rough household registration statistics work was actually half done.

For this, Chen Ke specifically called Lin Shenhe over to praise him verbally.

There were no empty formulas when the two met. Chen Ke said: "Well done!" Lin Shenhe replied: "Thanks for the praise; this is my duty." Then the conference room fell into a brief silence.

Chen Ke rarely saw someone talk to him like this. General comrades either didn't know what to say and became at a loss after falling into silence, or started to say a pile of irrelevant words about three years ago and five years later. But what Lin Shenhe showed was a capable style. Knowing what he should do, without any nonsense. He had both the demeanor of a professional bureaucrat and a style of being free and easy.

What the People's Party lacked most now was this kind of seasoned bureaucrat. Although Chen Ke strove to make comrades mature, he himself was also very afraid that comrades would lose revolutionary enthusiasm and turn into a group of difficult bureaucrats. Moreover, before following Chen Ke to revolution, the comrades had no practical experience. Occasionally seeing a guy like Lin Shenhe among a group of raw recruits was also a very good thing. Chen Ke actually liked Lin Shenhe very much, so he hesitated a bit before continuing: "Comrade Lin Shenhe, the program of our People's Party is to serve the people, so we are unlikely to talk about the treatment [salary/perks] of party members. I hope you can be mentally prepared for this matter."

"Yes, Chairman Chen." Lin Shenhe still responded simply.

Chen Ke waved his hand, and Lin Shenhe obediently left the office.

The so-called treatment problem was nothing more than not allowing extra money grabbing. If it were someone else, perhaps they would have many worries, either worrying about not getting money, or worrying about being discovered after getting money. But what Lin Shenhe heard from Chen Ke's words was Chen Ke's high regard for him. This made Lin Shenhe very happy. Being valued shortly after arriving here meant his future would be very bright. Such an opportunity was something that could be met but not sought for a person newly joining a group. If not for those incompetent colleagues to set off Lin Shenhe's capability, it would be extremely difficult for him to be noticed.

As for the problem of grabbing money, although Lin Shenhe was a master who ate without paying in Shanghai, this behavior was more of a self-protection. If Lin Shenhe appeared upright and honest, he probably would have been killed by colleagues behind his back long ago. Although he wasn't a good person, essentially he couldn't be talked of as some heinous villain either. Lin Shenhe had lived for 27 years until now; he had never been clear about what exactly he lived in this world to do. Being a patrolman was just to make a living. regarding this world, although Lin Shenhe showed obedience, deep in his heart, he actually really hoped to smash this muddled world to pieces. And this impulse was not for destruction, but Lin Shenhe really hoped to see a new world, a new world acceptable to people like him who were both lazy and able to see part of the true face of the world.

And here in the People's Party, Lin Shenhe felt quite satisfied.

Seeing off Lin Shenhe, Chen Ke also got up quickly. He went to the Mapping Section to call his wife He Ying, and then took the guards to rush to the dock. There were not many people who could make Chen Ke welcome personally without a big array; Yan Fu, as Chen Ke's "teacher," was undoubtedly the most suitable person. The news from Shanghai was that Yan Fu came to Fengtai County personally to visit Chen Ke. Of course, Yan Fu didn't come just to visit; he personally went to Hanyang Iron and Steel Works to negotiate a deal of 6,000 tons of iron for Chen Ke. If the attack on Anqing was launched, the base area would be impossible to get iron from Hanyang on a large scale again. So the significance of this deal to the base area was extremely important. With these 6,000 tons of iron, the farm tools and a large part of the machinery in the base area for a year would be settled.

Chen Ke actually didn't want to trouble Yan Fu at the beginning, but preparing one point more before the full launch of the revolutionary war would have significant effects. Personal thoughts must give way to the revolutionary cause; even if Yan Fu met misfortune because of this, Chen Ke must get these 6,000 tons of iron.

Chen Ke stood on the dock holding He Ying's hand. Married for nearly a year, He Ying was very used to this intimacy. The couple didn't gather much on ordinary days, and at home, neither were people who loved to talk. Besides doing housework with tacit understanding, the rest was eating and sleeping. Reasonably speaking, this kind of life wears down feelings very much, but every time the two held hands, there was an indescribable sense of tacit understanding. It was like saying wordlessly to each other: I am by your side. Both felt that if they said anything about this, it would be superfluous instead.

So they stood there hand in hand, shoulder to shoulder, actually remaining silent until the boat carrying Yan Fu docked.

The old handsome guy Yan Fu looked not much different from a year ago. Chen Ke was originally not willing to be Yan Fu's disciple, but for more than a year, relying on the name of Yan Fu's disciple, Chen Ke saved a lot of trouble. He already knew Yan Fu's painstaking efforts back then. Seeing Yan Fu go ashore, Chen Ke walked up quickly and shouted: "Mr. Yan Fu, hello. Welcome to Fengtai County."

Yan Fu still had that majestic demeanor cultivated in the Beiyang Naval Academy. He stared at Chen Ke and sized him up, then nodded slightly. "Wen Qing looks very good. I am relieved."

Chen Ke led the way in front. Yan Fu said while walking: "I have already settled the steel matter this time; Wen Qing just needs to send ships to transport it. But there is one thing I don't understand: why does Wen Qing want to buy that inferior iron?"

Completely unexpected that the old handsome guy Yan Fu would talk about official business as soon as he came up, Chen Ke was really moved in his heart. He laughed, "Mr. Yan, we also want to build iron smelting furnaces and steelmaking furnaces here. No matter how bad the iron is, it is much more convenient than us transporting iron ore to smelt."

"So that's it." Yan Fu nodded in agreement. "Then when I went to negotiate this time, the harvest was much greater. Hanyang still had seven or eight thousand tons of scrap iron smelted badly. I settled it at a very low price. Wen Qing mentioned in the letter that it must be obtained. I was originally worried that it would be useless to transport it, and afraid Wen Qing would waste money in vain. Now I am relieved."

Seven or eight thousand tons? Chen Ke was startled. Yan Fu really didn't know the cost of fuel and rice without managing a household; the price of more than ten thousand tons of iron was not low. Chen Ke asked urgently: "Does Hanyang accept Pounds?"

Yan Fu was startled by Chen Ke's eager expression. He asked somewhat puzzledly: "Wen Qing explained in the letter, and I already asked. Hanyang accepts Pounds."

Hearing this news, Chen Ke couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief.

Yan Fu saw Chen Ke making a fuss but smiled slightly and didn't comment much on it. He brought up another topic. "By the way, Wen Qing. I have an old acquaintance in Shouzhou, the great scholar Mr. Shen Zengzhi. Before coming here, I heard he was temporarily transferred to be the Assistant Prefect in Shouzhou. I want to visit him with you. I think it should be good for you."

Mentioning Shen Zengzhi, Chen Ke felt the name was very familiar. He thought for a while before figuring out why he had a very familiar feeling. He said somewhat embarrassedly: "Mr. Yan, I have already started the revolution. We captured Shouzhou City a few days ago. Now this Mr. Shen Zengzhi is in our prison. If you want to see him, you don't need to go to Shouzhou."

Just as Chen Ke thought, Yan Fu stood there motionless at that moment.
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Yan Fu never expected that Chen Ke would actually raise the rebel flag and start a rebellion. And the reason Chen Ke mentioned this to him was actually to tell Yan Fu that he didn't need to go to Shouzhou to see Fengyang Prefecture Assistant Prefect Shen Zengzhi, because Shen Zengzhi was already in the prison of Fengyang County [Note: Text says Fengyang County prison, but earlier context says Shouzhou captured and officials taken. Fengtai County is the base. Likely means Fengtai prison or brought to Fengtai. Previous chapter said officials were taken away in boxes. Text here says "Fengyang County prison". Fengtai belongs to Fengyang Prefecture. Maybe Chen Ke means Fengtai's prison or they took Fengyang? Context says "攻下了寿州城" (Captured Shouzhou). Fengtai is the base. Shouzhou is where Shen was. Shen is now in prison. Probably Fengtai prison. I will translate literal "Fengyang County prison" but suspect it means "Fengtai County" or the text implies they took Fengyang? No, later text says "attacking Fengyang Prefecture" is a future plan. So "Fengyang County prison" might be a slip for "Fengtai County prison" or "Fengyang Prefecture prison" if they took it? But Shen was Assistant Prefect of Fengyang stationed in Shouzhou. I will write "prison in Fengtai" if I can confirm, or literal "Fengyang County prison" if not. Let's look closer. "Shen Zengzhi was already in the prison of Fengyang County." Okay, literal. But Shen was caught in Shouzhou. Maybe moved. Wait, Fengtai is a county. Fengyang is a prefecture and a county. If they haven't taken Fengyang yet (planned in Ch 90), then Shen must be in Fengtai. I will translate as "Fengtai County prison" to correct the likely typo based on context, or just "prison" to be safe. Actually, the text says `凤阳县的监狱` (Fengyang County prison). But Ch 90 says "Plan to attack Fengyang Prefecture". So they haven't taken Fengyang. Shen was caught in Shouzhou and brought back. He should be in Fengtai. I will translate as "prison in Fengtai County" to maintain consistency, assuming a typo in source.]

Yan Fu saw such a problem combining both seriousness and comicality for the first time. The weirdness of the style of his nominal disciple was even more unreasonable to Yan Fu than the rebellion itself.

"Wen Qing, you aren't joking, are you?" Yan Fu couldn't help but want to confirm.

Chen Ke didn't want to explain much either. He smiled, "Mr. Yan, please follow me to the station to rest now. I will send someone to invite Mr. Shen to meet you."

Having said this, Yan Fu could already be sure Chen Ke was not joking. He could no longer care about reuniting with his old friend, but asked hurriedly: "Wen Qing, isn't this a bit too reckless?"

Chen Ke's mentality had become very normal recently. Facing the excited Yan Fu, Chen Ke asked back calmly: "Not reckless. I have been here for a year; how can preparing for a year still be considered reckless?"

"With this move of yours, the government will come to suppress immediately," Yan Fu reminded anxiously.

"By the time the government knows this news, we estimate we can even transport the iron back from Hanyang. Moreover, who will make the move first is not certain yet." Chen Ke was very confident. "Mr. Yan, this is not a place to talk. Let's go back to the station and talk slowly."

Although Yan Fu was full of words, he did not object after hearing Chen Ke's words. "Lead the way," he responded.

Although there were many people of all kinds along the way, the orderly market surprised Yan Fu very much. After entering the military camp, various trainings and the numerous people coming and going made Yan Fu show a surprised look on his face even more.

Everyone sat down in Chen Ke's office. Yan Fu didn't mention the rebellion first. "Wen Qing, are these thousands of people all your subordinates?"

"They are not my subordinates; they are all revolutionary comrades. Everyone gathered together to promote the revolution in order to live better." Chen Ke's answer was very standard.

Yan Fu felt this statement was very fresh. At first, hearing Chen Ke say rebellion, Yan Fu's mind immediately conjured up a situation where a large number of disheveled disaster victims rose up in arms. But what he saw along the way was orderly; tens of thousands of disaster victims were actually managed well. Except for the excessive number of people maintaining order, it looked like a situation in times of peace. He now began to suspect that Chen Ke had some untruthful words. "Wen Qing, if you encounter any difficulties, you might as well say it straight. Since I am willing to help you, I naturally won't watch you be made difficult by others," Yan Fu said. He now suspected that Chen Ke attacked Shouzhou because of some accidental reasons. In this disaster year, he was afraid someone in Shouzhou had bad intentions towards Fengtai County, and Chen Ke, young and aggressive, couldn't help but take action.

Chen Ke knew Yan Fu thought wrong. He had to explain: "Mr. Yan, you don't understand the people's revolution very well. Whether the people participate in the revolution or not, they are just trying to survive. This world is unfair; if someone provides a fairer world, the people will follow. This is just human nature. The revolution we promote makes the common people live better; why wouldn't they follow us?"

"Then what if the government comes to suppress..." Yan Fu asked.

"The Manchu Qing is point-based politics. What they can manage is only the county towns. As long as we pull out their county towns and knock out the military stations, the Manchu Qing will be powerless. And the people's revolution we promote takes the grassroots route first, establishing people's political power in every village and every town. The Manchu Qing simply doesn't have the ability to exterminate us. Mr. Yan, you teach the navy. The Manchu Qing is now a broken ship, but what it faces is the vast ocean of the people!"

Yan Fu had been in the Nanyang Navy and Beiyang Navy for decades and was proficient in shipping affairs. Chen Ke's metaphor thoroughly moved him. Hearing Chen Ke's words, Yan Fu pondered for a moment and couldn't help muttering, "Can water overturn the boat?"

"Why do those rebels always fail? Because they just want to use the sea of the people to raise their boats and seek benefits for themselves. But for the people's revolution, we revolutionaries serve the people. The interests of the people are above us revolutionaries. The place we stand is lower than the people. We have to hold up the people and move forward. The purpose of our revolution is not to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but to let the people live a truly happy life. If the people's revolution requires overthrowing the Manchu Qing, we overthrow the Manchu Qing; if the people's revolution requires us to resist foreigners, we resist foreigners. We do not revolutionize to overthrow the Manchu Qing and resist foreigners, but to realize the interests of the people, we must do so."

Chen Ke felt his revolutionary theoretical level had soared these days. If it were before, he really couldn't say such words; at least these words were definitely not his sincere words. Chen Ke used to be just a person who wanted to use the people's revolution. Now he changed; after personally leading comrades to make revolution, Chen Ke also realized for the first time how bitter the people's lives were, and how great the power contained among the people was. So Chen Ke cut into the people's revolution from a perspective peculiar to a transmigrator. He sincerely hoped to liberate China through the people's revolution. Unknowingly, Chen Ke had changed from playing the role of a Chinese revolutionary leader to truly becoming a revolutionary leader. Such revolutionary heroic words would no longer trigger Chen Ke's sense of shyness; on the contrary, Chen Ke spoke with righteousness and sincerity.

The old handsome guy Yan Fu was not an ordinary person after all. Although he didn't understand the people's revolution mentioned by Chen Ke, he was quite interested in the theory proposed by Chen Ke. After thinking for a while, Yan Fu raised a key question: "People-oriented has been said for thousands of years, but it always sounds good; doing it is extremely difficult, and it ends up with nothing in the end. Wen Qing, you have the world in your heart, but don't repeat the same mistakes."

"Then Mr. Yan might as well go to the countryside with me to take a look, and you will know." Chen Ke extended an invitation.

Yan Fu agreed then and there. "That is very good. I always felt Wen Qing was different from the masses; this time I want to see exactly how capable Wen Qing is."

While speaking, the guard came in from outside. "Secretary Chen, oh, Chairman Chen, Shen Zengzhi has been brought here."

Shen Zengzhi never expected to see Yan Fu in the thieves' den. After being captured, Shen Zengzhi and the officials of Shouzhou were all sent to prison. There was no slight in three meals a day. The food wasn't good, but they wouldn't starve either. Except for requiring the official prisoners to clean the prison on time to ensure cleanliness, the days were quite ordinary. No one was beaten, and no one forced these people to surrender, which was greatly beyond these people's expectations.

The officials were extremely unaccustomed to this treatment of being completely ignored. In their view, as high officials, they should have some special treatment. But now being in a completely forgotten corner, they were instead uneasy.

When Shen Zengzhi, the highest-ranking among this group of officials, was taken away, many officials felt much more relaxed instead. According to their imagination, Lord Shen Zengzhi with the highest official rank would definitely be taken out to be tortured first. But thinking that after Lord Shen finished suffering torture, it would be their turn, these people's faces became unsightly again.

Shen Zengzhi's basic thoughts were similar. He was not afraid of being tortured, only afraid of being humiliated. But thinking that being captured was already a great humiliation, if he had backbone, he should have committed suicide immediately. Since he didn't commit suicide at that time, there was no integrity to speak of. What he had to do now was just not to surrender out of fear of death, and not to lose his dignity.

So seeing Yan Fu, although Shen Zengzhi was very surprised, he didn't show a look of making a fuss. Learning that Chen Ke wanted to take Yan Fu to see the revolutionary situation in Fengtai County, Shen Zengzhi accepted the invitation generously. He really wanted to see what kind of situation Chen Ke, who captured him, had created in Fengtai County.

So Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and a guard walked on foot, while a donkey was obtained for Shen Zengzhi to ride. The four set foot on the road of inspection. Shen Zengzhi was captured by Chen Ke and was very unconvinced in his heart. Seeing Chen Ke traveling so simply, he couldn't help sneering: "Chen Ke, aren't you afraid someone will tie you up and send you to the officials?"

"You haven't even posted wanted notices; what benefit is there in tying me up and sending me to the officials?" Chen Ke replied neither softly nor hard. Shen Zengzhi was choked into silence immediately. With this exchange, Shen Zengzhi was already sure that Chen Ke was by no means a refined gentleman. From then on, he never vied with Chen Ke verbally again.

Instead, Yan Fu felt that for Shen Zengzhi, a scholar, riding a donkey might be a bit hard. He asked: "Wen Qing, are there sedan chairs here?"

As soon as these words came out, he heard the guard couldn't help sneezing a cold laugh. Yan Fu knew he said the wrong thing, but didn't know where the mistake was.

Chen Ke came out to smooth things over. "People's Party, you can't sit on the people's heads. All party members and public servants in the base area are uniformly forbidden to sit in sedans. Growing two legs is for walking. Mr. Shen is not physically strong and was locked up for a few days, so a donkey was arranged for him. This donkey was just obtained not long ago. In this past year, no one in our People's Party has ridden a donkey yet."

Hearing this, Yan Fu couldn't help marveling. Chen Ke's strictness in managing subordinates was really a bit appalling. Shen Zengzhi blushed and wanted to get off the donkey. Chen Ke held Shen Zengzhi down. "Mr. Shen, we have to walk a lot today. If you don't ride the donkey, you will drag down our itinerary instead. For everyone's good, you just bear it for now."

Yan Fu originally thought Chen Ke arranged a donkey for Shen Zengzhi to show respect, but he never expected that there was no such thing as official face in the "base area." He knew Shen Zengzhi was a very upright person; being treated as a burden was really a humiliation. But Chen Ke was not wrong; if Shen Zengzhi cared about face and walked himself, he would only drag everyone down. He felt he really couldn't interrupt. But it wasn't appropriate for him not to speak either, so Yan Fu just comforted: "Brother Shen, a guest should suit the convenience of the host."

Shen Zengzhi's original bottom line was not to be humiliated, but he didn't expect to be humiliated everywhere in this Fengtai County. Others walked while he rode a donkey; although he was higher than others in absolute height, it became proof of the weak. But blindly showing off would only bring disgrace upon himself. Chen Ke's act of getting him a donkey couldn't be said to be malicious either. So enduring the unhappiness, Shen Zengzhi let nature take its course.

The subsequent tour was much more interesting.

Passing through the harvested fields, Yan Fu looked at the vast leveled land and was full of praise for Chen Ke's disaster relief ability. When he saw the large-scale water channels and ditches that had begun to take shape, he couldn't even speak. Shen Zengzhi once had a face full of dissatisfaction, but now his expression also became serious. The manpower and material resources required for such a large project were a huge number. In a disaster year, Chen Ke actually carried out disaster relief while creating such a situation; his operational means had exceeded the imagination limit of Manchu Qing officials.

Chen Ke didn't care about this. After walking a bit further, a smile appeared on his face. "Mr. Yan Fu, ahead is the main canal we tried to build with brick, stone, and cement. Once this canal is built, there will be no more problems with drainage and irrigation."

Without Chen Ke pointing it out specifically, the eyes of Yan Fu and others had already fallen on that large canal. This was a strange water canal, neither earthen nor stone, but a gray smooth canal surface. Yan Fu walked up and tried it; this cement surface was very solid, leaving no trace when stepped on, and very dense. It looked like it wouldn't leak water.

"Wen Qing building canals with cement, this scale is really not small. You must know, in Hebei, the price of cement is not low." Yan Fu didn't know how to praise this "disciple" of his anymore.

"Taken from the people, used for the people. The common people of the base area work hard; if they still can't see hope like this, then our name People's Party is called in vain."

Hearing Chen Ke's answer, Shen Zengzhi couldn't help frowning. In his imagination, Chen Ke was a bandit chief, but he never expected that Chen Ke was actually quite capable in civil administration. Being able to create such a situation in a disaster year, if Chen Ke were given one or two years, the people of Fengtai County from top to bottom would probably be dead set on following Chen Ke.

Yan Fu understood technology. He and Chen Ke talked all the way about the methods and technologies adopted in Fengtai County's water conservancy construction; the old and the young chatted very happily. Shen Zengzhi didn't understand at all, only remaining silent. The guard, seeing the beloved Chairman Chen so happy with the distinguished guest, although he didn't understand either, felt really happy in his heart watching Chen Ke's smile.

After walking another section of the road, they arrived at the brick factory. The production line driven by four steam engines was running rumblingly. Brick blanks were constantly produced from molds. It was already very cold now; the brick blanks coming out of the machine emitted steaming heat. Workers transported the brick blanks to the firing plant with simple wooden wheelbarrows. Yan Fu had worked in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, the largest arsenal in Asia at that time, so he was not unfamiliar with such a scene. Shen Zengzhi, a literati, had never seen such a large-scale scene. He was shocked then and there.

regarding the appearance of Chen Ke and the other three, the workers almost turned a blind eye, still working as hard as just now. Yan Fu couldn't help praising: "Really well-trained."

Chen Ke shook his head gently. "These bricks are for building houses for everyone. If everyone doesn't work hard, their own houses will have no settlement. That's why there is such enthusiasm."

"How many houses does Wen Qing want to build?" Yan Fu asked casually.

"We estimate roughly, there must be more than 12,000 rooms," Chen Ke answered.

"What? More than 12,000 rooms?" Yan Fu felt incredible about this number. "Why build so many? How many bricks are needed?"

"We have promised that the common people of Fengtai County will definitely be able to move into their own houses before winter. There are seventy or eighty thousand people in the whole county; 12,000 houses are already very crowded. Now preliminary estimates require more than 15 million bricks."

"Then why not let the common people all come to make bricks first? Wouldn't that be a bit faster?" Yan Fu still didn't understand. Not only Yan Fu, but Shen Zengzhi also didn't understand.

"Everyone is laying foundations," Chen Ke replied.

Hearing this answer, the faces of the two former officials were a bit red. They were just scared by the 15 million bricks and actually forgot about the foundations.

"How much money will this cost?" Yan Fu couldn't help asking.

"We agreed with the common people that everyone doesn't need to pay money, but contributes labor to repay." Chen Ke gave the answer. "The water channel just now needs a large amount of bricks. After the common people move into the houses, they will repair the water channel during the slack farming season in winter, relying on contributing effort to replace their house money."

"Wen Qing, you say repairing water channels benefits the common people, and building houses also benefits the common people. Then where does your People's Party benefit?" Yan Fu asked strangely.

"The goal of founding our People's Party is to liberate the common people and benefit the common people. If the common people benefit, our goal is achieved. Naturally, we benefit. We don't farm ourselves; what we eat and drink is created by the labor of the common people."

"Then what if the court sends troops to suppress?" Yan Fu couldn't help reminding Chen Ke.

"We have the people's army. The people will fight to protect their own interests."

Shen Zengzhi said calmly: "Just that mob? I'm afraid they can't withstand a single blow now."

Hearing this, Yan Fu was a bit surprised. Shen Zengzhi was not a mean and harsh person, but a scholar. It was understandable to be resentful after being caught by Chen Ke, but it was impossible for him to say such boring words no matter what. Turning to look at Shen Zengzhi, he saw Shen Zengzhi's face was peaceful, not looking provocative.
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Grandpa Mao said in the book "On Contradiction": "We who are engaged in the Chinese revolution should not only understand the particularity of these contradictions in their totality, that is, in their interconnections, but should also study the aspects of each contradiction; only thus can we understand the totality. When we speak of understanding each aspect of a contradiction, we mean understanding what specific position each aspect occupies, what concrete forms it assumes in its interdependence and in its contradiction with its opposite, and what concrete methods it employs in the struggle with its opposite, when the two are both interdependent and in contradiction, and also after the interdependence breaks down. It is of great importance to study these problems."

regarding Shen Zengzhi's criticism that the troops in the base area were a "mob, unable to withstand a single blow," Chen Ke was not angry at all. It was not because Chen Ke had great self-restraint, but because he really thought Shen Zengzhi's words made a lot of sense. Countless vigorous forces were once invincible, but a single failure caused these forces to be completely destroyed. The miracle of Chinese civilization lies in the fact that no matter how many failures it has experienced, Chinese civilization can stand up again, and become more and more brilliant. A dynasty rises and falls. But Chinese civilization itself has never been destroyed.

This is not because China received God's blessing, but because before industrialization, China's philosophy and political concepts were to maximize the level of productive forces. China's production technology level had always ranked first in the world. It was not until after industrialization that China encountered a strong challenge for the first time. The Industrial Revolution created a productivity model superior to China's for the first time in the world. based on the productivity of this realistic base area, the armed forces of the People's Party were by no means invincible. If the Manchu Qing could really gather the power of the whole country, plus foreign military support, although it was unlikely to completely extinguish the revolutionary trend triggered by Chen Ke strategically, it was completely capable of thoroughly eliminating this revolution led by the People's Party tactically.

The People's Party did not have the foundation for being invincible now, and Chen Ke did not want to oppose this at all.

Seeing that Shen Zengzhi did not look provocative, Yan Fu was very puzzled in his heart. He finally couldn't help asking: "Brother Shen, what do you mean by this?"

"I think Fengtai County acts too ruthlessly with the people's strength. It looks magnificent now, but it is actually riddled with gaping wounds. After a disaster year, it is time to rest with the people, but looking at this big canal, one can imagine the hardship of the common people. People's strength is used on these things; where do the common people have the heart and strength to fight?" Shen Zengzhi said calmly.

Hearing this, a trace of surprise appeared on Yan Fu's face. He didn't expect Shen Zengzhi to say such words without hostility. having been a soldier for decades, Yan Fu actually didn't understand civil administration very well. Plus understanding industry, seeing the orderly appearance of Fengtai County under high-pressure governance, Yan Fu felt Chen Ke did a good job instead. Yan Fu didn't care much about people's hearts and people's strength; tens of thousands of foreign devils could breach Beijing city, so traditional people's hearts obviously didn't play any role.

On the contrary, although the guard didn't quite understand the meaning of these words, he had received some cultural education in the troops after all. Although the young guard didn't quite understand those flowery words, he could feel Shen Zengzhi's general meaning. He immediately became resentful towards this captured Manchu Qing official. Seeing that Chen Ke didn't refute, the guard couldn't help interrupting: "The land in Fengtai County has been distributed to our common people; everyone works for themselves. Why wouldn't we be willing to fight?"

"Wen Qing, you distributed the land?" Yan Fu was really shocked.

"Correct. After building the houses, we will distribute the land. Our People's Party confiscated all the land in Fengtai County. In the future, the land in Fengtai County will be distributed to the common people to cultivate and harvest. Except for thirty percent grain, the new civil government of Fengtai County doesn't want a single grain from the common people."

regarding Chen Ke's words, Yan Fu didn't know how to respond anymore. He had seen too many things along the way and thought Chen Ke had done his best to accomplish these things. He never expected that Chen Ke was still planning the move of distributing land.

Shen Zengzhi just showed a slightly surprised look, but soon he said: "It's just buying favor."

Hearing Shen Zengzhi say such things repeatedly, Yan Fu was very surprised. He couldn't help asking: "Brother Shen, what exactly do you mean?"

Seeing that Yan Fu still didn't understand his painstaking efforts, Shen Zengzhi finally sighed: "Brother Yan, since Chen Ke has already rebelled, that is an unpardonable crime. You can't save him. But Chen Ke's intention to win over Brother Yan is so clear; why should you follow him to rebel? Looking at Chen Ke's actions, he is dead set. As long as I don't mention Brother Yan's visit to Fengtai County, and Brother Yan keeps your mouth shut yourself, when Chen Ke is defeated, it won't implicate you. If you are confused by Chen Ke, plus having the intention to shield your disciple... Even if you don't consider yourself, you must think about your family, Brother Yan."

These words were not in classical Chinese; the guard understood them clearly. Before Yan Fu could speak, he shouted angrily: "Fart! We defeated? Do you think we attacked your Shouzhou first? This area..." Just as he said this, Chen Ke had already pressed the guard's shoulder. The young man was impulsive for a moment; being pressed by Chen Ke, the guard already knew he said too much. Although he closed his mouth, his face was still full of anger, and his eyes stared tightly at Shen Zengzhi.

regarding the guard's rage, Chen Ke felt on one hand that young people were really simple, but on the other hand, he couldn't help considering whether to change a guard. But the problem now was not to replace the guard immediately. Chen Ke asked: "Mr. Shen, I heard from Mr. Yan that you are a great Confucian scholar. I consider myself half a disciple of the Confucian school, but I only respect Confucius and Xunzi. Confucius speaks of Benevolence, Xunzi speaks of Ritual [Li/Propriety]. Our People's Party only speaks of productive forces determining social relations. I wonder which sage Mr. Shen respects?"

Seeing Chen Ke asking with a provocative posture, Shen Zengzhi had two impulses in his heart: one was to ignore it, the other was to refute this rebellious madman. Seeing Chen Ke actually showing off learning in front of him, the second impulse gradually gained the upper hand.

"Rebels like you always have many excuses. In the final analysis, it is just for selfish interests. If you really have the heart for the common people, why not devote yourself to the state?" These words were actually very polite. Chen Ke could save so many common people in a disaster year; Shen Zengzhi actually knew that let alone himself, I'm afraid no official in Shouzhou or even the whole Anhui could achieve such a degree. If Chen Ke said the government was useless, Shen Zengzhi was not willing to use specious arguments, so he could only listen to Chen Ke bragging. So Shen Zengzhi led the topic to a higher level to avoid entanglement below.

"The state is now ruled by those princes and nobles above; they are the ones who are truly selfish. The new system I want to establish is completely for the common people to be masters of their own house. We are about to elect the People's Congress. These people's representatives are elected by the common people. regarding the things promoted by the new government of Fengtai County and the money spent, if it enters our pockets, do you think the common people can agree?"

Before Shen Zengzhi could speak, Yan Fu couldn't help interrupting in surprise: "Wen Qing, are you trying to implement Constitutionalism?" After arriving in Fengtai County, Chen Ke threw surprises at Yan Fu one after another. First, the common people were actually forcefully mobilized and managed, and there were preliminary mechanical factories, then land distribution. Now even the political system was going to change greatly. Yan Fu really didn't understand; Chen Ke actually dared to take the lead in implementing the Constitutionalism that the upper echelons were arguing about now.

Chen Ke corrected immediately: "Mr. Yan, we are not Constitutionalism. We are People's Democratic Dictatorship. Constitutionalism is rich people in power; our new system is the laboring common people having the final say. It's not the same thing at all."

Seeing Yan Fu dumbstruck and looking blank, Chen Ke continued to explain: "The Constitutionalism being argued now is the gentry and officials sharing power from the Manchu Qing court. Those who can be elected are all rich people. The foundation of the People's Democratic Dictatorship we engage in is state ownership of land, and the people possess land use rights. That is, land to the tiller. Anyone who supports relying on owning land, owning assets, enjoying power, and domineering over others is the object of dictatorship. The people, the common folks, that is, those 'muddy legs,' become masters of their own house."

Once these words came out, whether Yan Fu or Shen Zengzhi, both were speechless. After a long while, Shen Zengzhi said with a trembling voice of anger: "Absurd! Absurd! National affairs should be handled by capable people. The common people don't understand politics, only farming. To incite the common people, you actually invert heaven and earth like this."

"Politics is to make the common people live better. The common people only understand farming, so we rely on the common people for everyone to survive. Relying on the government, how many of these Fengtai County common people could survive?"

Although Shen Zengzhi was dizzy with anger by Chen Ke's theory, hearing Chen Ke's words, he also knew that in disaster relief, he indeed couldn't compete with Chen Ke. Enduring his anger, Shen Zengzhi asked back: "Then are you, Chen Ke, of farming origin? Is that Pu Guanshui of farming origin?"

"We don't farm, but we are people who make a living by serious labor. We are not that group of people high above. We and the common people only have differences in division of labor, not differences in status. In the new system we want to promote, laborers are the most glorious, and the people are the masters of the country."

"Sophistry! Winning the world is the Will of Heaven; this is fate [Qi number]."

"That's because the common people finally acquiesced, so he could sit firmly. Those people sitting in Beijing now look majestic, but when we destroy the Manchu Qing, they will all be sinners. Is this also the Will of Heaven? Then the Will of Heaven destined this bunch of people to be sinners? This is the heart of the people, not the Will of Heaven."

"The heart of the people still knows that the Imperial Court is the Imperial Court."

"Oh, you can say that now. Look again in half a year."

Seeing the old and the young starting to enter a struggle of will, Yan Fu quickly stopped Chen Ke from continuing. "Wen Qing, since you invited Mr. Shen out, presumably it wasn't for the momentary pleasure of tongue, right?"

Chen Ke also felt he went a bit too far. He smiled at Yan Fu, "I wanted to see how officials view my revolution. But looking at it now, everyone only recognizes strength, not anything else. It was my recklessness."

Hearing this, Shen Zengzhi was even more angry. Chen Ke simply considered his own concept absolutely correct. "It was my momentary oversight that let you succeed. But there won't be such good things in the future."

Chen Ke laughed, "At this time, Mr. Shen, you are still considered a pretty good Manchu Qing official, right? At least you didn't unleash soldiers to run to the base area to rob and didn't plague the common people. I appreciate your favor in this matter."

These words were a bit too poisonous. The meaning in Chen Ke's words was simple: Manchu Qing officials are all robbers. As an official, being insulted like this, Shen Zengzhi finally understood what mentality the rebels had.

Of course, Shen Zengzhi didn't expect that Chen Ke had already confirmed from Shen Zengzhi's performance just now that no officials would defect to him in the near future. Since this thought was confirmed, Chen Ke's original thought of treating captives well completely turned into an attitude of "making the best use of captives." Chen Ke treated enemies as cold as winter, so these officials, from "life to dignity," had become objects for Chen Ke to consider how to utilize. As for the officials themselves, there was no difference from dead pigs.
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Moods were different, so performances were different. Chen Ke temporarily had no hope for the officials, so he was more open. The four-person team consisting of a revolutionary, a revolutionary guard, a former official, and a captured official continued to advance. They paused in front of a large color poster to appreciate it for a while. The team officially entered the bustling construction site.

Yan Fu was an extremely excellent talent in modern times. The impact Fengtai County gave him was not just this bit of construction achievement. The scenes Yan Fu had seen with his own eyes were absolutely incomparable to Fengtai County in terms of investment scale. What really surprised Yan Fu was that Chen Ke could actually create such a scale of manpower in this disaster year.

After reading Chen Ke's book, Yan Fu already understood the thesis proposed by Chen Ke that "the fundamental driving force of social development is productive forces." But the Beiyang Navy and Tianjin Machinery Bureau that Yan Fu experienced were all state-invested projects. They were smashed out with tens of millions of taels of silver over more than ten years, completely different from Chen Ke's purely civilian behavior.

From afar, they saw the scene of thousands of people working together. Fengtai County was mostly plain area with high groundwater levels and fertile land. When Chen Ke carried out the overall design, he highlighted the consideration of centralization and convenience, completely aiming to facilitate large-scale agricultural production and life. Various government agencies and social service institutions were designed in the central town area. Government offices, police stations, schools, kindergartens, squares, gardens, sports fields, and shops, especially the future highlight—the factory district—all had unified planning. So the water supply and drainage systems were also planned. Although it wasn't a hard road surface now, digging ditches later would still be in time.

The common people of Fengtai County at least had the experience of working together on a large scale, plus the weather was cold, so everyone didn't resist the assembly-line house building mode. But various complaints were inevitable. Third Master Zhang panted as he transported red bricks to the school, muttering complaints non-stop: "They say 'an ugly wife, nearby land, and a tattered cotton jacket' [are treasures]. This land is more than ten li away from where we live; when can we rush to the fields?"

He had been nagging for a good while. From the engineering arrangement being completely grouped, not letting everyone go back to watch their own houses being built, but having to exchange labor for houses. To making everyone build houses of unknown use. But no matter how he complained with his mouth, Third Master Zhang dared not leave the team on his own initiative. It wasn't that no one did this, but those who did were all caught. As early as when house building started, the cadres explained clearly to everyone that in order to improve efficiency, these houses would be drawn by lot after being built. So everyone must work and complete the prescribed workload.

Lazy people exist everywhere, and they were all dragged out and criticized in public. And those caught being lazy three times would be sentenced to choose houses last. Everyone wanted to choose a house first and move in first. So everyone started working like their lives depended on it.

A new term circulated among the common people: "Those black-hearted little devils of the People's Party" arranged everyone like a small mill, ordering them around in circles. A slight relaxation would easily lead to falling behind the team.

"Third Master, can you save a breath to warm your stomach? If you don't speak, no one will treat you as a mute." Finally, someone couldn't stand it and said. Third Master Zhang's chattering disturbed this person's attention very much. "The sign says clearly, that is a school. The place where dolls go to school. You have so many children; just work well."

Someone contradicted him; Third Master Zhang was naturally unhappy. But hearing this was building houses for the school, Third Master Zhang shut his mouth. The common people all thought reading and understanding principles was a very sacred thing; building houses for the school was very face-saving. Third Master Zhang really didn't dare to shout and scream at the school.

The foundations had already been dug. Laying corners, hanging lines, and building walls were all done by professionals, or at least workers who had received professional training. Among them, the soldiers of the Insurance Corps accounted for more than 80%. Yuwen Badu was the professional among professionals at this stage. He led people to patrol back and forth on the busy construction site again and again. As long as someone's movement was not standard, Yuwen Badu would go up and criticize them. If it were ordinary house building, workers would inevitably be lazy, but the army stressed discipline most; as the saying goes, military orders are like mountains. Plus building houses for themselves, and choosing houses only after completion—if they cut corners and this house was chosen by their own family, that would be terrible. Plus the big cadre of the base area, Yuwen Badu, personally supervised the project, so the work attitude on the construction site was quite serious.

After Yan Fu walked around the construction site, he asked Chen Ke: "I see quite a few people with short hair also working; those are all your People's Party people, right?"

Chen Ke had lost interest in Shen Zengzhi, but was very interested in Yan Fu. If Yan Fu was willing to join the revolution, Chen Ke would immediately appoint him as the principal of the naval school. Since Yan Fu asked, Chen Ke answered truthfully: "Yes, I require party members to participate in grassroots labor, starting from moving bricks and mixing mud. If they don't know how houses are built, they won't know how to manage these houses in the future. Moreover, I require these comrades not to speak, but to listen to what the common people say. Since we are building houses for the common people, it won't do not to know what the common people think."

"It looks like these houses have a northern layout." Yan Fu's gaze was torch-like; he saw the key at a glance.

"Reasonably speaking, with Anhui's climate, we should use the Anhui roof mode, but it's really too late now. We will continue to improve the roofs next year."

"I see the houses are built so fast; how did Wen Qing coordinate it?"

"Standardized construction," Chen Ke explained. This was something Chen Ke was quite proud of. A significant feature of the industrial age completely crushing the manual age is that in terms of exquisiteness, products of the manual age far exceed industrial production products, but the concept of industrial production is efficiency. To allow workers to improve efficiency, every movement on the production line has to be tempered thousands of times. This house building was the same. Chen Ke didn't intend for these houses to exist for decades at all; if Chen Ke's revolutionary plan could succeed, there would be a new large-scale infrastructure construction in less than twenty years. So he just wanted to pursue efficiency.

After listening to Chen Ke, Yan Fu looked at the construction nearby again, and only then did he suddenly realize. If a person kept bending down to take a brick, then digging up a lump of cement mortar to lay on it, putting the brick on the cement mortar, and knocking the brick well with a trowel... it wouldn't take long for backaches to occur. A large number of construction workers were soldiers of the Insurance Corps; everyone was not a professional construction worker originally. So engineering management divided these steps. Someone specifically transported bricks to reach, someone was responsible for putting bricks in position, and someone was specifically responsible for laying cement and knocking the brick position well. Including inspection, special personnel were responsible. Rest time was decided according to workload. Allowing everyone to ensure their bodies wouldn't be overly fatigued.

Looking at the many people, it wasn't chaotic at all, and work efficiency was greatly improved. Standing there for not long, watching a wall rise up whoosh-whoosh. Yan Fu had never played computer games, so naturally he didn't know that in Chen Ke's view, the scene before him was quite similar to some construction games that paid attention to detail.

After walking around such a big circle, the sun also began to slant west. The four simply ate dinner in the canteen. Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi watched very attentively but didn't speak. The system in Fengtai County was strict; this could also be seen from the long food line in the canteen. Chen Ke originally thought Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi would have some comments on queuing, but he didn't expect the two just ate dinner without saying a word. They didn't even raise any questions about the one duck egg per person in the meal.

On the way back, Yan Fu asked Chen Ke about his plans for that iron again. Chen Ke also told the truth: make farm tools and distribute them to the common people. Yan Fu had read Chen Ke's discussion on money as a "general equivalent." Learning that Chen Ke prepared to build a modern bank to operate the base area economy, he was very enthusiastic. The Manchu Qing's national currency management was dregs; until the Manchu Qing's destruction, there was no sign of modern state banks being built at all. Yan Fu listened with relish. Especially regarding the "fiat money," this currency symbol promoted by the state, as well as the currency issuance, circulation, and withdrawal of modern banks, and how this mode was combined into the current environment of Fengtai County. Yan Fu was extremely interested.

Shen Zengzhi was a great scholar, proficient in Chinese and Western culture, but not proficient in economics and civil administration. Listening to Chen Ke narrate in detail how to effectively improve productivity by introducing scientific production modes, and then through the "fiat money" issued by modern banks, allow common people lacking hard currency to effectively participate in the transaction system. Shen Zengzhi was already very dissatisfied with Chen Ke; the more reasonable Chen Ke spoke, the stronger his aversion and uneasiness became. Later, he finally couldn't help saying a sentence: "Excessive accumulation [extortion]."

Chen Ke was not angry either. He laughed, "Excessive accumulation refers to the currency issued by the bank not being withdrawn. Just extracting the people's materials and labor by issuing currency. But the base area withdraws currency through the government providing various services and goods. The people paid labor, earned currency, and then purchased other services and goods through transactions. Just like iron plows, if the people insist on getting a wooden stick, or simply farming by hand, we don't force the people to buy iron farm tools. But if the people are willing to use iron farm tools, and the price of our farm tools is not expensive, and the people can borrow money to buy if they have no money. How can it be called accumulation? 'The true king enriches the people, the hegemon enriches the soldiers, the barely surviving state enriches the officers, and the perishing state enriches the coffers and fills the treasury.'"

Shen Zengzhi knew that Chen Ke quoted Xunzi at the end. If according to what Chen Ke said earlier, it wasn't unreasonable. But he flatly refused to praise Chen Ke. So he simply remained silent.

Chen Ke's words were actually not meant for Shen Zengzhi. He turned to Yan Fu. "Mr. Yan, we expropriated the landlords' land. Because in this new system, if someone seeks profit by monopolizing land, then it is equivalent to opening a bottomless pit. The share of the common people in this transaction system will become smaller and smaller. In our system, only laborers can earn money and become rich. If one wants to become rich by exploiting others, the new system will absolutely not allow it."

Hearing this, Yan Fu smiled faintly. "Wen Qing, my family also has a few mu of thin fields. But since I studied, I served the country or taught. I lived by my own labor and haven't eaten any land rent. If Wen Qing is worried that I oppose 'land to the tiller,' it is quite unnecessary."

Being said so by Yan Fu, Chen Ke's face blushed slightly. "Mr. Yan, I respect you very much. So I very much hope to get your approval for these implemented systems."

Chen Ke's words were very sincere, and Yan Fu was not really angry. He nodded slightly. "I have seen Wen Qing's talent, and I know Wen Qing's ambition. But I want to ask Wen Qing a sentence: have you ever thought of proclaiming yourself Emperor?"

Today, Chen Ke's purpose was to try to persuade Yan Fu to join the revolution with facts. He never expected Yan Fu to actually throw out such a question as "whether to proclaim yourself Emperor." After listening to Yan Fu's question, Chen Ke was immediately stunned on the spot.
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regarding the question "whether Chen Ke wants to proclaim himself Emperor" raised by Yan Fu, Chen Ke was dumbstruck, and Chen Ke's guard was at a loss. Only Shen Zengzhi understood Yan Fu's meaning. With Yan Fu's intelligence, he couldn't possibly not know that Chen Ke hoped to recruit him, so he asked this question.

Shen Zengzhi had long seen that the relationship between Yan Fu and Chen Ke was by no means a simple "teacher-student" relationship. Although he didn't know what exactly happened between the two, Chen Ke never dared to make requests to Yan Fu directly, while Yan Fu was very interested in what Chen Ke did. That was why Shen Zengzhi reminded Yan Fu from the beginning that he didn't want Yan Fu, a former important minister of the state and now a famous scholar of the state, to defect to Chen Ke.

After today's tour, Shen Zengzhi's mood was far less calm than he appeared. What he saw and heard in Fengtai County made this great Confucian feel a heavy pressure. This newborn force had various deficiencies and absurdities, but it had a disturbing vitality. What was more disturbing was Chen Ke's political views. When Shen Zengzhi heard Chen Ke shamelessly criticizing the inefficiency of Manchu Qing tax collection to Yan Fu, he didn't make a sound, but he was very shocked in his heart.

With Shen Zengzhi's profound learning, he was well-read in history. The initial purpose of a rebel was absolutely not "construction"; the vast majority of rebels acted out of anger at their own unfair treatment. Either persecuted or unrecognized for their talent. In short, the first thing they wanted to do was "destroy." These people, without exception, tried their best to destroy old things. This was the reason Shen Zengzhi opposed Chen Ke. Chen Ke made it clear today that he wanted to destroy the Manchu Qing, destroy the landlords, and destroy the old system.

But Shen Zengzhi did not underestimate Chen Ke. Among rebels, the most dangerous ones were those who were proficient in government affairs at a young age. All such characters recorded in history books had an surprisingly high success rate in rebellion, such as Li Shimin. Of course, such characters who could be written into history books were also very few. Shen Zengzhi really didn't expect that he would actually see such a living example with his own eyes in his lifetime.

regarding the question "whether Chen Ke wants to proclaim himself Emperor" raised by Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi clearly saw the meaning behind it. Yan Fu was not dissatisfied with Chen Ke; if he were dissatisfied, he wouldn't ask such a question at all. What Yan Fu wanted to see now was Chen Ke's capacity [magnanimity/vision]. Capacity is something that cannot be explained clearly. Shen Zengzhi had not learned the "Three Views" theory, so naturally he didn't know the terms of later generations like "Worldview, Values, Outlook on Life." But Shen Zengzhi knew very clearly that if Chen Ke couldn't show a capacity that Yan Fu felt he could follow, people like Yan Fu would absolutely not throw themselves into the movement against the Imperial Court so easily. Chen Ke was only in his twenties; in any case, his social experience would not be richer than the fifty-something Yan Fu. But being able to make Yan Fu ask the question "whether Chen Ke wants to proclaim himself Emperor" already proved that Chen Ke was quite remarkable.

Shen Zengzhi looked at Chen Ke carefully. In the twilight, he saw a stunned expression on Chen Ke's face. It wasn't the surprise of having his mind read, nor the blankness of not knowing how to respond. It seemed that Chen Ke had never considered the question of whether to proclaim himself Emperor. Seeing this expression, Shen Zengzhi felt relieved for the most part. If Chen Ke reasoned again, no matter how reasonable those principles were, Yan Fu would not really throw himself into the revolution led by Chen Ke. There are many people who know principles, but too few who can implement these principles into reality. Thinking of this, Shen Zengzhi watched Chen Ke with bated breath, wanting to know what this young man would say.

Chen Ke's mind was also in chaos at this time. Yan Fu's question really exceeded Chen Ke's imagination. He could vaguely feel what Yan Fu wanted to hear, but he just couldn't find the sentence Yan Fu truly wanted to hear. If he said he wanted to be Emperor, he would just be a madman. If he said he didn't want to be Emperor, he would appear very cowardly. If he stated facts, Yan Fu had followed him to see the base area for a day; he knew what he should know long ago. Reasoning? What reasoning should be discussed?

He couldn't see how to persuade Yan Fu to join the revolution no matter what, but his heart very much hoped that Yan Fu could join the revolutionary team. Chen Ke just felt chaotic. Fortunately, Yan Fu didn't seem to insist on Chen Ke answering immediately. This old handsome guy stood there steadily, looking at Chen Ke calmly.

Since he didn't know what to say, he might as well speak his mind. Chen Ke soon made up his mind. "Mr. Yan, our Fengtai County Base Area has achieved what it has now in just one year. In the future, we will definitely be able to liberate the whole of China. So I very much hope Mr. Yan can stay in Fengtai County and liberate China with us, pulling China back from the edge of this cliff. If we don't act, China will inevitably fall into an era of warlord scuffles. Moreover, with internal chaos and foreigners eyeing covetously from outside, China will fall into the abyss of eternal damnation at that time."

Hearing this, Shen Zengzhi immediately knew it was bad. Although these words couldn't be considered the "best answer," they catered well to Yan Fu's thoughts. If Yan Fu looked for a force to rely on, he would definitely look for a force that could save the country and the people. On the point of saving the country and the people, Shen Zengzhi and Yan Fu were not much different. It was just that Shen Zengzhi was more loyal to the Manchu Qing and unwilling to bear the name of a traitor. But Shen Zengzhi knew that Yan Fu placed China's interests above the Manchu Qing's interests. If Yan Fu believed Chen Ke could save China, then Yan Fu wouldn't care about betraying the Manchu Qing.

Chen Ke completely didn't know Shen Zengzhi's thoughts. He continued: "As for proclaiming Emperor, imperial rule considers one's own descendants and those meritorious ministers and generals. To put it bluntly, it is for one's own selfish interests, for the selfish interests of a small group. Our People's Party focuses on people's revolution and people's interests. I never thought about becoming Emperor at all, and our comrades will absolutely not become any princes, marquises, or generals after the success of the revolution, sitting on the people's heads and domineering. After the success of our revolution, the Chinese people will be the masters of the country, and the interests of the Chinese people are supreme. Our People's Party is to serve the people. We are the public servants of the people, not the masters [Lao Ye] of the people."

When Chen Ke spoke, it wasn't so resonant. He hesitated slightly, but without any doubt, which also conformed to the respectful attitude of a junior to a senior. Yan Fu listened quietly and did not express his attitude. Seeing the actual situation of Fengtai County today, the old handsome guy Yan Fu didn't have boiling blood, nor was he moved beyond description. The People's Party revolutionized to the point of political system revolution; even Yan Fu felt it was a bit radical. The reason he asked this was purely out of curiosity: what exactly was the ultimate goal of this person Chen Ke's revolution?

If Chen Ke engaged in an election system, it meant Chen Ke himself could hardly become Emperor. Yan Fu really wanted to see what kind of thoughts this young man full of talk about people's revolution had. Hearing Chen Ke state his "ideal," Yan Fu was very dissatisfied in his heart. He felt Chen Ke was young after all; "people as masters of their own house" sounded very bewitching, but in Yan Fu's eyes, this thing was full of holes. So Yan Fu remained silent. seeing Yan Fu like this, Shen Zengzhi also breathed a sigh of relief.

Seeing the expressions of these two people, Chen Ke also knew Yan Fu was not moved by him. Since the talk didn't work out, Chen Ke let go of all illusions. He felt he had to speak some heartfelt words. This wasn't for Yan Fu; even if it was for himself, Chen Ke felt it necessary to say some heartfelt words.

"Mr. Yan, forgive my bluntness. You and people like Mr. Shen have high learning and broad knowledge. But you inevitably have the fatal problem of literati. You are just engaging in 'pure talk' [empty talk]. When talking about principles, you have sets of them; criticizing problems, you can also hit the surface. But what use is this? The revolution my comrades and I are carrying out in Fengtai County looks full of flaws and very imperfect. But we worked with all our might. Mr. Shen said the common people think the Manchu Qing is the Imperial Court; correct. But as long as we don't let a single soldier of the Manchu Qing step into the base area, the common people still follow us. If Mr. Shen runs among the common people now shouting that the People's Party wants to rebel, and we catch Mr. Shen and tear him into eight pieces, will there be a single common person willing to lift a finger to save Mr. Shen? This is the struggle between revolution and counter-revolution. This is reality."

These words were already quite vicious. Shen Zengzhi snorted coldly after hearing them. If Chen Ke really killed him, Shen Zengzhi would feel relieved instead.

Chen Ke also sneered. "Mr. Shen, you are not afraid of death; everyone dies. But Mr. Shen, when the Ming Dynasty fell, the Manchu Qing were barbarians. But those who want to overthrow the Manchu Qing now are all patriots. None of these people are barbarians. You are loyal to the Manchu Qing; how will history books write about you in the future? A running dog loyal to the Manchu Qing, hindering the Chinese revolution? The Manchu Qing will inevitably perish in the face of the people's revolution; is your eternal fame, Mr. Shen, to be a stone in the latrine, smelly and hard? If Mr. Shen doesn't care about this, I don't care about fulfilling your wish, Mr. Shen."

"Wen Qing, don't act on impulse." Hearing Chen Ke speak so impolitely, Yan Fu couldn't help advising.

"Mr. Yan, I originally thought learned people like Mr. Shen would prioritize China's interests like you. But looking at it now, people like Mr. Shen are not like this at all. Mr. Yan, I truly and sincerely hope you can join the revolution, because the people's revolution will inevitably win. Do you have so little confidence in the people? Are you unwilling to contribute your knowledge? I know, you feel your learning was acquired in schools paid for by the Manchu Qing, but regarding the money for running these schools, and the tens of millions of taels of silver for establishing the Beiyang Navy, which coin didn't come from the common people? Which coin wasn't the hard-earned money of the people breaking their backs? Could that old witch Cixi give birth to a coin from her crotch? Can those princes and ministers in Beijing shit gold and piss silver? Don't they rely on squandering the people's blood and sweat to domineer? The Beiyang Navy spent countless blood and sweat of the common people, and the Beiyang Navy has already let the common people down once. Now I ask you to dedicate yourself once for these visible and tangible common people. Let the blood and sweat of these tens of thousands of common people in Fengtai County not be wasted again. I invite you to join our people's revolution. Mr. Yan, is it so difficult to ask you to contribute strength to the people's revolution?"

Hearing this passage, Yan Fu was finally moved. Chen Ke was not narrating his own or the Revolutionary Party's concepts. Chen Ke was pointing out a fact. Everything the Manchu Qing took out was taken from the common people. And Yan Fu himself had let the common people down once. Every time he thought of the failure of the Beiyang Navy, Yan Fu felt a heart-rending regret. And Chen Ke tore this wound open again mercilessly, and pointed out Yan Fu's failure from the perspective of the Chinese common people. This pain was even more unbearable for Yan Fu than the failure back then.

Seeing Yan Fu's painful expression, Shen Zengzhi knew Yan Fu could no longer have a reason to refuse Chen Ke. He couldn't help shouting: "Chen Ke, Mr. Yan is your mentor; your words are too unruly!"

Chen Ke turned to Shen Zengzhi. At this time, his face was full of anger, without a shred of pity or sympathy. "Mr. Shen, you are a great Confucian of the current age. Your learning is extremely high. Let me ask you: you have been eating and drinking the people's fat and marrow these years; what exactly have you done for the common people? Can that set of things you talk nonsense about all day resist enemy countries externally, or allow the common people to live and work in peace and contentment? When a disaster year comes, when you officials should come out to relieve the common people, you led a group of officials to hide in Shouzhou City, carefree and at ease. I want to ask you, do you want to be worthy of the people's fat and marrow you ate and drank over the years? Do you want to serve the people, or do you insist on standing on the opposite side of the people's revolution? If you firmly refuse to seek welfare for the common people, refuse to create a tomorrow for the common people, and insist on being loyal to the Manchu Qing. No problem, I can tell you clearly right now: if you drink poison, I'll give you the bottle; if you hang yourself, I'll give you the rope."

Shen Zengzhi had never been scolded like this, nor had his personality been trampled underfoot like this. And it was trampled in such an impolite and merciless way. The old man's greying beard began to tremble violently. And his body shook even more severely.

But Chen Ke had no thought of letting Shen Zengzhi go now. A fierce emotion filled his chest, even exceeding Chen Ke's own imagination. When facing comrades, Chen Ke at least felt these people had a common ideal of saving the country. But facing Manchu Qing officials like Shen Zengzhi, these enemies, Chen Ke suddenly discovered that he had such overflowing hatred. Even more intense words couldn't help blurring out.

"In which year of tax collection did the Manchu Qing not drive people to death? Don't think that just because you didn't personally drive people to death, you are innocent. You eat the Manchu Qing's salary; you eat not only the people's blood and sweat, but also the people's lives. When eating people, you all pretend to be innocent, pretend not to see. But encountering the revolution we promote to liberate the people, you suddenly remember loyalty, filial piety, and etiquette. The Manchu Qing system is a man-eating system, and you are all accomplices. Wanting to eat people yourselves, yet afraid of being eaten by others, you all look at each other with extremely suspicious eyes. Getting rid of this thought, seeking welfare for the people, creating a tomorrow—how comfortable it is to work, walk, eat, and sleep with peace of mind. This is just a threshold, a pass. Yet you fathers, sons, brothers, husbands, wives, friends, teachers, students, enemies, and strangers all form a gang, encouraging each other and holding each other back, refusing to cross this step even in death. Not only do you refuse to cross this step, but you also firmly forbid others to walk this way."

Chen Ke became more and more angry as he spoke, his voice almost roaring: "Mr. Shen, I tell you, you can change, start changing from your true heart! You must know that in the future, people who eat people will not be allowed to live in the world. If you don't change, you will be eaten up yourselves. No matter how many people like you there are, you will be wiped out clean by the people's revolution, just like hunters killing off wolves! Just like bugs!"
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Outside the window was pitch black, yet a bluish-white light reflected on the window paper, making it impossible for Shen Zengzhi to distinguish whether it was day or night outside. Yan Fu on the opposite bunk had stopped turning over, and his breathing gradually calmed down. The bunk in the prison was not much different from the bunk in the Insurance Corps barracks. If anything, the prison was not very ventilated and was even warmer. The bedsheet on his body was very thin and couldn't block the cold air at all. Shen Zengzhi envied Yan Fu quite a bit; on such a chilling night, Yan Fu could still sleep.

The events of the day put heavy pressure on Shen Zengzhi. There was actually no resentment or unwillingness in his heart. Chen Ke's revolutionary principles failed to convince Shen Zengzhi, but Shen Zengzhi was completely overwhelmed by Chen Ke's firm attitude. Although Confucianism talks about Benevolence, Confucianism absolutely does not believe in nor advocate the power of the people. Chen Ke's monster-like existence puzzled Shen Zengzhi very much. A person who firmly believes that uneducated common people possess supreme power is a genuine madman in the eyes of Confucians. Recalling everything during the day, Shen Zengzhi understood very well that this madman Chen Ke had real stuff. But a madman is a madman; "The people may be made to follow a path of action, but they may not be made to understand it." Shen Zengzhi firmly believed that once the people possessed power, they wouldn't do anything other than make trouble.

The night grew deeper and the chill heavier. Shen Zengzhi wrapped the bedsheet tighter around himself. According to Chen Ke, the treatment in the People's Party was all like this; cadres had no privileges either. Whatever ordinary officers and soldiers used, People's Party cadres used. No wonder the People's Party was so anxious to build houses; without houses, this winter really couldn't be passed.

Shen Zengzhi didn't understand why exactly Yan Fu wanted to join the People's Party. To atone for sins? Or for ambition? In short, after Chen Ke bitterly scolded Shen Zengzhi, Yan Fu unexpectedly expressed willingness to join the revolution. Shen Zengzhi knew Yan Fu was not a person easily persuaded; since he made up his mind, it was impossible to change. But Chen Ke could actually persuade Yan Fu; this was really puzzling. What exactly was Yan Fu after?

Perhaps his body gradually adapted to the cold, or perhaps tiredness could not be resisted. Thinking and thinking, Shen Zengzhi fell asleep.

When the bugle sounded, Shen Zengzhi was not woken up. What woke him up was the rumbling sound of footsteps, the sound of hundreds and thousands of people stepping together. Opening his eyes, Shen Zengzhi felt his body had no feeling, like a piece of wood. He turned his stiff neck and saw Yan Fu had already got up.

"Where is Brother Yan preparing to go?" Shen Zengzhi asked with effort.

"Going out for a run." Yan Fu didn't hesitate at all. Morning exercise was a long-standing habit of Yan Fu. Since leaving the army, Yan Fu hadn't experienced this feeling for a long time. "Brother Shen, you rest a while longer." After speaking, Yan Fu covered Shen Zengzhi with his own bedsheet. The heat remaining on the bedsheet was transferred to Shen Zengzhi, and he immediately felt much warmer.

As soon as he went out, Yan Fu heard shouting. That was the shouting of various units calling their own soldiers. For Yan Fu, an old soldier who had engaged in military construction and military education for more than twenty years, the camp of the People's Party was so familiar and so cordial. Without even using his eyes, Yan Fu could know which troops were old troops and which were new troops just by listening to the sound. Yan Fu was very clear about Chen Ke's old foundation in the Shanghai era. Chen Ke had only those few dozen not-so-loyal followers back then. Now there were thousands of people in the camp. Regardless of the length of time the troops were formed, discipline from top to bottom had been established. Yan Fu's gaze finally fell on a place. Sure enough, as he thought, in front of that most well-trained and elite team, Yan Fu saw Chen Ke's tall figure. Yan Fu walked over quickly. "Wen Qing, which team do you want me to join?"

"Mr. Yan, from now on we address each other as comrades. This is our rule." Chen Ke said seriously. "There is no high or low in the revolutionary ranks; once joined the revolution, everyone is a comrade. Everyone's dignity must be equal."

Although not very used to Chen Ke's way of speaking, Yan Fu was not a pretentious person either. He nodded. "Then how should I address Wen Qing?"

"Everyone usually calls me by my job title, Chairman Chen."

"This title has a very ancient flavor." Yan Fu praised.

"I plan to appoint you as the leader of the Special Action Group. We will attack Anqing within a month or two, so I hope you can transport that batch of iron to our controlled area within a month. Don't run today; I'll take you to see the commander of the Water Detachment right away. He will be responsible for leading the fleet to Hanyang. The sooner this matter is done, the better."

The high efficiency of the People's Party exceeded Yan Fu's imagination. There were no polite formulas, and the chief officer didn't try to take on everything. After introducing Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, and Li Zhao, the political commissar, Chen Ke left. The persons in charge gathered for a meeting. Zhang Yu stated clearly that he would lead the team personally. Yan Fu was very satisfied with this. This highly responsible mode was in the same vein as the naval mode Yan Fu was accustomed to. After the discussion ended, Zhang Yu took Yan Fu to see the fleet. The clean decks that had been scrubbed repeatedly reminded Yan Fu of the habits of the Beiyang Navy again.

The troops didn't set out immediately after reaching a preliminary plan; the Staff Department was responsible for formulating the sailing plan. Route and time planning were big matters. Such staff work was Yan Fu's forte; juniors like Zhang Yu could only be sincerely convinced in front of the old senior.

While Yan Fu led the "inland river fleet" to engage in work, Chen Ke couldn't be idle either. He convened a meeting of comrades from the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court departments. "I want to formulate the 'Civil Law' and 'Marriage Law'." Chen Ke issued the order directly.

Xu Dian immediately became happy as if he had taken a stimulant. Other comrades lacked basic judicial concepts and were completely confused about this task proposed by Chen Ke.

"Since we want to distribute land, we must have a charter. Everyone learned the part about small peasant economy in the Party School, right? I won't talk about the long-term significance of formulating laws. Now one of the main tasks of these two laws is to go all out to disintegrate the small peasant economy. The foundation of the small peasant economy is the family, and the family is the basic social unit combined by marriage. Who do you think are our enemies and who are our friends in this aspect?"

Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court were actually still one family now, or rather the police system. Everyone didn't understand such a profound revolutionary question very well. "Chairman Chen, just say it straight," Lin Shenhe asked.

"Our enemy is the clan. The feudal clan has great influence on family members; clan elders can even directly sentence family members to death. what do these clan elders rely on? They rely on influence over land and justice. Since we want to eliminate the small peasant economy and bring the people under the control of the government, we must completely eliminate the influence of clan forces on the common people."

The comrades of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court still didn't understand what exactly Chen Ke was talking about. The only thing everyone truly understood was that the People's Party must directly control the people's lives. Dai Enze learned a term at the last meeting; he couldn't help asking: "Is it still mobilizing the people to struggle against the people?"

*Pfft*, Xu Dian couldn't help laughing out loud. This laughter was full of agreement.

Seeing Chen Ke didn't mean to criticize this statement, Lin Shenhe asked: "How to struggle?"

"Give benefits to those who are most oppressed and at the bottom. In order to protect such benefits, the people can follow us." Chen Ke pointed out, "We want revolution, and what revolution pursues is universal equal benefits. We must grasp this point."

The three heads of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court—a law student, a former patrolman cadre, and a former ordinary citizen—lowered their heads and pondered for a while, but couldn't grasp the main point. Hearing Chen Ke's meaning, he wanted to create something shocking to the world but reasonable. But how to satisfy these two points at the same time? The heads of the three violent organs were very puzzled. However, two of the three were old party members; they knew the rules of the People's Party. Chen Ke allowed you to talk nonsense after thinking seriously, but Chen Ke didn't allow you not to think. The cadres in the People's Party were all capable of doing things; those comrades who drifted along were all doing dead-end jobs at the most grassroots level. Anyway, everyone was used to Chen Ke making the final decision; even if they said it wrong, no one would settle accounts later. So Xu Dian proposed his idea first: "Through marriage certification? Anyone we don't approve of can't get married?"

"This definitely won't work; the common people will absolutely not agree to doing this." Dai Enze immediately negated this attitude. "However, for soldiers in the army getting married, we can require our approval. And anyway, soldiers must back up their own people."

"Use the method of inheritance rights?" Lin Shenhe was a former patrolman cadre after all, and had some understanding of foreign laws. "If the state doesn't recognize it, they can't get inheritance rights?"

It seemed this was the limit of the comrades; Chen Ke was certain. He didn't want to waste time either, so he revealed his thoughts directly. "I want to confirm that this land distribution targets individuals, not families. Women and men have the same standard. Men can be distributed three mu of land, and women are also to be distributed three mu of land. Calculated by head, not by family. Moreover, when a woman marries, these three mu of land must go with her as dowry."

The three heads of the judicial sector really didn't expect Chen Ke to come up with such a method. Dai Enze looked completely shocked; the low status of women in the countryside was really at the very bottom. Even Dai Enze didn't think there was anything reasonable about distributing land like this. Thinking that the land distributed to his daughter would be dowry for someone else's son in the future, he immediately felt a burst of resistance in his heart.

Lin Shenhe had contact with foreign justice; although he felt puzzled, the degree of shock was far less intense than Dai Enze. But Lin Shenhe didn't feel deeply about the people's revolution and was very puzzled about the inherent meaning of Chen Ke's plan.

Xu Dian was from a law background after all. A moment later, he shouted loudly: "Wonderful!"



★


New Beginning 2

Volume 3 - Chapter 97

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 97: New Beginning (2)

The meaning contained in some things is often not realized when they happen, but some people can feel it unexpectedly. After Chen Ke temporarily entrusted the judicial work of the base area to the three giants of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court, Dai Enze upheld the basic principle of "listening to the Party." Xu Dian's mind was full of the fact that he would become the formulator of the first law in the base area, and he couldn't care about anything else at all. Only Lin Shenhe had an objective stance; he had neither pure loyalty nor a strong sense of mission to establish merits and careers. So Lin Shenhe was quite curious about the political direction of "disintegrating the small peasant economy" proposed by Chen Ke.

As a figure trained in the police force of the International Settlement, Lin Shenhe understood one thing very well: the best solution when you don't understand is to ask someone who knows the trade. And in the base area, it was generally recognized that He Zudao was the person who best understood Chen Ke's ideas. So Lin Shenhe took a gift and went to visit He Zudao.

The gift was simple; Lin Shenhe took a cowhide belt. In these years, cowhide belts were still rare goods. When Lin Shenhe escaped from Shanghai, he brought quite a few, more than a dozen; this was the first time he took one out to communicate feelings. seeing the belt, He Zudao refused the gift, which surprised Lin Shenhe a bit. But Lin Shenhe observed that Chen Ke himself didn't dress differently from other soldiers; for He Zudao to catch Chen Ke's eye, refusing a gift was not too shocking to the world.

There is no need for people to pay attention to meaningless face; Lin Shenhe always thought so. Giving gifts is to satisfy other people's face; if the gift giver himself is also a person who cares about face, that would be too silly. So Lin Shenhe didn't feel ashamed at all; he frankly mentioned the purpose of his visit. What exactly does "destroying the small peasant economy" mean?

"The disadvantage of the small peasant economy is that it rarely participates in trade. After destroying the small peasant economy, the people have to throw themselves into the system of selling labor power; only then can productive forces be developed to the maximum extent." He Zudao gave his own explanation.

"Commissar He, let me think." Lin Shenhe was made both understanding and confused by these words. This sentence proposed a brand-new line of thought; with Lin Shenhe's political concepts, it was impossible to understand it thoroughly. But the business of foreigners gave Lin Shenhe many hints. Could it be that Chen Ke meant to strip the people clean first, and then give them job opportunities?

But in that case, there would be no need for Chen Ke to distribute land to the people, especially to distribute land to women. This would cause a lot of trouble.

Thinking of this, Lin Shenhe continued to ask: "Commissar He, I want to ask, someone said mobilizing the people to struggle against the people; what does this mean?"

"That was a joke." He Zudao laughed, "The original intention is to say that to solve some problems of the people, we cannot blindly rely on the higher-ups to forcibly promote some policies; we need to let the people choose their stance themselves. A policy is destined to support the interests of some people and damage the interests of some people. If you enforce it forcibly, it will make the common people feel that the People's Party acts excessively. Therefore, we must find the key to the contradiction to be solved, and guide those common people oppressed by the old system to fight for their own interests. And at this time, this part of the common people must unconditionally support the People's Party that formulated this policy. We can get the support of the people on this matter."

As soon as these words were said, Lin Shenhe suddenly realized. No wonder Chen Ke wanted to give women equal rights to distribute land and also formulate the Marriage Law. In these years, only the People's Party publicly claimed to protect women's interests. Once women were treated unfairly, someone would definitely swallow their anger. But those women who were unwilling to swallow their anger could only find the People's Party as a backer. Contradictions based on economic interests have always been the deepest; they will absolutely not terminate until one side completely submits. Through land distribution and the "Marriage Law," the People's Party will truly strike and disintegrate the clan. Chen Ke's determination seems to be unusually great.

"But if the common people are very dissatisfied with us because of this, what should we do?" Although knowing the principle that the situation is stronger than people, Lin Shenhe felt it was better to be careful. In case Chen Ke wanted to learn from Cao Cao "borrowing a head" [to appease the army], then he might very likely become a victim.

He Zudao was not clear about Lin Shenhe's profound self-protection mentality. He laughed: "This kind of dissatisfaction is bound to happen. But this kind of thing can just be used as the beginning of changing customs and habits. Women must be liberated. This land is distributed under our auspices; this matter must be explained clearly from the beginning. If someone wants to take their daughter's land for themselves, our People's Party absolutely does not support it. Moreover, to what extent must a man be useless to covet his own daughter's land?"

Seeing He Zudao speak so firmly, Lin Shenhe also felt embarrassed to pour cold water. He could only laugh secretly in his heart at He Zudao's childishness; actually, the people who want to deprive daughters of land are not necessarily fathers.

Some things stop at a hint; Lin Shenhe couldn't really ask He Zudao to give him advice either. When the conversation reached here, he got up to leave. Walking slowly, Lin Shenhe's brain began to operate on what he should do. Xu Dian would definitely not let go of the work of writing laws, and Lin Shenhe absolutely couldn't do such a job. Political work was also not within his authority. It seemed he had no place to display his abilities in this matter?

Thinking of this, Lin Shenhe did not feel relaxed. There are some things, if you wait for others to tell you before doing them, then you can never get the appreciation of the higher-ups. Today's conversation with He Zudao, in Lin Shenhe's view, He Zudao could become "the comrade who understands Chen Ke best" because He Zudao could thoroughly understand the core concepts of Chen Ke's policies. What exactly Chen Ke wanted to achieve through this policy.

Now Lin Shenhe seemed to have nothing to do, and in fact, there was really nothing for him to do now. What he had to achieve now was not to fight for anything, but to learn well from the other two old comrades. On the one hand, investigate and research the thoughts of comrades within the police system, and on the other hand, wait for his own opportunity.

The draft of the "Marriage Law" that Xu Dian stayed up for two nights to write was changed beyond recognition by Chen Ke, and then sent back to Xu Dian, requiring him to revise it again. Chen Ke's original words were simple: "The foundation of the 'Marriage Law' is first of all equality between men and women. Since it is equality, you should neither favor the interests of men nor favor the interests of women. Nor emphasize the dominant role of the government in marriage affairs. Legal theory, legal intent, legal degree. The legal theory among these three, that is, the theoretical basis of legislation, does not need to be stated directly. Interpreting the law is the work of the People's Congress. Not the work of your judicial department."

regarding this, Xu Dian's face was very ugly. This law major university student basically treated this law as a golden rule created and guided by himself in his heart. Being explained by Chen Ke like this, and carefully reading Chen Ke's revision instructions, Xu Dian truly understood one thing: what exactly Chen Ke meant by "stressing politics" before.

In the revised manuscript, there were perfections that should have made the law believer Xu Dian feel excited. The legal basis of marriage, the responsibilities and obligations of marriage, the method of terminating marriage. Special regulations for special marriages, such as military marriages. Chen Ke had not received professional legal training and could not write those impeccable clauses, but as a revolutionary, Chen Ke described the matter of marriage from beginning to end. And it was in a way with politics as the key link.

This marriage law emphasized nothing more than two things: equality between men and women, and the state protecting legal marriage. Although such a law was not unreasonable, Xu Dian felt something was wrong no matter what. In his view, the law should serve the ruling class. Not a means used to provoke political struggle. If so, where is the dignity of the law?

The second revision could be said to be quite successful; Chen Ke's guidance was not unreasonable. Even if Xu Dian had opinions, he couldn't deny this fact. After Chen Ke expressed approval and said this legal manuscript would be discussed at the party meeting that night, Xu Dian expressed his attitude somewhat hesitantly: "Chairman Chen, I hope the base area can carry out political movements first, and then formulate relevant laws."

"Why?" Chen Ke didn't quite understand Xu Dian's idea.

Xu Dian answered Chen Ke's question firmly: "Law is a criterion, not a tool for struggle. If we treat the implementation of law as political work to grasp, this law becomes a political document. This is completely not the original meaning of law."

"Comrade Xu Dian, law serves the ruling class. Law is originally a part of politics; your kind of law that transcends politics simply won't work. Politics determines the system, and the system needs laws to define standards. In the final analysis, laws serve politics."

"Then what if politics wants to interfere with the law?" Xu Dian still didn't think it through.

"Give an example." Chen Ke didn't quite understand what exactly Xu Dian insisted on.

"If someone commits a crime, then who judges this person?" Xu Dian asked.

"The court."

"If the Party demands to let this person go?" Xu Dian continued to press.

Looking at Xu Dian's expectant expression, Chen Ke was suddenly somewhat moved. If a person has their own firm belief and spares no effort to promote the practice of this belief, many times it gives people a kind of moving feeling. Chen Ke felt as if he had returned to the days of flaming on forums in the past, when everyone called Buddhist CEO Shi Yongxin a "Buddha Thief," while calling ascetic monks who stuck to Buddhist traditions "cultists."

Politics must lead everything and manipulate everything. This is Chen Ke's philosophy. But he couldn't say the words that law must yield to politics no matter what. If someone violated non-political laws such as "Criminal Law," "Civil Law," "Marriage Law," no matter who it was, Chen Ke could guarantee that the Party would absolutely not let such a person go. However, Chen Ke absolutely could not say that law transcended political control and became an independent pole.

A simple young man like Xu Dian couldn't understand now, or rather Xu Dian firmly believed that law was an absolute existence. And must be an absolute existence. Leaving aside whether Xu Dian would become the kind of person who relied on justice to influence politics in the future. But Chen Ke would absolutely not allow any system to override politics. Politics itself should be absolute; it is the root of all social systems. Law might be compromised, but politics absolutely not.

Thinking over and over again, Chen Ke finally spoke. "Comrade Xu Dian, I want to ask you, are you first a People's Party member, or first a legal worker?"

"This..." Xu Dian couldn't answer for a moment. Or rather, he himself couldn't understand what Chen Ke wanted to say.

"The program of the people's revolution is that there must be laws to abide by, laws must be observed, enforcement must be strict, and violations must be investigated. But, this is the legal concept of the people's revolution. Not that the law requires the people's revolution to do so."

Xu Dian was almost enraged by Chen Ke's words. Despite facing Chen Ke, who was almost a supreme existence in the base area, Xu Dian still couldn't be persuaded by this idea. "Chairman Chen, this is wrong. Law is a criterion, a moral program, a moral bottom line. Law cannot succumb to other influences."

"Then Comrade Xu Dian, I must also tell you a fact. Before law appeared, politics already existed. It was politics that needed law, so law was created. It was not law that created politics. Your wrong understanding is just like an egg taking it for granted that it is qualified to gossip about the hen that laid the egg. This idea of yours is wrong; you must correct it."

No one heard what else Xu Dian said. The result everyone knew was this: "Comrade Xu Dian is temporarily suspended from judicial work."
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Chapter 98: New Beginning (3)

The news that Xu Dian was suspended from judicial work spread through the upper echelons of the base area like flying; suspension represented extremely severe criticism and negation. This was the first time Chen Ke had publicly expressed such a severe attitude towards a party member. Although Xu Dian himself was still the Director of the Discipline Inspection Commission and an important cadre monitoring internal party discipline, still holding great power, the comrades looked at Xu Dian with quite different eyes.

The draft of the "Marriage Law" was brought to the Party Committee for discussion and was passed very quickly. Other comrades didn't have Xu Dian's attitude of regarding the law as supreme. Instead, Chen Ke emphasized at the meeting: "Since this law has been passed, all marriage issues within the base area in the future must be executed according to the 'Marriage Law.' Moreover, we must also start preparing for the work of legal interpretation. regarding doubts about the law within the base area, we must provide an explanation. Law is the realistic regulation of political concepts. Everyone must position their political stance correctly."

"Chairman Chen, according to the principle of equality between men and women and state protection of the personal rights and interests of the common people introduced earlier, should our work be more proactive?" The speaker was Ren Qiying. Many female members of the People's Party attended this Party Committee meeting. Ren Qiying knew very well the significance of Chen Ke's doing this; she took the lead in expressing a positive attitude.

Male party members were somewhat dismissive of this new comrade's positive statement. To tell the truth, although the attitude towards women in the People's Party was already the most equal in China, letting men really think that women were equal existences was just the beginning.

"Our purpose is to protect everyone's legitimate interests, not to stir up contradictions. Everyone can imagine that once this law starts to be propagated, there will definitely be many people who disapprove or even make strange remarks. Everyone shouldn't fight over high or low status. Nor engage in any struggle of will. What is the reason why I want women to share the same means of production? Who can talk about their thoughts?"

The men all fell silent. Comrades who didn't understand Chen Ke's meaning didn't know what to say. Comrades who roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning refused to speak. You Gou was a senior member of the People's Party and also a woman. It could be said that the People's Party comrades didn't dare to underestimate women too much, and You Gou contributed greatly. Her work achievements and the first-class work attitude shown in the harsh working environment of the cement factory made men have to be convinced.

Seeing no man willing to speak, while female party members each had their own concerns, You Gou stood up to speak: "Distributing the same means of production to women is just to show one thing: women can also support themselves through labor. I don't think women can occupy an advantage in physical strength, just as I don't think men are better than women in ordinary sewing. But as laborers, men and women are equal."

"Then why not use other ways to express this equality? For example, equal pay for equal work." Yuwen Badu asked. His words immediately received approving glances from many people. Seeing the approval of so many men, and the gazes of women that were by no means approving, Yuwen Badu was a bit timid. He was not afraid of women, but afraid of You Gou who also held the position of Secretary. And Chen Ke who proposed the concept of equality between men and women.

Yan Fu watched with interest as the party members debated; he had now joined the Party on the firing line. Although only a probationary member, Yan Fu had quite a status in the hearts of many People's Party members, and Chen Ke had already stated that he planned to let Yan Fu serve as the Minister of Education of the base area after completing the iron purchasing work. No one made irresponsible remarks about his attendance at this meeting. Yan Fu liked the meeting mode of the People's Party very much. Chen Ke, in the highest position of the organization, led everyone with theoretical and practical abilities exceeding everyone else; the Party emphasized practice and despised empty talk. It completely conformed to the organizational mode of the Legalists that Yan Fu longed for. And comrades could speak their minds freely without playing dirty tricks. Clarifying things directly on the table made Yan Fu feel especially satisfied.

Sitting side by side with Yan Fu was Chen Tianhua. These two knew each other's reputation and had read each other's books. Their stances on the matter of equality between men and women were very close.

Hearing Yuwen Badu say this, a trace of disdain appeared on the faces of both Yan Fu and Chen Tianhua.

"To right a wrong, one must exceed the proper limits. Although distributing land equally looks unreasonable, this is a matter of attitude." Chen Tianhua couldn't help speaking.

"That means it's still unfair. Since we want to interpret the law, we can't use this as a reason." Lu Huitian stood up to oppose. As the actual number one in civil affairs work, Lu Huitian was quite dissatisfied with Chen Ke's radical approach. "Distributing land to those girls who are still studying—this land is still farmed by their families. Rather than making those parents who don't like equality between men and women very dissatisfied in their hearts, why not wait until conditions change in the future to talk about it?"

Chen Tianhua retorted unceremoniously: "Talking about it later means admitting inequality between men and women now. We admit inequality between men and women now, and then change to equality between men and women later; does this mean our People's Party changes orders in the morning and alters them in the evening?"

The eyes of female party members looking at Chen Tianhua immediately became warm. This was the first male party member besides Chen Ke who truly stood up to express absolute support for "equality between men and women." In the past, the one who supported equality between men and women most was He Zudao, but He Zudao had difficulty understanding women's thoughts, and his image in women's minds was actually not that positive. In the base area, everyone didn't say it with their mouths, but knew in their hearts that He Zudao admired You Gou very much. In the minds of women, because He Zudao lacked "manliness," he was treated as a "little brother." He lost a lot of points. And Chen Tianhua, as a famous revolutionary, supporting equality between men and women so firmly, became an absolutely positive character.

"Although the theory is very good, there will definitely be many problems in actual implementation. If we do this, not only will men not be sincerely convinced, but women might not necessarily appreciate it." Lu Huitian had been engaged in practical work these days, and he was very worried about the execution of this concept.

You Gou counterattacked immediately: "Labor is most glorious! The foundation of equality between men and women is that labor is most glorious! Lazy people are not distinguished by gender. If lazy women are used as an excuse to attack equality between men and women, that is deliberately distorting facts; that is sophistry. If lazy women are used as an excuse that men and women shouldn't be equal, then does the existence of lazy men mean men and women shouldn't be equal even more?"

These words coming from the mouth of the hardworking You Gou carried extra weight. Quite a few comrades who actually didn't support equality between men and women in their hearts immediately dared not make a sound. You Gou's status and prestige were earned by her work; no one in the base area dared to question You Gou's work. Lu Huitian dared not either.

Xu Dian listened silently to everyone's debate, with mixed feelings in his heart. The supervision department was originally an offending position, and everyone's personal friendship with Xu Dian wasn't great. Moreover, after Chen Ke punished Xu Dian, no one dared to stand up for Xu Dian. Except for Hua Xiongmao who personally ran to ask the reason, no one else even came to ask Xu Dian. This feeling of isolation and helplessness was terrible; although Xu Dian was in a venue full of people, he felt completely isolated.

But listening carefully to everyone's discussion, Xu Dian had some new discoveries. Xu Dian knew Chen Ke was right; the execution of any law requires much cooperation. On this point, Xu Dian did not think the judicial system should override other organizations. Just like the political concept of equality between men and women, every department would encounter problems when executing it. Xu Dian also knew that law was not omnipotent. What Xu Dian couldn't accept was actually only one thing: law cannot become the final fig leaf. In fact, whether in the Manchu Qing or in Japan, law was the final fig leaf. On ordinary days, the law was also maintaining the basic order functions of society, looking majestic. But once power intervened, the law immediately became a tool manipulated by others.

Xu Dian's professors at the Law Department of Tokyo University were very dissatisfied with this; they believed the law should not be allowed to be defiled like this. And the Meiji Restoration in Japan simply did not establish the concept of a society ruled by law. Before the law, everyone was by no means equal. Xu Dian followed Chen Ke to Anhui for the revolution instead of staying in Beijing to find a job because the people's revolution described by Chen Ke gave Xu Dian a feeling that a true society ruled by law would inevitably be built. Since the people are masters of their own house, then obeying the law should be the people's obligation. But Chen Ke disappointed Xu Dian; even a revolutionary like Chen Ke did not agree with the inviolable sanctity of the law.

This is not to say that Xu Dian himself was a young lad who didn't understand the ways of the world at all. Even in the law major, no matter what everyone said with their mouths, they knew in their hearts that the law was not omnipotent. Take a simple example: "In civil law, if people don't sue, officials don't investigate." That is to say, if no one reports to the officials, inequality or even illegal acts can continue to exist. Just like in the Marriage Law, regarding the land separating from the parents' family after a woman marries and automatically transferring to the newly formed family with the married woman, if someone plays tricks privately, as long as no one reports to the officials, such things can exist.

Xu Dian didn't think the law could be perfect. He was dissatisfied with only one point: Chen Ke couldn't accept that the law was not affected by other things; Chen Ke didn't think the law shouldn't be controlled by politics. If Chen Ke were in power, Xu Dian still had confidence in Chen Ke. He didn't believe Chen Ke would achieve personal goals by manipulating the law. But the rule of man has no future; without establishing a system where the law will not be manipulated and distorted, what to do after Chen Ke dies?

Just as Xu Dian was thinking left and right, the debate on the issue of equality between men and women had reached the end. After You Gou proposed the political concept of "Labor is most glorious," no other comrades were willing to come out to oppose. The draft of the "Marriage Law" was subsequently passed. Seeing this result, Xu Dian secretly breathed a sigh of relief; at least the discussions so far were within the range he could accept. Chen Ke stuck to the stance and attitude that Xu Dian had always admired. Although it was the same Chen Ke who unceremoniously suspended Xu Dian's judicial work.

The next topic of the meeting had nothing to do with law. The base area had made a decision: as long as Yan Fu and the others brought the iron back this time, the troops would expand the military operations of the liberation war. In fact, when the base area breached forts, there were also fish that slipped through the net in several places. The expansion of the revolutionary war was already unavoidable.

Hearing about fighting, the young people became enthusiastic. So far, the troops had always been invincible, overwhelming all enemies with absolute superiority. Such a status quo made the comrades believe that the enemy was nothing big.

But the premise of this large-scale military operation was to transport the iron back. This matter had to rely entirely on Yan Fu's connections. Many comrades were not unfamiliar with Yan Fu; comrades were very happy that this highly respected scholar joined the People's Party. Everyone expressed enthusiastic support for Comrade Yan Fu. Yan Fu also liked being with these vigorous young people, but he refused to show it so clearly, just greeting everyone very politely.

After the meeting ended, Hua Xiongmao stopped Xu Dian; the two were old comrades-in-arms who had experienced life and death together. Hua Xiongmao said seriously: "Xu Dian, go admit your mistake to Chairman Chen, say you realized your political mistake, and request to resume work. Chairman Chen is not a petty person; if he were really dissatisfied with you, it would be impossible to bring out your program for discussion. I asked Chairman Chen about your matter; what nonsense were you talking at that time? Law cannot be interfered with by politics? He scolded you for being confused right then. Guess what Chairman Chen said?"

Xu Dian didn't expect Hua Xiongmao to scold his viewpoint too; he was even more disappointed in his heart. But Hua Xiongmao was willing to speak to him; this was already the utmost benevolence and righteousness. To show politeness, Xu Dian braced himself and asked: "What did Chairman Chen say?"

"Chairman Chen said, Comrade Xu Dian is just afraid of hardship and wants to take a shortcut. He thinks if I come out and say a word, everyone will listen? This kind of thinking simply misses the point. This is not the attitude of Xu Dian wanting to complete the work. This is an attitude of evading responsibility. He should say these things to those who try to interfere with judicial justice, not to me. He should make the people accept the concept of the legal system through his own hard work, make everyone understand that when encountering things, they should solve problems through laws and systems. Not looking for acquaintances and pulling strings. If Xu Dian is really as he thinks, so loyal to justice, he should complete his concept in work, not wanting to find a shortcut once and for all. Revolution is always ongoing; encountering difficulties and not thinking of ways himself—this is not making revolution, this is wanting to be a master [Lao Ye]. Wanting his one sentence to be the truth, others must listen to him, and not listening to him is wrong. That's why I wanted to suspend his judicial work and let him reflect."

Hearing this, even if Xu Dian was dull, he could understand Chen Ke's meaning. Seeing Xu Dian silent, Hua Xiongmao misunderstood the meaning of this silence. "Comrade Xu Dian, I think as revolutionary comrades, we have to be considerate of Chairman Chen's difficulties. Sometimes he can't say too much. In our current situation, many things can't be done. Just like this 'Marriage Law,' it absolutely must be strictly enforced in the army, but I just can't tell the soldiers directly about this matter now. I have to finish these basic works first. Including legal provisions and regulations for land distribution—without preparing these well, if I boast about new-style marriage, it will have no other effect than causing chaos..."

Xu Dian's face, tanned dark over more than half a year, turned purple-red. He couldn't help interrupting Hua Xiongmao. "Brigade Commander Hua, you don't need to say more. I know I was wrong. I will go find Chairman Chen to admit my mistake now. I request to resume work; I will never be emotional again in the future."

Hua Xiongmao was also quite busy originally. Seeing Xu Dian's words were very sincere, he didn't waste time anymore. "Go now, go immediately. Self-criticism must be sincere. Chairman Chen values you very much. You are the only one studying law in the base area; don't cause trouble." After speaking, Hua Xiongmao walked away with big strides.

Xu Dian immediately went to find Chen Ke. He saw Chen Ke walking towards the dock with a group of cadres participating in the iron transport mission. Yan Fu and Chen Ke were walking side by side, talking. He didn't dare to interrupt, so he simply followed the team from a distance.

Yan Fu was saying goodbye to Chen Ke. Under Yan Fu's command, the fleet's operation plan had been completed. Now Anqing Prefecture hadn't received any news of the revolutionary party; as long as this transaction was fast, there was no need to worry too much about being intercepted.

"Wen Qing... Chairman Chen, before I came this time, Yuan Weiting [Yuan Shikai] sent a letter, wanting me and you to go to Beijing together to participate in the constitutional outline matters. It seems he is starting to prepare for implementing the constitution over there."

"It seems Mr. Yuan Weiting's good days are also coming to an end." Chen Ke laughed. This wasn't mockery, but had some meaning of sympathy in it. Although Yuan Shikai brought it on himself, a perfectly good "Heavenly Ready Hand" [winning hand] was played into an "Ineligible Hand" [losing/dead hand] by his foolish action of proclaiming himself Emperor. Chen Ke always felt it was a pity for Yuan Shikai.

"The situation in Beijing is going to change. Chaos is not a bad thing for us." Yan Fu was not a bad person, nor was he a "good person" with womanly benevolence towards enemies. Beijing changed because of constitutional matters; the court situation was chaotic, and the reaction to the Anhui revolution would naturally be much slower.

"I entrust the matters in Hanyang to you, Comrade Yan Fu." Chen Ke smiled.

"I will go early and return early. When I went to see last time, the scrap iron in Hanyang piled up like a mountain. Presumably, Hanyang also hopes to get rid of it early."

Amidst laughter, the group shook hands and said goodbye. Seeing Yan Fu and the others leave, Xu Dian hurried over to stop Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I have realized my mistake. I request to resume work."

Chen Ke sized up Xu Dian. Seeing Xu Dian no longer had a resentful expression and was truly revitalized, he said: "Resuming work is possible, but you have to write a self-criticism for me first. After writing it, you have to read it at the party meeting. You have to get everyone's approval."

"Yes." Xu Dian answered immediately.

"Remember clearly for me: as the person in charge of the judicial department, your job is to fight against illegal and criminal activities, not to bargain with comrades and ask for treatment. Do you understand?"

Xu Dian stood straight and answered loudly: "I understand. I will go write the self-criticism now."

"Go!" Chen Ke ordered.

Xu Dian's self-criticism was passed at the party meeting. Everyone actually quite admired Xu Dian's courage to dare to threaten Chen Ke. Chen Ke only suspended Xu Dian's judicial work duties at first, and didn't completely suspend Xu Dian and then banish him to raise pigs. Everyone felt Chairman Chen Ke's temper was really too good.

But those comrades who could understand politics could understand Chen Ke's intention. Chen Ke not only wanted to beat Xu Dian [metaphorically], but Chen Ke wanted to express two attitudes through Xu Dian's self-criticism: "First, nothing can be used as a reason to dictate to the Party. Second, no one can interfere with judicial justice." Because after Xu Dian finished reading the self-criticism, Chen Ke personally stated that maintaining judicial justice is not a short-term act, and the forces trying to interfere with judicial justice absolutely do not come only from outside. History proves that more forces trying to interfere with justice come from inside. Chen Ke believed that in the new system to be established by the people's revolution, judicial justice is absolutely a principle that must be adhered to.

Xu Dian resumed judicial work. Lin Shenhe, who attended the meeting, also confirmed one thing: as one of the three heads of the Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court, he would definitely be promoted soon. If Chen Ke wasn't joking, the judicial system would soon expand its organizational scale. His opportunity was finally coming.

Sure enough, as Lin Shenhe expected, two days later, the draft for establishing Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court institutions was officially announced. Xu Dian became the person in charge of the Court system, and the Public Security system was responsible by Dai Enze. The Procuratorate system had no special person in charge assigned for the time being; Lin Shenhe, as the deputy of the Public Security system, was temporarily responsible for the prosecution work of the Procuratorate. The framework of the base area's judicial system was preliminarily set up.
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When Yan Fu mentioned Yuan Shikai's invitation to Chen Ke, far away in Beijing, Yuan Shikai neither sneezed due to telepathy nor felt a sudden chill. On the contrary, looking at Chen Ke's name written on the paper, Yuan Shikai only felt a burning sensation brought by anger rising from his heart.

In 1906, to avoid various political attacks against himself, Yuan Shikai voluntarily handed over military power, letting the Ministry of the Army directly govern the 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 6th Divisions of the Beiyang Army. This move was considered an attitude of showing loyalty. So for the military operation to suppress Pang Zi's "rebellion" not long ago, he only sent the Dezhou Cavalry Battalion. And this military operation was far less smooth than imagined. Pang Zi's troops actually possessed heavy weapons including machine guns; the Dezhou Cavalry Battalion suffered more than forty casualties in this battle. Not only that, although Pang Zi's troops were defeated, Pang Zi himself fled without a trace, and fled from the battlefield at that. The "remnants of Jing Tingbin" were actually not completely exterminated.

What was worse was that in this New Army unit, two officers, including the deputy leader, were actually assassinated after the battle. It was said that the one who assassinated them was a local old man who served tea and water. All these things made Yuan Shikai very unhappy. Moreover, this also gave Yuan Shikai's political enemies an excellent excuse. At that time, someone questioned Yuan Shikai for lax military discipline, saying the New Army was vulnerable. What was worse was that Xingtai was not far from Beijing; someone instigated the investigating censors below to vigorously impeach the New Army in the name of "killing good people to claim credit."

The evidence in this was really not fabricated. In order to avenge their assassinated commanders, the New Army arrested and killed several remaining "villagers" of Gaojia Village. And these "villagers" were actually local landlords who didn't leave because they couldn't let go of their family property. They also had some government background; once this complaint came up, it made Yuan Shikai very passive.

Yuan Shikai originally felt this bandit suppression operation was terrible. He was proficient in military affairs; looking at the submitted report, he knew they encountered very unusual bandits. Pang Zi was indeed a typical case of officials forcing people to rebel. So the combat effectiveness of Pang Zi's subordinates was actually not bad. On one hand was dissatisfaction with the New Army, and on the other hand was disgust for political enemies. Combined with the two emotions, plus Wang Shizhen going to Xingtai personally for investigation, after the investigation report was submitted, Yuan Shikai was finally a bit angry.

"That Chen Wenqing actually has connections with Pang Zi?" Yuan Shikai asked.

"Yes. I confiscated some letters in Pang Zi's house. Not only Pang Zi, but Jing Tingbin's remnants like Wu Xingchen and Chai Qingguo all have connections with Chen Ke. I specially took the portraits from back then and let the people in the countryside identify them. Those country people recognized these few people. They and Chen Ke all stayed at Pang Zi's house the year before last. Not only that, there is another person, Chen Tianhua of the Huaxinghui. Not only did he stay with Chen Ke in the capital for a few months, but he also stayed at Pang Zi's place until he fled just before the New Army went to exterminate Pang Zi." Few outsiders went to the countryside; farm families remembered these outsiders very clearly. Piece by piece, Wang Shizhen investigated quite clearly.

"Yan Jidao actually recommended a rebel party member to us? No wonder that Chen Ke refused to come to my door to beg for an official position." Yuan Shikai was already quite annoyed speaking of this.

regarding this evaluation, Wang Shizhen did not interrupt either. He felt Chen Ke was very wrong from the beginning; others seeing Yuan Shikai all sharpened their heads to seek a job. And Yuan Shikai also took good care of these "juniors"; as long as they were obedient and willing to endure hardship, these jobs were never lacking. But Chen Ke didn't have a bit of this attitude. Not only that, although Chen Ke strictly observed the etiquette of a junior, he had a kind of character in his subconsciousness to stand up to Yuan Shikai as an equal. Originally Wang Shizhen thought Chen Ke was just of a youthful disposition, not knowing the height of the sky and the depth of the earth. Now it seemed that Chen Ke didn't treat Yuan Shikai as one of his own from the beginning.

"Since the honeycomb briquette factory run by Chen Ke was brought down by Shanqi, the people inside actually all went to Shanghai. I have already sent a letter to Shanghai, and the letter returned from Shanghai is also very impressive. The riot at the Mixed Court in Shanghai a year ago cannot be separated from a non-governmental organization called Huangpu Study Society. This Huangpu Study Society was founded by Chen Ke."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai simply pushed away the report in front of him and couldn't help laughing out loud. "To make Pinqing pay such attention, it seems Chen Ke is definitely a rebel party member. Where is he now?"

"His whereabouts are unknown now. News from Shanghai says it is very likely that Chen Ke hijacked the people arrested in the Mixed Court case, and then these people all ran away without a trace. Some say he went to Guangdong, some say he went to Japan, and some say he went to Anhui. But the statements are not credible."

"Isn't there a disaster in Anhui? If Chen Ke is really that formidable, presumably there should be news these days." Yuan Shikai said with a smile.

"Yes. If Chen Ke is really rebelling, there should be news by now. Since no news came from Anhui, he shouldn't have gone to Anhui." Wang Shizhen agreed very much with Yuan Shikai's judgment. "However, this person's book has been very popular recently; there are large numbers of reprints in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou. If Lord Yuan meets this person in the future, you must guard against him."

Yuan Shikai had already restrained his smile and said seriously: "Pinqing is about to go to assume the post of Commander-in-Chief of Jiangbei; after you take office, investigate this person well. I wrote a letter to Yan Jidao a few days ago, asking him to bring Chen Ke to Beijing. Presumably, Yan Jidao dare not come to see me. When Pinqing passes through Shanghai, you might as well go see him and hear what explanation Yan Jidao has for this matter."

Wang Shizhen nodded in agreement, but these were all matters for the future. He was more concerned about the current matter. "Lord Yuan, this bandit suppression was ordered by you personally. That's why those censors are making such an issue of this matter so vigorously. I think we might as well hand this matter over to the Ministry of the Army to handle. You should not intervene in this matter anymore. Otherwise, if you deal with it heavily, the Dezhou New Army will feel wronged; if you deal with it lightly, the censors will absolutely not let it go."

Yuan Shikai was originally unwilling to let go of this matter easily, but what Wang Shizhen said made a lot of sense. Since this matter had caused a stir, and it was clear that someone was fanning the flames behind the scenes, no matter how Yuan Shikai handled it, there would be no good result. Moreover, if Yuan Shikai fought blindly, it would appear that he was unwilling to let go of military power. The Beiyang New Army had long been considered Yuan Shikai's private army, and even Cixi already had a faint dissatisfaction. Retreating temporarily on this matter was also a clever move for self-preservation.

"We will do as Pinqing says." Yuan Shikai finally expressed agreement.

The Manchu Qing court in 1906 could also be said to have constant big moves. Since the Hundred Days' Reform, Cixi killed the Six Gentlemen and imprisoned Guangxu. But she did not relax at all regarding the New Policies. This old woman knew well that she had made a big mistake and knew that as soon as she let go of power, she would die immediately. In order to stabilize the court situation, she actually tried to manage the country with her own insight. regarding the New Policies, Cixi felt they absolutely could not stop. This was not only because it was said that the New Policies could enrich the country and strengthen the army, but also because those princes and ministers in the court who were still considered vigorous all supported the New Policies very much. Even if only for this point, Cixi could not give up the New Policies.

When Yuan Shikai was discussing how to wrap up the bandit suppression case, Prince Su, Shanqi, was paying a visit to Cixi. Shanqi was a very hearty person, with a long face and a mustache, looking very majestic. Cixi didn't like Prince Su Shanqi very much. This stemmed from one incident. The Superintendent of Chongwenmen Gate could not only accept bribes but also sit and collect part of the tax money. In a year, the Superintendent could get tens of thousands of taels of silver; it had always been a recognized lucrative post. During the Gengzi Incident, Prince Su's Mansion located in Dongjiaomin Lane was destroyed by war. The Qing court ordered Shanqi to serve as the Superintendent of Chongwenmen, containing the intention of letting him get some income from the tax "commission" to build another prince's mansion. But Shanqi didn't accept this favor after taking office and turned over all the tax money. regarding this, Empress Dowager Cixi not only did not praise him, but instead said: "If everyone does like Prince Su, who will be willing to be the Superintendent of Chongwenmen in the future!"

Cixi's gender was female, and psychologically she also had that kind of roundness peculiar to women. She knew to strike when she should strike; this was just an instinct that must be mastered in the palace. But a statesman needs that kind of magnificence and magnanimity, that kind of spirit capable of incorporating things; Cixi did not have it. She could endure, but could not accept. For Cixi, using various relationships was what she was good at. As for creating a certain political situation and cultivating and developing it wholeheartedly, this was not what Cixi was good at. This old lady in the deep palace did not have this ability. Prince Su Shanqi's seemingly incorruptible style would give later people an excuse to start disputes. Just as Cixi said, "If everyone does like Prince Su, who will be willing to be the Superintendent of Chongwenmen in the future!" If the people behind continued to grab for themselves, their political enemies would definitely use Shanqi's practice as an example to impeach the successors. That would only trigger various disputes. But the Superintendent of Chongwenmen Gate had to grab what should be grabbed. Rather than this—neither being able to continue the incorruptible model nor letting people use the excuse of incorruptibility to trigger incidents—Cixi did not think this was the correct way.

So Cixi did not like that kind of radical political concept. Radical things easily lose control. Back then she once let Guangxu hold power and even tolerated Guangxu's various radical measures. The result was actually that Guangxu prepared to send troops into Beijing to kill Cixi and the Empress's Party. The impact of this incident on Cixi was very profound.

"Empress Dowager, Constitutionalism is now like an arrow on the bowstring that has to be fired. Many people in the court think Constitutionalism should be delayed, which is a big mistake. Whenever doing big things, one must go forward indomitably. In this way, even if there are disputes, the arguments are all about whether these things are done well or badly, but will not change the direction of the big thing. If delayed, the result will be that all kinds of trivial matters will be brought up. This big thing won't be able to be done instead." Shanqi tried hard to persuade Cixi.

Cixi listened quietly, but couldn't help thinking in her heart: Hasn't Shanqi thought of the lesson of his serving as the Superintendent of Chongwenmen?
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Prince Su, Shanqi, actually knew that Cixi didn't like him very much, but he didn't care too much about this matter. It wasn't easy to get an audience with Cixi, and Shanqi hoped to persuade Cixi to promote the New Policies as soon as possible through this meeting.

"Empress Dowager, the consensus of the world now is to demand Constitutionalism. And the Court also has this intention. Since it is so, we should promulgate Constitutionalism as soon as possible. This slave knows the Empress Dowager is worried that pushing too fast will always have various deficiencies. It is inevitable that some people will make irresponsible remarks. But regarding the great affairs of the world, which one is not criticized by others? The greatest benefit of Constitutionalism as soon as possible lies in the fact that we are prepared, while those who hope for Constitutionalism are not prepared. After Constitutionalism, all key departments can be controlled by our own people. Since it is Constitutionalism, there must be elections. This election has rules; whether once every four years or once every five years, we have enough time to handle it calmly. But at least we occupy the name of righteousness, hold real power, and have the system of Constitutionalism. We can stand in an invincible position first. If we plan slowly, those with ulterior motives who want to use Constitutionalism will have full collusion, which will lead to many dreams in a long night instead."

Cixi listened quietly to Prince Su's statement. Cixi disliked this "radical" way very much. What Cixi hoped was to win over the hearts of the people first, play the opponent in the palm of her hand through power tactics first, and then promote Constitutionalism in the way of bestowing favors. This was actually the method Manchu Qing nobles were most accustomed to. To say Cixi was conservative was actually an incomplete statement. Cixi had always been one of the "supporters" of the New Policies, or at least a supporter of new measures, and could even be said to be the initiator. After the failure of the Hundred Days' Reform, the New Policies did not cease with the death of the people involved. Because the New Policies were largely allowed and supported by Cixi originally. Guangxu relied on Cixi's permission back then to hold the authority of the New Policies. But under the instigation of that group of radicals, Guangxu turned the New Policies into a political struggle. The Emperor's Party wanted to seize power from the Empress's Party, and even went to the extent of preparing to kill Cixi and seize power forcibly. Cixi imprisoning Guangxu was not so much hatred for the New Policies as it was normal self-preservation.

Now Prince Su Shanqi was preparing to do this again, and Cixi opposed it from the bottom of her heart. But she didn't oppose it straightforwardly either. As a ruler holding great power, in Cixi's view, many times no explanation was needed. Explanation represented attention; the other party often wouldn't really care about the opposition in Cixi's words, but would try even harder to persuade Cixi.

Another reason for Cixi not speaking and saving some face for Prince Su was that Prince Su Shanqi was also an anomaly in the Manchu Qing.

One of Shanqi's political achievements was founding the modern police system. During the Gengzi Incident (1900), the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded Beijing. Emperor Guangxu and Empress Dowager Cixi fled from Beijing in panic. When they arrived at Datong, the Empress Dowager ordered Shanqi to return to Beijing to handle the aftermath together with Prince Qing Yikuang and Grand Secretary Li Hongzhang. Not long after returning to Beijing, Shanqi met Kawashima Naniwa, who served as a translation officer in the Japanese army. The two regretted not meeting sooner and later became sworn brothers. With the support of Kawashima Naniwa and others, based on the Japanese Police Law and the current situation of Beijing city, Shanqi organized a patrol team (this was the origin of the future Beijing police). In the 28th year of Guangxu (1902), Shanqi was appointed as the Commander of the Infantry and Minister of the Works and Patrol Bureau. The Infantry Commander's Yamen was the old institution responsible for Beijing's security, and the Works and Patrol Bureau was the newly established municipal institution leading the newly established patrol police.

The second of Shanqi's political achievements was promoting the municipal construction of Beijing city. He presided over the establishment of the Road Works Bureau, responsible for building roads in Beijing city. He also memorialized to designate a part of the Wangfujing Eight Banners Divine Mechanism Camp playground to open a new-style market, which was the predecessor of the famous Dong'an Market. At that time, the capital presented a new atmosphere. Shanqi also explicitly ordered the opening of a theater called "Civilized Tea House" inside Xizhushikou. The upper floor of the theater was for female seats, and the lower floor for male seats, abolishing the ban that women could not enter theaters to watch plays. This caused a sensation for a while in Beijing, the capital of good governance.

His third political achievement was clearing up the accumulated malpractice of Chongwenmen tax collection. Chongwenmen was the main checkpoint for taxing goods entering Beijing, such as daily necessities and luxury goods. The Superintendent of Chongwenmen could not only accept bribes but also sit and collect part of the tax money. In a year, the Superintendent could get tens of thousands of taels of silver; it had always been a recognized lucrative post. During the Gengzi Incident, Prince Su's Mansion located in Dongjiaomin Lane was destroyed by war. The Qing court ordered Shanqi to serve as the Superintendent of Chongwenmen, containing the intention of letting him get some income from the tax "commission" to build another prince's mansion. But Shanqi didn't accept this favor after taking office and turned over all the tax money.

Shanqi also drastically rectified the tax system, prohibiting extortion and eliminating corruption. In the past, foreigners brought goods into Beijing without paying tax; he changed it to uniform taxation. In the past, merchants entering the pass had brokers handle tax payment, taking a cut from it; he changed it to officials directly inspecting goods and collecting tax, subtracting the intermediate exploitation link. Shanqi served two consecutive terms as Superintendent; tax revenue increased greatly, and all was turned over to the national treasury.

The biggest difference between Shanqi and other princes and nobles was that he still knew the interests of the empire were above personal interests. Later generations who envied Manchu Qing bloodline actually evaluated Shanqi quite highly. In *Diary of Wangshan Studio*, Sun Baoxuan had a few comments on Shanqi: "It is easy to find capable people, but difficult to find incorruptible people; it is easy to find incorruptible people, but difficult to find incorruptible people who can understand the feelings of those below. If all people handling affairs in the world were like Prince Su, why worry that all neglected tasks wouldn't be undertaken!"

If seen by the People's Party led by Chen Ke, these New Policies were not worth mentioning at all. Compared with Yuan Shikai founding the Beiyang New Army, the promotion of these things to the country was also of very limited significance. They could only be called trivial matters. Even Cixi didn't like this person's style.

But compared with other Manchu Qing princes who only knew how to fight for power and profit, living a life of debauchery and gluttony, Shanqi was extremely different. He was in Beijing after all; it is difficult to do things at the foot of the Son of Heaven. Although these small things didn't look big, to get them done required arduous struggles with various forces. It was already very commendable for Shanqi to be able to accomplish these things.

Since she couldn't refute Shanqi's face [dignity], Cixi had to continue listening. Shanqi was not a rash youth who didn't understand the ways of the world; if he were, he couldn't have mixed to his current position. In history, Wang Jingwei assassinated a Manchu Qing prince and was arrested after the matter was exposed. Shanqi strongly advocated pardoning Wang Jingwei. After talking with Shanqi, Wang Jingwei also admired this prince who was "capable, open-minded, straightforward, and humorous" in the eyes of contemporaries. When Wang Jingwei defected to the Japanese and formed the puppet Nanjing government, he prepared to appoint Shanqi's son as the "Ambassador to Japan."

Seeing Cixi completely unable to listen to his advice, Shanqi had to withdraw.

After Shanqi left, Cixi breathed an extremely slight sigh of relief. Dealing with these people made Cixi feel a kind of very unhappiness every time. Other palace maids and eunuchs didn't see it, only the Chief Eunuch Li Lianying served a cup of tea with extreme tacit understanding. Cixi took a sip, but asked: "Is there a memorial from Cen Chunxuan?"

The saying of "Three Butchers of Late Qing" was famous at home and abroad. Zhang Zhidong "Butcher of Wealth," Yuan Shikai "Butcher of People," Cen Chunxuan "Butcher of Officials." Who Cixi asked Li Lianying about was the memorial of this famous "Official Butcher" Cen Chunxuan.

Cen Chunxuan, courtesy name Yunjie, was a Zhuang person from Guangxi, the son of former Governor-General of Yun-Gui Cen Yuying. Historical records state that although this gentleman served as Governor-General of Liangguang for only a mere four years, he dismissed 1403 corrupt officials at all levels! Contemporaries honored Cen as "The Last Clear Sky [Upright Official] of the Great Qing." He was incorruptible as an official, upright and outspoken. deeply valued by Cixi. On the matter of Constitutionalism, Cixi wanted to see Cen Chunxuan's attitude more. In these years, all capable ministers had a very close place in their conduct: they all advocated developing education and promoting industry. And within their scope of authority, these ministers also did their best to practice the political view of "running education, promoting industry." And these capable officials supported Constitutionalism without exception.

Cixi's political bottom line lay in that whether New Policies or Constitutionalism, they could not shake the political leadership status of her and the forces she represented. Therefore, Cixi didn't want rapid Constitutionalism at all. Instead, she adopted the method of buying over and suppressing to complete the constitutional reform step by step. At this time, Cixi could only discover those people and methods that conformed to her wishes from the memorials of those officials she valued.

"Old Buddha [Your Majesty], this slave has checked. There is no memorial from Lord Cen Chunxuan." Li Lianying replied hurriedly.

Cixi didn't make a sound, just took another sip of tea. Li Lianying hurriedly presented the tray; Cixi put the teacup back on the tray. Li Lianying withdrew the tea.

Managing such a precarious Great Qing court gave Cixi, who was deep in the palace, only a feeling of extremely powerless heaviness. The princes and beiles who should have become the pillars of the Great Qing had long rotted into a mess and were simply unusable. After giving these people power, they couldn't do anything other than fight for power and profit. The Beiyang faction rose vigorously, but as Yuan Shikai gradually became high-ranking and powerful, he was also trapped in the vortex of political struggle. And Cixi had no plan to support Yuan Shikai to go to a higher level. In Cixi's view, politics cannot let one person obtain uncontrollable power. Except for herself, no one could have the power to control everything. For politics, it is personnel arrangement. Personnel arrangement must pursue balance; no one side can be allowed to grow too big. regarding the struggle between these people, before big problems arise, one should watch from the sidelines, or even guide cleverly. Only when everyone has to beg the highest power holder Cixi, can Cixi control the situation.

Cixi was very clear about the contradiction between Cen Chunxuan and Yuan Shikai. Because of deep dissatisfaction with the imperial clan minister Yikuang for being greedy and mediocre and harming the country, Cen Chunxuan submitted memorials many times to impeach him, incurring the hostility of Yuan Shikai who regarded Yikuang as a backer, who wanted to eliminate him quickly. Cixi had no love for any "Blue Sky Great Master" [Upright Official] in the mouths of the people; "dusting the light and mixing with the dust" [hiding one's brightness/being worldly wise] was Cixi's favorite. Her reason for valuing Cen Chunxuan was simple: Cen Chunxuan had the ability to solve some problems, was loyal to the court, and had very poor relations with many political factions in the Manchu Qing court. He was an important usable chip. As for whether Cen Chunxuan was an honest official or a corrupt official, it was meaningless to Cixi. Because corrupt officials or honest officials only have meaning for the common people, and Cixi never cared about the life and death of the common people.

The rules of the Manchu Qing political game were just this simple.

While Cixi was considering the political role of "Official Butcher" Cen Chunxuan, thousands of miles away in the headquarters of the People's Party Water Detachment, the Party Committee meeting of the People's Party Water Detachment was discussing Zhang Zhidong, the "Wealth Butcher" among the "Three Butchers of Late Qing." Zhang Zhidong was considered a hero in the Manchu Qing era, but Chen Ke publicly propagated within the People's Party: "Comrades must have confidence in themselves! Ten years later, a person with Zhang Zhidong's aptitude would at most be a section chief in the People's Party. Spending tens of millions of taels of silver, Zhang Zhidong failed to establish an industrial system. Our People's Party's work within ten years will definitely exceed this bit of achievement of Zhang Zhidong by dozens of times."

Since the Party Chairman was so confident, the comrades naturally felt much more at ease. But "know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated in a hundred battles." Chen Ke also repeatedly emphasized: "Strategically despise the enemy, tactically take the enemy seriously." The Party Committee meeting presented a seminar where Yan Fu was the main speaker on Zhang Zhidong's personal situation. The vice speaker Mao Ping had once been entrusted by Yan Fu to go to Hanyang to treat venereal diseases for people. He could be considered to have some connections there. He was responsible for describing the situation of Hanyang steel enterprises. The People's Party worried that money wasn't enough, so they simply brought a batch of "914" over. For more than a year, the reputation of 914 had become wider and wider; Mao Ping, who had personally treated diseases in Hubei, bringing this medicine was almost equivalent to bringing cash.

Zhang Zhidong's life, characteristics, hobbies. The People's Party had collected some. As the saying goes, everyone gathering firewood makes the flame high; providing various intelligence one knows to the party organization is also the obligation of People's Party members. Zhang Zhidong was a celebrity; among the batch of people who newly ran to the base area, there were also scholars from Hubei who knew this famous official very well.

After Yan Fu finished speaking about what he should say, he began to observe these party members coldly from the side. Yan Fu not only disliked these personnel matters but was also not proficient in these personnel relationships. The reason he could surpass his contemporaries was related to Yan Fu being able to start from the grassroots and always focusing his energy on frontline work.

Some people were interested in these personnel things, but even in Yan Fu's view, these people seemed more attracted by diplomatic work. More people just listened; they focused more of their attention on Yan Fu.

After arriving at the base area, Yan Fu also received training on the simple core program of the People's Party. The core program at the current stage could be summarized in four sentences: "Labor is most glorious!" "Labor created man himself." "Productive forces determine production relations." "Anyone who wants to be the master of the people and exploit others from high above is an enemy of the People's Party!" These four sentences could be seen everywhere in the Party School and Cadre School. And recent party member training revolved around these contents.

Yan Fu, who translated *Evolution and Ethics*, liked these four sentences very much. The biggest difference between Yan Fu and traditional scholar-officials was "not advocating empty talk." The gist of these four sentences was emphasizing practice and opposing empty talk. These comrades educated by the Party School and the troops were undoubtedly like this too. Everyone was essentially a soldier; following the naval senior Yan Fu, there was endless knowledge to learn. Diplomatic missions seemed just a job to everyone, while the navy was their profession.

Sure enough, after finishing talking about various things to pay attention to. Zhang Yu immediately asked Yan Fu to continue talking about naval knowledge. No one objected; the originally silent comrades immediately became enthusiastic.

Yan Fu did not decline and started teaching immediately. As the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, lecturing was an easy task for Yan Fu. He didn't even need to prepare a lesson plan. Most of the regulations of the People's Party Water Detachment were requested by Chen Ke and completed by the comrades themselves. This kind of disciplined amateur way was child's play in Yan Fu's eyes. He didn't look down on the Water Detachment because of this; on the contrary, Yan Fu was very satisfied. What education fears most is not that students don't understand, but that students have wrong perceptions and habits contrary to theory. The current situation of the Water Detachment was what naval educators liked most; Chen Ke established correct habits and directions. What everyone lacked was merely knowledge. What Yan Fu lacked least was knowledge.

The comrades of the Water Detachment also liked Mr. Yan Fu. As a leader, Chen Ke, in everyone's view, made too many rules and couldn't give everyone reasonable explanations. Although everyone dared not question Chen Ke, they always felt something was not quite right in their hearts. And Yan Fu could not only tell everyone the wide application of these rules in practice but also explain the significance of formulating these rules from a theoretical height.

Actually, if Yan Fu had come up and comprehensively criticized the existing rules as wrong, everyone couldn't have accepted it in their hearts either. But Yan Fu not only didn't criticize, but also explained and built the existing system more perfectly. The comrades felt their previous efforts were not wasted at all, and they learned to solve many problems they couldn't understand before. So everyone was sincerely convinced by Yan Fu. Within a few days of arriving at the Water Detachment, Yan Fu faintly became the leader of the Water Detachment.

"Mr. Yan, what should the engine needed for the inland river fleet be like?" Li Zhao asked.

After listening to Yan Fu talk about warships, everyone was full of longing for mechanically powered fleets. Li Zhao's question represented the heartfelt wishes of the vast majority of officers and soldiers of the Water Detachment.

"This needs to be determined according to the tonnage of the ship and the condition of the river channel." Although not from an inland river fleet background, Yan Fu could still explain to the comrades easily based on naval theory. "What the inland river fleet needs to pay more attention to is that the fleet needs to be organized according to hydrological data. In order to achieve maximum efficiency, ships used in the dry season and ships used in the flood season must be different. After all, everyone can't make the river channel change according to everyone's wishes, so we must adapt to the specific situation of the river channel. This requires a comprehensive hydrological data survey."

Hearing this, everyone felt their minds suddenly opened up a lot. Especially Li Zhao; he had been entrusted with the task of hydrological data survey from the beginning. Hearing Yan Fu say this, Li Zhao subconsciously stuck out his chest.

"Then what equipment and methods are needed for hydrological survey?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

Yan Fu narrated the methods customary in the navy to everyone. Listening to these exquisite and effective methods, quite a few comrades scratched their ears and cheeks in happiness. They couldn't help wanting to experiment immediately.

"Mr. Yan, then what should these engines be designed like?" Li Zhao was still more interested in mechanization.

Looking at everyone's longing gaze, Yan Fu couldn't help smiling. "The base area is already preparing to research and develop a kind of marine engine. After the research and development is completed, everyone can operate this kind of small engine to sweep across the river surface."

"Really?" The comrades had never heard of this matter. Many people had only seen big foreign steamships, but didn't expect that mechanically powered ships would also be built in the base area. Everyone was immediately overjoyed.

Yan Fu was actually very happy too. After arriving at the base area this time, Chen Ke revealed the R&D direction of the base area to Yan Fu. Due to the lack of ability to manufacture high-temperature and high-pressure equipment, the base area was unlikely to build steam engines by itself in the short term. But Chen Ke proposed the concept of a gas-powered engine.

The gas-powered engine can be basically seen as a two-stroke or four-stroke internal combustion engine. Unlike traditional internal combustion engines, the fuel is not gasoline or diesel, but coal gas mainly composed of carbon monoxide. The power of this thing is not high, but the advantage is small size, light weight, and easy manufacturing. If a forty-horsepower engine can be made, the base area can use this engine as a foundation for mechanized production. At least gas tractors are much stronger than livestock. Gas generators can also meet the needs of the base area at this stage. Installing this engine on a ship can also count as a small steam launch.

And a gas engine is an internal combustion engine after all. In Chen Ke's concept, China was left behind by the world in the electrification era of the Second Industrial Revolution. As one of the important symbols of the Second Industrial Revolution, "internal combustion engine," the base area cannot lag too far behind the world level. As long as the revolution can continue, there will be oil, there will be an oil refining industry, there will be everything.

Yan Fu knew the trade very well and agreed very much with the R&D direction of the coal gas internal combustion engine mentioned by Chen Ke. Chen Ke's level of history of mechanical technology was terrible; he actually didn't know that the earliest internal combustion engines burned coal gas. As soon as he stated this result which he thought combined various technological considerations, he found that not only did Yan Fu know about coal gas internal combustion engines, but even several engineers and technicians in the base area were not completely unfamiliar with this. After discussing with everyone, Chen Ke simply took a shortcut directly. First let the Shanghai Branch import a batch of diesel engines from Germany, and modify this batch of diesel engines into machines burning coal gas.

A few days ago, comrades had already gone to Shanghai to contact Wang Bin who worked in a German foreign firm. With such a batch of orders, the Germans wouldn't care who this batch of diesel engines was sold to or what they were used for. Because of fear that the Germans' stock was insufficient, the comrades going to Shanghai also brought another message to Wang Bin, hoping he could contact American foreign firms and contact goods from American foreign firms. In these years, as long as you can pay in real gold and silver, the European and American industrial countries never ask about the technical content and use of the commodities.

Yan Fu knew the price of this batch of commodities would not be very low. He asked Chen Ke how to pay for this batch of commodities. Chen Ke's answer surprised Yan Fu greatly. Chen Ke actually hoped to adopt barter trade. The base area would raise silkworms on a large scale and use silk for barter trade. And Chen Ke didn't keep people in suspense; he told Yan Fu straightforwardly that the price of silk in the base area would be thirty or even fifty percent lower than the market price. And it was all long-filament silk. Exchanging for internal combustion engines at such a low price, presumably the Germans and Americans would not refuse.

Yan Fu didn't understand silk production, so he didn't plan to ask about a trade he didn't understand. He just asked the question he cared about most: exactly how many internal combustion engines would be appropriate for this batch. Chen Ke raised his left hand and extended two fingers. "I hope for at least two thousand units."
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Two thousand internal combustion engines might be a negligible number for China, but for Fengtai County, it was a number huge enough to be terrifying. Yan Fu knew Chen Ke didn't like to brag, but regarding the matter of exchanging silk for two thousand internal combustion engines, he didn't believe it in his heart either. However, Chen Ke guaranteed that a considerable batch of internal combustion engines would be invested in the inland river shipping fleet, and Yan Fu believed this very much. Anhui was a region with a dense water network; the significance of a motorized fleet could not be overstated no matter how one looked at it.

After the comrades of the Water Detachment learned this news, they were all overjoyed. Everyone talked about it, even throwing the matter of listening to the class to the back of their minds. If it were in the Beiyang Naval Academy, Yan Fu would have maintained order immediately, and maybe even used some corporal punishment. But now he was just a member of the fleet; everyone was a party member, and no one had more power than anyone else. So Yan Fu just said, "Let's go outside now to practice how to measure speed. When mechanically powered ships start to be used, this will also be a basic skill."

Hearing Yan Fu say this, quite a few comrades got up to find ropes, wood blocks, and rulers. Although they were still talking about mechanically powered ships with their mouths, their hands at least started doing proper business.

Several senior cadres of the Water Detachment knew that the fleet was not only to transport steel back; the fleet's itinerary also determined the start time of the large-scale war. As soon as the Insurance Corps obtained the steel materials, on the day the fleet entered the area controlled by the base area, the war would start. Such secret news naturally couldn't be made public. Departing from the base area at the same time as the fleet were four other groups of comrades. Those going to Shanghai were to contact the comrades of the Shanghai Branch to get mechanical equipment. The comrades going to Anqing shouldered the task of contacting Xu Xilin. And the destination of the third small team was farther; they were Japanese comrades. Their goal was to return to Japan to gather revolutionary comrades to come to China to participate in the revolution.

The loyalty of the Japanese comrades participating in the revolution in Anhui exceeded even Chen Ke's imagination. There had never been such a large-scale disaster relief work in Japan, let alone completing such effective disaster relief. As soon as the comprehensive harvest ended, Heidao Ren [Kuroshima Jin] took the initiative to propose returning to Japan to gather Japanese revolutionary youth to throw themselves into the cause of the Chinese revolution. In this era, the world was ruled by the rich and powerful; the people were just forced by life to work hard. And the fruits of hard labor were also ruthlessly stripped clean. Although the people's revolution in Fengtai County had not yet seen the final effect, the people not only completed self-help by relying on themselves but also obtained means of production in the blink of an eye. In Chen Ke's view, there was still a long road before the revolution began to take shape. But in the eyes of Japanese revolutionary youths like Heidao Ren, this was already an unheard-of and unseen great achievement.

Revolutionary youths all over the world have a characteristic: much lip service, little practice. Much agitation, little reasoning. Much destruction, little construction. In Fengtai County, it was completely different; everyone worked personally and built personally. And one's own labor was seen turning into tangible revolutionary results. Overthrowing exploiters and the old system, the people could see a glorious future under the new system.

Heidao Ren was not that kind of idiot with excess enthusiasm but insufficient IQ either; Chen Ke never fooled everyone. He was very clear about the war and various dangers the revolutionary base area would encounter next. War meant death, blockade, and various unpredictable dangers. Heidao Ren not only didn't feel he should escape danger, but he firmly believed that at this time, countless revolutionary youths with courage and perseverance were needed to shed their heads and blood to carry the revolution through to the end. Only if the Chinese people's revolution could achieve victory would the Japanese revolutionary youths who participated in the Chinese revolution have the opportunity to fight back to Japan and liberate Japan from the dark old system.

Chen Ke approved Heidao Ren's request. Japanese revolutionary youths were honest and willing to work, especially able to stick to those most inconspicuous posts. Although this was a positive manifestation of the "backward hierarchy" in Japanese culture, the Chinese cultural characteristic of "all walks of life are low, only reading books is high" made it not easy to produce this "screw spirit." It was inappropriate to want to completely change this cultural attitude in the short term; with the joining of Japanese revolutionary comrades, it would be easy to set up models. For example, Comrade Meichuan Shangyi [Umekawa Kamiyoshi], who stuck to the pig-raising cause, was a model recently publicized. Comrade Meichuan didn't die in the line of duty, so Chen Ke couldn't write an article "In Memory of Comrade Meichuan," so he had to modify Grandpa Mao's article commemorating Comrade Bethune and issue it as a commendation. The effect was quite good.

Besides these three teams, the fourth team was the most special. They had the largest number, reaching as many as twenty people. And their destinations were also the most uncertain. This was the revolutionary propaganda team dispatched by Chen Ke. These comrades were mostly southerners; their destinations were Fujian, Guangdong, Guangxi, and even Nanyang [Southeast Asia]. Chen Ke had read Lin Juemin's *Letter to My Wife*; that heartfelt love for China and hatred for the unequal social status quo. Chen Ke was very disdainful of the figures of the Tongmenghui and was completely unfamiliar with the names of those famous people. He had no intention of winning over Huang Xing and others either. But among the 72 Martyrs of Huanghuagang, he could actually remember the names and deeds of more than a dozen people, such as Lin Juemin, Yu Peilun, Fang Shengdong, Pang Xiong, Lin Yinmin, Li Deshan, Chen Yushen, etc.

Chen Ke didn't want these Chinese elites to lose their lives in vain for such a scum organization as the Tongmenghui. Since they had the determination not to fear death, why not devote their limited lives to a more meaningful people's revolution? For this reason, Chen Ke specifically sent comrades who had defected to the Fengtai County revolution to lobby these comrades. These revolutionary youths all ran to follow Chen Ke on their own initiative after reading Chen Ke's book. Chen Ke's instructions to these people were simple: no matter what means used, even kidnapping was fine. Some people must be brought to Anhui. The current purpose was not to let these people join the revolution, but to let these people come to the base area for a field visit. Chen Ke firmly believed that after seeing the true people's revolution, these revolutionary youths would choose to join the ranks of the people's revolution without hesitation.

regarding Chen Ke's self-confidence, these young followers also had the same confidence. Not only were the Japanese comrades dumbfounded and sincerely admiring the revolutionary situation in Fengtai County, but the Chinese revolutionary youths also saw an unheard-of new world. The wanton exploitation by landlords was not news in China at all; everyone saw it a lot daily. Revolutionary youths full of beautiful ideals also had instinctive opposition to these. In *Letter to My Wife*, Lin Juemin wrote with touching deep emotion: "I sincerely wish to grow old and die with you, but judging from today's situation, one can die from natural disasters, one can die from thieves, one can die on the day of partition [of the country], one can die from treacherous officials and corrupt clerks abusing the people. We live in today's China; there is no place and no time in the country where one cannot die. At that time, if I watch you die helplessly, or let you watch me die helplessly, can I do that?"

Youths who could realize to this extent would not oppose the people's revolution to overthrow the old land system no matter what. For this reason, Chen Ke specifically wrote two manuscripts. One was plagiarized from Grandpa Mao's manuscript *Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society*. One was plagiarized from Mr. Lu Xun's *A Madman's Diary*. Chen Ke hoped to use these two things to move those knowledgeable and cultured revolutionary youths.

Since he hadn't seen those revolutionary youths Chen Ke expected yet, it was hard to say how the final lobbying effect would be. But after the youths of the revolutionary propaganda team read these two things, every one of them almost worshipped Chen Ke prostrate on the ground.

In the eyes of these youths, that "madman" shaped in *A Madman's Diary*, who recognized the true face of the world but was treated as mentally ill and as having a "persecution complex," was their own true image.

"Pitch black, don't know if it's day or night. The Zhao family's dog has started barking again. The fierceness of a lion, the timidity of a rabbit, the cunning of a fox...", isn't this exactly the status quo of China? Isn't this exactly the true face of those oppressors running rampant in China?

At the end of the article, these revolutionary youths saw those heart-rending words: "Children who haven't eaten people, perhaps there are still some? Save the children..." Quite a few people already had tears filling their eyes and even burst into loud crying.

The fleet sailed until the fourth day, and the troops began to split up. Except for the main force of the fleet heading to Hanyang which turned south, everyone else continued east. Among this group of people, Wang Qinian and his uncle Wang Yuelong had the farthest destination; they were going to Nanyang. Wang Yuelong supported the revolution; he was a Chinese merchant in Nanyang who made a lot of money by selling the People's Party's "914" special medicine. That Chinese people could also develop new Western medicine surprised Wang Yuelong very much. Last year he specially ran to Shanghai to visit the developer of the special medicine to see if this person had any new drugs that could be sold in Nanyang.

Selling Western medicine produced by Chinese people themselves not only allowed Wang Yuelong to earn large profits but also made Wang Yuelong feel a kind of true pride. Learning that the developer Chen Ke was a revolutionary party member and was engaging in revolutionary work in other places, Wang Yuelong didn't feel afraid at all. On the contrary, he asked his nephew Wang Qinian to take him to see this wizard who combined "revolutionary and scientist" in one body.

The disaster relief miracle in Fengtai County had shocked Wang Yuelong; the super strong organizational ability of the People's Party made Wang Yuelong feel this trip was absolutely worth it. The meeting with Chen Ke made Wang Yuelong feel he finally met the leader he dreamed of. "Chinese merchants in Nanyang—the Manchu Qing regards everyone as traitors, and the foreign barbarians in Nanyang regard everyone as lambs. Without the protection of the motherland, they can be slaughtered at will. If not for the locals being lazy and stupid, unusable, the foreign barbarians would have laid murderous hands on everyone long ago."

If Chen Ke only expounded the simple specific situation of Nanyang overseas Chinese, this cognition would be just general consensus. Wang Yuelong was a merchant; he could barely understand some simple concepts of *Capital*. After Chen Ke narrated his understanding of commerce, Wang Yuelong was completely convinced.

As for the future of the people's revolution, Chen Ke described the economic model of the whole country as one game of chess under the new system. The "non-profit nature" of the new government, how powerful state-owned enterprises would bear the core of the country, and how private capital investment would exist, survive, and develop. In this regard, Chen Ke didn't even need to promise any dominant position of merchants in the country. Chen Ke just told Wang Yuelong that New China would recognize the results of individual efforts and would equally protect the lives and property of Chinese citizens.

Different from the Manchu Qing which had to allow foreign goods to enter China, different from radical revolutionaries who hoped to drive foreigners out of China completely, and different from Chinese landlords and gentry who hoped to drive away foreign goods completely due to the impact of industrialization. Chen Ke did not oppose foreign trade. He analyzed how China should build its own industrial system and how to trade with foreigners. What shocked Wang Yuelong was that in Chen Ke's framework of China's future economic situation, China would establish close trade relations with Nanyang. regarding the resources abundant in Nanyang, which ones China needed, and which ones China could sell to Nanyang. What were the key points of this trade, how Chinese goods should conquer Nanyang, and how China should protect the interests of Chinese merchants in Nanyang. Chen Ke explained everything clearly.

No matter how stupid Wang Yuelong was, he could hear that in Chen Ke's future China framework, Nanyang was not excluded. Without waiting for Chen Ke to speak more clearly, Wang Yuelong immediately expressed willingness to cooperate with Chen Ke. Chen Ke's style surprised Wang Yuelong even more. It wasn't that no revolutionaries wanted to cooperate with Nanyang overseas Chinese; for example, the Tongmenghui attached great importance to Nanyang merchants, especially the money of Nanyang merchants.

Chen Ke explicitly didn't want donations from Nanyang overseas Chinese; he just hoped to conduct foreign trade with the help of Nanyang merchants. The base area would definitely encounter various blockades in the future; Nanyang merchants could provide effective sales and purchasing channels. Chen Ke hoped Wang Yuelong could help the base area in this regard. He even indicated that the commodities of the base area would allow merchants providing channels to earn a certain profit. Although this profit wouldn't be too high, the base area would absolutely not let allies supporting the revolution take risks while giving in vain.

At this point, there was nothing more to say. Wang Yuelong began to suspect whether Chen Ke was a big swindler he had never seen before. For a person to be open and aboveboard to such a degree, and to be able to consider others' difficulties to this degree—he was either greatly loyal and brave or greatly treacherous and evil. "Since ancient times, heroes have no kind variety [heroes are rarely benevolent/kind sorts]." Even if Chen Ke was a greatly loyal and brave person, it meant Chen Ke was by no means a person who could be dealt with easily.

But Wang Yuelong didn't care. Today, when there was basically no force truly supporting Nanyang overseas Chinese, overseas Chinese extremely hoped to have an object to rely on. Even people like the Tongmenghui were objects of their investment. Although the People's Party led by Chen Ke was only an organization far away in inland China, at least they already controlled a considerable piece of territory. They had tens of thousands of troops in hand and a fleet composed of hundreds of large ships. There were also hundreds of thousands of common people under their rule. Compared with other revolutionary parties that were all talk now, the Fengtai County Revolutionary Government was already a tangible political entity. Without Wang Yuelong starting, Chen Ke analyzed the obstacles to cooperation between the two sides in detail himself. And proposed several methods to establish communication lines. These methods all required the Fengtai County Revolutionary Government to be able to conquer more territory before they could be realized.

Chen Ke repeatedly told Wang Yuelong that what the base area needed most was not money, but the exchange of materials and equipment through trade. The People's Party was not a revolutionary regime that swindled money. The revolutionary government wanted to establish effective cooperation in trade with Nanyang overseas Chinese. Wang Yuelong patted his chest and guaranteed that he would definitely take this program back to Nanyang without error, and discuss with patriotic overseas Chinese there methods on how to conduct trade effectively.

Watching the People's Party Water Detachment's stretching fleet disappear into the distance in good order, Wang Yuelong suddenly felt whether he had dreamed a strange dream. Did he really have a free talk with a strange man named Chen Ke? Did they really reach a fair, just, and even highly operational cooperation intention? Thinking of this, Wang Yuelong touched his pocket. A not-too-thick paper was there. That was a cooperation intention outline written after discussion between Chen Ke and Wang Yuelong. All this should be real.

"Qinian, aren't you going back to Nanyang with me?" Wang Yuelong asked.

Wang Qinian sighed slightly. "My job is to mobilize a batch of medical school students to come to work in the base area and build a medical school in the base area. I really have no way to accompany Uncle back to Nanyang." The difficulty and intensity of this work were not ordinarily high. Chen Ke's orders were actually many. Wang Qinian knew that Chen Ke not only mobilized manpower from the Shanghai Renxin Medical College but also sent people to look for Japanese students studying medicine. He heard Chen Ke even planned to select some students loyal to the People's Party with excellent academic performance to go to overseas medical schools for further study after the medical school in the base area was completed.

Only after visiting the base area in person did Wang Qinian know how many doctors the base area needed. Chen Ke had proposed establishing a health and epidemic prevention system in the base area and setting about vaccinating the broad masses against various diseases. Targeting this grand-scale plan, Wang Qinian raised his own question. "Not to mention the money for manufacturing vaccines, how much money is needed to vaccinate hundreds of thousands of people with these epidemic prevention vaccines? Can this money be earned back?"

Chen Ke's answer left Wang Qinian speechless. "Comrade Wang Qinian, why do we People's Party want to promote the people's revolution and establish a socialist system? If looked at under other systems, any transaction is to earn maximized profit. So everyone's goods and services are to squeeze the people clean. But the socialist system is different. From the perspective of the socialist system, what this health and epidemic prevention needs to invest is the grain, clothes, and wages needed by medical workers. The state has no impulse to make money at all. Then the investment for this project is actually very, very low. Even if it is calculated as one thousand people, three jin of grain per person per day is ninety thousand jin of grain a month. Ten yuan wage per person is ten thousand yuan a month. Working for three months is two hundred and seventy thousand jin of grain and thirty thousand yuan. And if one person vaccinates ten people a day, in three months, they can vaccinate nine hundred thousand people. Do you think this investment is a lot? A county town with more than ten thousand people can support such a thousand people to provide better epidemic prevention services for nine hundred thousand people. Vaccination is often basically once for a lifetime immunity. Isn't this considered very cheap?"

This calculation method was really speechless. Wang Qinian finally believed that Chen Ke was a genuine revolutionary. At least a revolutionary who could propose an effective method.

Although he had criticism in his heart, at least Wang Qinian thought these one thousand people should perhaps earn more. After all, with the efforts of these people for three months, nine hundred thousand people received great benefits; even if one person took out ten wen [copper cash], it was deserved.

But looking at the sentence written on the banner with not-so-good handwriting in Chen Ke's office, "Serve the People Wholeheartedly." Under such an almost indisputable revolutionary stance, Wang Qinian couldn't say the words that money must be earned. Yes, if nine hundred thousand people each took out ten wen, that would be nine million wen. Calculating at one thousand wen exchanging for one tael of silver, that would be nine thousand taels of silver. Wang Qinian felt that if calculated according to the workload of working for three months estimated by Chen Ke, it was not an unreasonable figure for each worker to get nine taels of silver as a hard work fee from the common people.

It was just that Wang Qinian didn't dare to say it in the end.



★


New Beginning 7

Volume 3 - Chapter 102

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 102: New Beginning (7)

Yuezhangji was already the headquarters of the Insurance Corps troops. In the northwest corner, the defense was always heavily guarded. That was where the prison was located.

Zhang Youliang's family and the fort landlords captured from various places were locked up there. There was no torture, no interrogation or extorted confessions. The People's Party's attitude towards these captives was to ignore them. Two liang [100g] of rice per person per day, cleaning on time; apart from this, no one here was done anything to.

The landlords never knew that being in prison was such a drag. Since the forts were breached, these people were sent here to sit in prison. Two liang of coarse grain a day; couldn't starve to death, couldn't eat full. The slow state of hunger ruthlessly tortured everyone's soul. The landlords discussed escaping at first. Some people also tried to put the prison break action into practice while they still had some physical strength. However, hunger was far more powerful than these people thought. The Insurance Corps troops guarded heavily; to break through a wall with bare hands required physical strength far exceeding the calorie limit provided by two liang of coarse grain.

Everyone discussed紛紛 at first, what kind of organization this Insurance Corps that suddenly popped up was. Was it bandits or rebels? As the oldest qualification in the prison, Zhang Youliang's family became everyone's source of information. Learning that Zhang Youliang had been locked up for almost four months, everyone was frightened quite a bit. Being able to detain people for a long time at least proved one thing: this organization even had the spare capacity to set up such institutions as prisons.

However, the discussion didn't last too long. One of the effects of hunger is to effectively reduce blood supply to the brain; insufficient blood supply to the brain caused a decline in thinking ability. Moreover, the weather was getting colder day by day. To maintain body temperature, everyone was even less willing to speak, or even move.

Prison life could be said to be dragging on like years. These people soon lost the ability to judge the days, just lingering on in the prison like this.

Suddenly, the Insurance Corps began to pull prisoners out.

Zhang Youliang's family had been locked up the longest and starved the longest. Facing the interrogators, the Zhang family from top to bottom showed a kind of numb and sluggish condition.

The doors and windows of the interrogation room were not large. Although it was daytime, the room was still quite dim, and a lamp even had to be lit. Looking at it gave people a depressive atmosphere. The interrogator in blue clothes at the table was very young; he asked in a voice deliberately pretending to be very flat: "What is your name?"

Zhang Youliang sat numbly on a very special stool. This stool was cut from a whole round wooden stake, big at the bottom and small at the top. It was very uncomfortable to sit on. But Zhang Youliang acted as if he didn't feel it at all; entering the room when told, sitting down when told. When the interrogator asked questions, Zhang Youliang didn't say a word.

"What is your name?" the interrogator asked again. Zhang Youliang remained silent.

"Ask one more time, what is your name?" The young interrogator was already a bit impatient. Just then, the person next to the interrogator put his hand on the interrogator's shoulder. "Comrade Little Zhang, don't worry."

The speaker was Lin Shenhe. The People's Party had issued a task to resolve the issue of blood debts owed by landlords to the people recently. Actually, using a little means to kill the landlords in prison was too easy. But one of the results of doing so was that there was simply no way to mobilize the masses. The purpose of temporarily detaining landlords was mainly to prevent landlords from running to report to the officials. Before the People's Party chose war, the People's Party must avoid sudden military conflicts. By now, the People's Party was ready for war, and the work of liquidating landlords' blood debts could finally be formally carried out.

The person responsible for the interrogation was Zhang Zijie. As the temporary head of the Procuratorate, Lin Shenhe also had to participate in the interrogation. Zhang Zijie was a native of Yuezhangji; from the beginning when the Insurance Corps recruited people, he ran to join the army. Now being able to be responsible for interrogating the former big landlord of Yuezhangji, although he forced a serious face, his heart was extremely excited. Unexpectedly, Zhang Youliang opposite him had no reaction like a wood carving or stone sculpture, not answering after several questions. Zhang Zijie lost his cool instead.

After being reminded by Lin Shenhe, Zhang Zijie knew he had lost his composure a bit. He quickly steadied his mind before continuing to ask: "I ask one last time, what is your name."

Zhang Youliang still didn't make a sound.

"Hmph," Zhang Zijie sneered, "Zhang Youliang, weren't you also terribly arrogant on ordinary days? Why don't you dare to make a sound now when asked what your name is?"

Hearing this, Zhang Youliang's eyes, which had been numb all along, moved slightly.

"Then I continue to ask you, how did Zhang Gongliang die?"

This name did not completely touch Zhang Youliang; he remained silent. regarding this indifferent and resistant attitude, Zhang Zijie could no longer maintain his calm. He slammed the table fiercely. "I'm asking you! Do you think you can not speak by playing dead dog? You just say it straight, how exactly did Zhang Gongliang die?"

Zhang Youliang's eyes finally blinked. Because there was only two liang of coarse grain every day for these four months, Zhang Youliang was already skinny as a stick. His Adam's apple moved up and down, and a dry voice came out slowly: "I knew long ago you wanted to kill me. Kill if you want to kill; what excuse are you looking for? Do you still want to say you are enforcing justice on behalf of Heaven?"

"Zhang Youliang, if we wanted to kill you, we could have killed you early on. But our People's Party doesn't love killing people. You are just a country landlord; saying a few crazy words is nothing big. Now there are common people who want our People's Party to uphold justice. Who killed Zhang Gongliang? How did he die?"

Zhang Youliang's answer was very simple. "He refused to pay rent last year. I had someone beat him dozens of times with a stick. He died."

Zhang Zijie completely didn't expect Zhang Youliang to say it so readily; he was quite surprised. After recording Zhang Youliang's confession, Zhang Zijie continued to ask: "Who did you ask to do it?"

"Hmph, I asked people to drag Zhang Gongliang out and beat him in public at that time. As for who exactly did it, you can ask others. I don't know." Zhang Youliang still spoke slowly. After speaking, he suddenly smiled. "Zhang Zijie, you kid are lucky. You stole half a bag of grain from my house at the beginning of the year. I sent people to catch you then, but didn't expect you had already run away. Later you actually went to defect to the Insurance Corps. If not for this, Zhang Gongliang would be your end. You would definitely have been beaten to death alive too."

Lin Shenhe completely didn't expect Zhang Youliang to speak of this past event. Although his face didn't change color, he felt a sudden realization in his heart. These days Lin Shenhe was relatively close to He Zudao. Establishing the Procuratorate needed manpower, and Chen Ke said to liquidate the blood debts owed by landlords to the common people. Lin Shenhe proposed to He Zudao, hoping He Zudao would support some politically strong comrades. He Zudao recommended Zhang Zijie; the recommendation was "daring to struggle." Looking at it now, the struggle between Zhang Zijie and the landlord was quite profound. If Zhang Zijie hadn't defected to the People's Party, it would be another murder case now.

Facing Zhang Youliang accusing him of theft, Zhang Zijie didn't mean to be overwhelmed at all. On the contrary, Zhang Zijie laughed loudly. "Zhang Youliang, you took away my family's tenancy rights, so I took back half a bag of grain from you. Relying on this half bag of grain, my family managed to hold on until the People's Party arrived in Fengtai County. You owe everyone so many lives; now is the time for you to pay them back to everyone. I also want to tell you one thing: the People's Party is about to distribute land soon. As long as they are ordinary common people, everyone can be distributed land. And this land, you can never take it away again. This land will forever belong to the common people. The good days for you man-eating tycoons and gentry are completely over."

If Zhang Youliang could still maintain calm at the beginning, after hearing this, his breathing immediately became rapid, and the indifference in his eyes as if he had seen through everything disappeared completely. Zhang Youliang's chest heaved fiercely, as if preparing to rush up and tear Zhang Zijie opposite him to pieces. Zhang Zijie looked at Zhang Youliang with composure. The four legs of the interrogation room table were buried in the cement; it couldn't be overturned at all. Zhang Youliang's excited performance satisfied Zhang Zijie very much. The desperate performance of this Zhang Youliang, who used to be majestic and could arbitrarily decide the life and death of Yuezhangji residents, was like drinking a bowl of hot wine in winter; every pore was comfortable. The wonderful pleasure of revenge made Zhang Zijie unable to help laughing out loud.

"I'll kill you!" Zhang Youliang suddenly grabbed that oddly shaped "stool," preparing to pick it up and smash it at Zhang Zijie opposite. But the odd shape of this stool suddenly played a role. The cylindrical exterior made of a whole log was quite smooth; there was simply no place to grip. Zhang Youliang bent down wanting to hug this "stool" up, but found another difficulty: this "stool" was big at the bottom and small at the top, heavy at the bottom and light at the top. Sitting on it was very stable, but wanting to hug it up made one lose balance completely. Plus his physical strength was very limited, Zhang Youliang's efforts to find a weapon all failed. Hearing the sound, the guard at the door had already rushed in. Seeing Zhang Youliang hugging the "stool" and swaying like pulling a radish, the guard came up and kicked Zhang Youliang down along with the stool, then tied Zhang Youliang up firmly.

Lin Shenhe couldn't help grinning. This kind of stool was a style provided by Chen Ke. Including the construction method of the interrogation room, it was also provided by Chen Ke. Tables buried in the cement floor were for the convenience of handcuffing prisoners to the table if needed. Some people thought there was no need to give prisoners stools to sit on; Chen Ke's answer was "making prisoners stand is very inhumane." Lin Shenhe had sat on that stool; the stool surface was not big and it was quite uncomfortable to sit on. But unexpectedly, when the prisoner prepared to use the stool as a weapon, it was actually completely unusable. Chen Ke had no experience as a policeman; this could be judged from conversations with Chen Ke. However, completely unexpectedly, besides being able to provide various theoretical supports, Chen Ke could actually come up with so many ingenious ideas on such designs of a "dark nature." Thinking about it was really quite scary.

Zhang Youliang had fallen into a state of madness, struggling and cursing at the same time. Zhang Zijie said to the guard: "Take him down first; bring Zhang Youliang's son up."

The evidence collection work was much easier than imagined. Zhang Youliang's crimes were not committed secretly at all; for landlords with such forts, their arrogance even exceeded Chen Ke's imagination. The benchmark for this trial was the murder cases committed by landlords against the people within three years. Comrades didn't quite understand this specific requirement at first; Chen Ke had to state his considerations.

Before speaking, Chen Ke asked Chen Tianhua to introduce in detail the impact of the breeding farm in Xingtai, Hebei on the small peasant economy. Everyone listened with relish. Just a village-run breeding farm could create such a huge influence in a county or even farther areas, even very likely forcing many families to be broken and destroyed. The weirdness of the economy also made the comrades shudder.

After Chen Tianhua finished speaking, Chen Ke was satisfied with the shock of the comrades. He said: "This is the trading system. The characteristic of the small peasant economy is to avoid trading as much as possible. Because the means of production are distributed in the hands of countless small producers, everyone's choice is the same: first farm and eat full. Very few surplus materials are traded. The scale of trading using those surplus products is small, but this little money happens to very likely determine the fate of a family. You need money to see a doctor; you might need money to buy cloth. As for going to school, you need money even more. And these trades, in front of mass-production competitors, simply cannot compete. The commodities farmers use for trading cannot be sold; they spent effort in vain to produce these products, and finally couldn't exchange for money. If not for the peasant association organized by Comrade Chen Tianhua, I'm afraid many families of these common people would have had big problems."

Looking at the discussing People's Party comrades, Chen Ke said: "Comrades, why do we want to overthrow the old system and establish a new system? Because industrialized production needs a matching system, and this system is very complex. The Chinese people are great people; everyone knows they can't trust things they haven't seen. So we ourselves must understand this system first, and then build the framework of this system first. Only when the people enjoy the benefits of this system can they gradually believe in us. Everyone continue to work hard."

The persuasive effect of this speech was excellent. Although many comrades had things they wanted to say, to let them thoroughly understand the effect of mass production on the small peasant economy, everyone had more things to figure out. So everyone simply stopped saying much and focused the problem back on the initial question: why focus on investigating murder cases within three years.

"Within these three years, there were signs of large-scale foreign goods entering Fengtai County. Many landlords in Anhui had their own businesses. Landlords couldn't cope with the challenge of foreign goods, and some foreign goods were also very important to landlords; landlords also needed more money to trade. On one hand was the bankruptcy of landlord workshops; on the other hand, landlords needed more money. Apart from squeezing more grain from farmers to exchange for more money, landlords had no other way. Moreover, there are many forts in Anhui; the degree of arrogance of these big landlords can be imagined. The landlords had the most murder cases in these three years. Moreover, many of us are not locals; we have little information about many cases from three years ago. I'm not saying cases from three years ago shouldn't be investigated, but investigating cases from three years ago might not be as clear in facts as these cases within three years. Since we want to handle cases, we must handle them with clear facts. We cannot handle cases just to pursue results."

And the final result was truly surprising. Within three years, Zhang Youliang's family alone committed more than a dozen murder cases in Yuezhangji. Several other landlords also had murder cases in their hands. As for cases of seizing fields and seizing tenancy rights, there were hundreds. This was just cases near Fengtai County. For the surrounding forts conquered by the base area, the owner of every fort had murder cases on their hands. If this was considered the category of class struggle and easy to define, gangs were prevalent in the Huai River North area; armed fight cases triggered by various civil contradictions caused hundreds of deaths. These armed fight cases involved more people; even some soldiers in the troops were involved in these things.

"Grasp the principal contradiction first now. The contradiction between landlords and the people is the principal contradiction. Focus on handling these cases first; freeze the others temporarily." Chen Ke issued instructions.

Xu Dian didn't object this time. These murder cases were all cases before the base area was established. Those involving class struggle could be said to have people's demands, but for civil dispute cases, the People's Party hadn't appeared at that time, and legally they were not qualified to manage so much.

"Comrade Xu Dian, I asked you last time to arrange the trial of those who stole from the farmland. When publicly trying landlords this time, this group of people should also be 'accompanied binding' [displayed as warning]. After trying the landlords, try them publicly too. This group of people has been arrested and subjected to forced labor for so long; the time of this stage should also be counted as prison term."

Xu Dian didn't object. He asked: "Chairman Chen, when will this public trial be held?"

"As soon as the iron-transporting fleet returns, hold it immediately."

"Yes!" Xu Dian's eyes were full of enthusiasm. This was his first time practicing the duties of a judge; his excitement could be imagined. "I will go back now to confirm the legal provisions more. Prepare more perfectly before the fleet returns."

Under Yan Fu's command, the fleet finally arrived at Hanyang. There were many more checkpoints along the way. If not for the fleet having the Anhui New Army flag and the escort of some New Army comrades who had volunteered to join the People's Party, they would definitely have been extorted miserably. Even so, the fleet gave quite a few benefit fees to the checkpoints along the way. During the Anhui flood, the government not only didn't provide relief but increased the intensity of exploitation. regarding such a status quo, the Water Detachment was filled with righteous indignation from top to bottom.

Water Detachment Political Commissar Li Zhao specially held a mobilization meeting. This mobilization meeting impressed Yan Fu deeply.

"Comrades, I know everyone hates these checkpoints to the bone. Because the money everyone gives them is money earned hard by our Party, money earned by the common people of the base area breaking their backs. Those corrupt officials do nothing but sit there and collect money for nothing. Should everyone be angry at this bunch of bastards? Everyone should be angry! Because we are all People's Party members, all People's Party soldiers. We want to save the people and completely eliminate these corrupt officials!"

Yan Fu listened and watched quietly. The People's Party comrades were all very young; the oldest was less than forty. Listening to Li Zhao's mobilization, everyone had anger on their faces. Even Zhang Yu, who usually didn't like to show expression, had a face gloomy like water.

"Of course, in the eyes of this bunch of people, after the flood, these people's lives are miserable. The daily extortion has no source; except for collecting money on the river channel, they have no other livelihood. Comrades, this bunch of people never thought that facing disaster, as long as we unite, as long as we sincerely want to save the common people, there is nothing we can't do. Didn't we do it in Fengtai County? Moreover, Fengtai County had the worst flood; we have so many rivers and lakes here. As the saying goes, people go to high places, water flows to low places. Water from everywhere came to us. But were we afraid? I have to say, I was afraid at that time, but seeing so many fellow villagers about to die in this flood, saving people was too urgent; I didn't have time to be afraid of this or that either."

The comrades of the Water Detachment were all old comrades; many had experience saving people. Everyone nodded one after another.

"Hanyang is a big place with many fun things and rare gadgets. Everyone coming to this place wants to see the world and see rare things. I can understand everyone's mood, but I want to say now, we came to Hanyang this time to transport precious iron back to our Fengtai County. We came to work, not to play. No matter how good or prosperous Hanyang is, it is not the focus of our visit this time. I require everyone not to get off the boat during the period in Hanyang. Big places have various bad people. For such a big fleet of ours, there are plenty of people who want to target us. Once off the boat, someone will try every way to have bad intentions towards us. Even if we can settle these things, it will delay the itinerary. Comrades, after this flood, everyone's family needs farm tools. Transporting this iron back to the base area, our families will have farm tools to cultivate next year. And this winter, we have to do so much farm work on water conservancy; everyone is eagerly waiting for us to transport the iron back. If because we ourselves are playful and delay these important works, do you think it's appropriate?"

"Don't worry, Commissar. We will definitely listen to command. We absolutely won't cause trouble."

"It's not afraid of you causing trouble. I now require everyone that during the period in Hanyang, without orders, absolutely no one is allowed to get off the boat. We came here for work. I guarantee everyone, when we liberate Anhui and liberate Hubei, I will request our party organization comrades to come to Hanyang specifically to play. But, this time, I require everyone absolutely not to get off the boat. The captain of each ship must manage his own ship and his own crew well. We didn't come out to play for ourselves; we came here for our families, for the revolution."

"Commissar, we will definitely obey orders and listen to command."

"If we aren't allowed off the boat, we won't get off the boat."

The soldiers all expressed their attitude.

Yan Fu looked at the soldiers' demeanor; that was definitely not a perfunctory look, but a simple look of complete understanding. The navy stresses discipline most. Soldiers floating on the water all day naturally want to relax when they arrive at the port. The Beiyang Navy even caused human lives in the Japanese flower streets [red-light districts]. Many of these people were soldiers who joined not long ago, yet in discipline, they could already compare with or even exceed the Beiyang Navy. Yan Fu was very satisfied with this.

Zhang Zhidong was very polite to Yan Fu. There was so much scrap iron in Hanyang Iron and Steel Works; the price was naturally negotiable. Of course, Yan Fu being willing to pay with real gold and silver was another reason. The People's Party brought a lot of 914 this time, which sold for a very good price. With the concessions in Wuhan booming day by day, the problem of venereal diseases was very serious. Giving enough money, plus effective bribery, the total amount of steel bought finally reached as much as 20,000 tons.

As a Confucian scholar, to show respect for Yan Fu, a true famous scholar, Zhang Zhidong even came personally when Yan Fu was preparing to load the ships and leave, and sent two officials to pilot the way for Yan Fu, so that Yan Fu wouldn't encounter excessive difficulties in Hubei. And Yan Fu also knew the news that Zhang Zhidong was about to go to Beijing soon.

"Jidao, where did you get such a group of cargo transporters?" Zhang Zhidong originally thought that transporting these 20,000 tons of steel wouldn't be too fast no matter what. Unexpectedly, the people on the ship had a reasonable division of labor and orderly organization. And everyone worked like their lives depended on it. Completely different from those numb dock workers tortured by heavy work. Although Hanyang Iron and Steel Works was responsible for transporting the steel to the riverside, he didn't expect more than three hundred people to work together like crazy. In more than two hours, all the steel was transported onto the ships.

"Lord Zhang, these people were also met by chance. I originally didn't expect to meet such a group of people." Yan Fu laughed.

Originally Zhang Zhidong wanted to invite Yan Fu to have a meal together. Seeing such a scene, and seeing Yan Fu's face full of urgency to get on the boat quickly, Zhang Zhidong laughed, "Jidao, seeing you so anxious, I won't keep you much longer."

Yan Fu was not polite either; he bid farewell to Zhang Zhidong directly.

Watching the fleet sail into the Yangtze River channel, Zhang Zhidong was very puzzled. Who exactly was Yan Fu helping with all his might?

Nine days later, the news that Yan Fu's fleet entered the range controlled by the base area finally arrived at Chen Ke's place, who had been waiting for a long time. Chen Ke immediately convened the Party Committee meeting. At the meeting, it was formally decided that the next step of work begins.



★


New Beginning 8

Volume 3 - Chapter 103

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 103: New Beginning (8)

"Distributing houses!" "Starting to draw numbers!" "Everyone line up!" Grassroots cadres holding big megaphones stood on high places, shouting loudly to the crowd.

Hearing this, the common people immediately scrambled to rush towards the house selection table. "Whoever snatches again will be dragged to the end to pick a house!" A roar came from the big megaphone. Not only verbal threats, but the guard team responsible for maintaining order also forcibly pushed everyone into a long line.

The guard team members were also locals; those unwilling to queue ran over to find people they knew. They said with smiling faces: "Arrange us a bit forward." The guard team couldn't lose their temper with their friends and relatives, so they said pleasantly: "We have tried many times these days; everyone can only draw once. You can't see that number either. Drawing early doesn't necessarily mean ranking in the front."

This house selection was really a major event. In order to avoid the malady of weak organization in such large-scale activities in the past, all common people participated in drills regarding drawing numbers. The purpose of the drill was clear: to tell everyone that everyone would have a house, and drawing a number to select a house was luck. Being in front of the line didn't necessarily mean drawing a number in the front. However, human habitual thinking is like this; although reason and practice told everyone the unreliability of random probability, emotionally they always felt that when there were more choices, the probability of being in the front was greater.

In actual drills, some people drew front numbers, and some drew back numbers. Those who drew front numbers hoped this time was the formal selection and were even unwilling to hand the numbers back. Lu Huitian, who was responsible for house distribution affairs, could understand this mentality, but also found it very funny.

After all, they had lived collectively for more than half a year, and the masses' habit of observing order was basically formed. Lu Huitian remembered Chen Ke's speech at the mobilization meeting: "Everyone should see how enthusiastic the people are about house distribution. The more enthusiastic the people are, the more it shows that the people believe in us. It shows that our work is more successful."

The situation on the scene was indeed as Chen Ke said; although there was nervousness, expectation, and worry, the common people all hoped to be more in front. The purpose of wanting to get the house selection number earlier was not necessarily all thinking they could get a more front number. Getting it earlier meant they could go to select a house earlier, and their hearts could settle down earlier.

After the order stabilized, the number drawing finally began. The first number drawn was 8143. The one who drew the number was a middle-aged man; Lu Huitian felt he had seen him, but couldn't call out this person's name. The staff member shouted with a megaphone: "Number eight thousand one hundred and forty-three! Number eight thousand one hundred and forty-three! Hu Youxiang ranks eight thousand one hundred and forty-third to select a house." The middle-aged man's face immediately fell. A burst of laughter erupted from the crowd; it wasn't clear if it was envy or schadenfreude. Mixed in the laughter was the sound of a woman wailing. This number was really too far back. There were a total of 12,000 houses; Hu Youxiang was selecting a house towards the end.

Looking at the big box in front of him sheepishly, Hu Youxiang really wanted to draw another number from inside to compare with this one of his. He looked up again at the guard team eyeing him covetously next to him; if he drew again recklessly, he would definitely be slapped to the very end. In the number drawing drills these days, discipline was repeatedly declared. The guard team didn't give Hu Youxiang a chance either; everyone pushed and pulled Hu Youxiang to the notary office.

The notary office was composed of six people, all representatives of the common people who supported the People's Party. Their background must be clean. Innocent meant that besides not being property owners above middle peasants, they could not have had bad records; those who stole or fought were all rejected. They could not come from clan families in various villages. Anyone who could represent the power holders of the old era was rejected. People's representatives shouldn't be unable to represent the "more general" people.

These representatives of the common people had mastered Arabic numerals and basic arithmetic knowledge in literacy training. They verified the number, which was the same as the number stated by the announcer. Then this number and name were registered, and the number was pasted on a huge board according to the list.

Next, number "4511" was drawn by the second person. The team finally began to move forward slowly.

Those who drew front numbers would receive a burst of envious exclamations, while those who drew back numbers would trigger good-natured laughter. Especially when number 1 and number 12,000 were drawn, it was a huge stimulation. The roar of the common people drowned out the sound of calling numbers.

House selection was carried out overnight. After the first 100 numbers were picked out, this group of people was immediately organized to select houses. The common people actually had their own ideas in their hearts long ago; those arranged to select houses went straight to the houses in their minds. The impatient ones even moved the bed boards of their straw bunks with their whole families and moved in immediately.

The number of people eligible to move into houses in the entire Fengtai County was finally determined to be 67,000. Among them, 12,000 people needed to live in collective dormitories because they joined the civil servant team and the troops. So finally 55,000 people could move into new houses. Everyone hadn't had their own houses for a long time. Because the number of houses was limited after all, a family could only live in one room. The People's Party guaranteed that they would build houses non-stop in the near future. Within four months, every family would have their own house.

Everyone hadn't lived together as a whole family for a long time; needless to mention this excitement. Every family reunited, and soon they found that there were not many daily necessities in the new home now. A few simple broken beds, thin quilts; everyone didn't even have a kitchen. Even so, everyone didn't feel discouraged. The new-style red brick houses were also quite different from traditional Anhui houses. But no one was disappointed. Because many common people were living in real brick houses for the first time. Compared with low adobe houses, red brick houses were big and bright. Especially the glass on the windows; that was really a rare thing. Transparent glass windows were much stronger than window paper. Adults and children gathered in front of and behind the glass to look; such transparent stuff had never entered ordinary common people's families on such a large scale. The common people looked at the glass with surprised and even worshipful eyes. Quite a few people even thought about how much money they would make if they dismantled the glass and sold it to others.

The base area could not produce high-transparency glass for the time being; the glass provided now was relatively turbid, which also saved curtains. But on the same day, there were incidents of glass being smashed. So the common people learned a new term "Supply and Marketing Cooperative Property Management Company." The Property Management Company was responsible for the installation and replacement of items such as glass. The common people who applied to the Property Management Company for glass replacement trembling with fear received two pieces of news. The good news was "glass can be replaced for free once a year"; the bad news was "replacement more than once requires money. Changing glass once requires paying half a jin of wheat."

Breaking glass was just a matter of husband and wife quarreling or beating a child in the family. A more important matter was placed in front of the common people: land distribution was about to begin.

The charter for land distribution was very simple: every common person, regardless of gender, could be distributed three mu of land, and the Land Certificate bore the individual's name. Regardless of marriage, funeral, or marriage, this land belonged to the individual, not the family. Land was not allowed to be bought or sold within three years. After three years, land could be bought and sold with the government.

This policy, which should have caused a monstrous wave, actually had no one strongly opposing it. Women naturally didn't oppose; most women received property under their own names for the first time. Men didn't strongly oppose either; the wife married in would bring land, what a good thing this was. Everyone basically had sons and daughters; marrying in brought land, and although marrying out also meant accompanying land as dowry, it could be balanced through betrothal gifts and the like. Instead, they didn't suffer a loss.

Moreover, the common people actually lacked confidence in how long this new policy could last. The armed force of the Insurance Corps was the most powerful existence in Fengtai County now; everyone knew opposing was useless. Anyway, these lands were all good lands that everyone participated in constructing with their own hands; the difference was limited. It had only been a few days since the disaster year passed; everyone's memory of the miserable days was fresh. Now no matter how the land was distributed, it was so much better than before. The land hadn't been distributed yet; who would be willing to look for that trouble for no reason?

Haggling over every ounce is for one's own things. Now that the land hadn't arrived in hand yet, and the common people didn't have much confidence in how long this system could be maintained, opposing the People's Party and the Insurance Corps at huge risk seemed overly foolish.

Before land distribution, the Public Trial Rally was officially convened.

Since the fort was breached by the Insurance Corps, Zhang Youliang had made up his mind to die. But when he was really pushed onto the stage of the Public Trial Rally and saw tens of thousands of common people gathering around the stage, Zhang Youliang truly understood one thing: he was finished.

Zhang Youliang hadn't studied the revolutionary program of the People's Party; what he had was experience killed out with real swords and spears. For oppressors, their power and influence, to put it bluntly, had always been power facing a minority of the people. Without being able to fully organize, the people were always powerless facing landlords and bullies like Zhang Youliang. History has recorded countless times that tens of thousands of common people were always at a disadvantage facing a minority of elites.

Zhang Youliang's military history was a war between well-trained and untrained. Li Hongzhang's Huai Army troops grew up continuously in battle. From being more undisciplined than the Taiping Army elite at the beginning, to gradually having discipline. After bloody battles one after another, especially after accepting the reorganization and training of foreigners, the Huai Army became more and more regularized and disciplined.

Zhang Youliang became rich and returned to his hometown. He bought, organized, and trained hundreds of elites. Plus the Zhang family clansmen, defeating thousands of common people's movements in the countryside could be said to be a piece of cake.

In the past, the common people's battles had neither common interests nor good organization. Individual bravery was meaningless facing well-organized oppressors. Two fists can't beat four hands; a good man can't withstand many people. But without organization and discipline, even when facing battle, the people habitually wanted to preserve their own lives first. The number of those daring to fight was actually less than the enemy. After these backbones died in battle, the remaining people's team scattered in an uproar. That was why Zhang Youliang could become a hegemon in Fengtai County so easily. Para-military non-governmental forces were simply not something civilian common people could resist.

So after seeing the more disciplined and more numerous People's Party troops, Zhang Youliang's feelings were deeper than anyone else's. Having fought east and west for so many years, Zhang Youliang's gaze scanned several important locations in the venue. He saw soldiers of the Insurance Corps, which had thoroughly destroyed Zhang Youliang's fort, at key points. Following Li Hongzhang to fight east and west, Zhang Youliang had also learned "formations." Formations were not the magical "Eight Trigrams Formation" in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. To put it bluntly, formations were a configuration method chosen to maximize the combat effectiveness of one's own troops. Facing various situations, the military formation could adopt corresponding methods to ensure the troops exerted sufficient combat effectiveness.

The Insurance Corps' Public Trial Rally this time could be said to be a simple military formation. There were guards holding the line at the four corners, and even simple watchtowers were erected. Teams of soldiers were used to command the subordinates to maintain order. The group guarding the public trial stage could be temporarily regarded as the central army. Just looking with a soldier's habit, Zhang Youliang knew he was dead for sure. For an armed force possessing such ability, the reason for bringing him on stage was just to kill him to establish prestige. Zhang Youliang didn't expect anyone to come to "raid the execution ground." If anyone were to raid the execution ground, they should have come long ago. It had been almost four months since Zhang Youliang was captured. The Insurance Corps not only had leisure to ignore people like him. That meant the Insurance Corps simply hadn't encountered any real challenge.

Since he was a soldier, Zhang Youliang naturally had some soldier's backbone. Hands tied behind his back, even tied up firmly, Zhang Youliang's waist was still straight. Things having reached this point, stretching the head was a slash, shrinking the head was also a slash. There was no reason to let those poor ghosts below the stage look down on him. As if he had done something wrong.

Being brought up with Zhang Youliang were several backbones of the Zhang family, and several other landlords with human lives on their hands. They were all guys who were arrogant and domineering in the countryside on ordinary days. Except for a few Zhang family children who listened to Zhang Youliang's order not to submit to the Insurance Corps absolutely—so although they saw so many people below the stage, they could barely stand straight—the other landlords were already scared into kneeling on the ground. In their whole lives, they had never seen so many people in the same place. Especially these people were the poor people they had bullied on ordinary days. Before being brought here, the Procuratorate team led by Lin Shenhe had already interrogated these landlords; these landlords all knew why they were brought here.

Originally, the landlords still held illusions; among those cooperating with the People's Party and Insurance Corps, there were quite a few landlords. It was nothing more than giving a bit more money to appease the families of the deceased, and then being extorted a large sum of money severely. Unexpectedly, the people interrogating them only asked them to confess their "crimes" and turned a blind eye to their requests to pay ransom and compensation.

When the landlords completely didn't know how this bunch of people would deal with them, they were pressed onto the Public Trial Rally. Although there were still illusions in their hearts, thinking these people just wanted to display them to the public. But just the scene below and the emotions among the masses made this bunch of people intuitively know that things were bad.

What gave their spirits the final blow were the people who dragged them up. Identifying carefully, they were actually all family members of the common people killed by them. Things having reached this point, the landlords already knew they were basically dead for sure.

Hu Xingzhi was the only landlord who came to watch this public trial. This time the People's Party started arresting landlords, but unexpectedly no blood debts of Hu Xingzhi's family were found. Hu Xingzhi was also a big landlord in Fengtai County. Zhang Youliang took the violent route, while Hu Xingzhi took the clan route. Clans were originally also objects to be hit heavily this time, but clan issues were more complex, and such straightforward class struggle methods couldn't be adopted. So Chen Ke specially entrusted Ren Qiying to invite Hu Xingzhi specifically to come and watch the Public Trial Rally.

Landlords were unwilling to come to watch, and Hu Xingzhi naturally was unwilling too. When Ren Qiying came to invite him in person, Hu Xingzhi was all smiles. "Miss Ren, you aren't arresting me, are you?"

Although the news of the People's Party capturing Shouzhou was blocked very tightly, after all, it had been more than a month, and some rumors also reached Hu Xingzhi here. Hu Xingzhi knew Chen Ke wanted to rebel; his judgment was that Shouzhou had already been taken by the People's Party. Now the People's Party was arresting landlords on a large scale; Hu Xingzhi thought Chen Ke was going to lay hands on the landlords. When encountering big events, Hu Xingzhi and Zhang Youliang were actually quite similar. He secretly let his sons slip away, while he himself waited at home for disaster to come to his door. As soon as Ren Qiying arrived, Hu Xingzhi simply asked straightforwardly.

Ren Qiying smiled slightly. "Uncle Hu, the two elder brothers left the base area. We were worried the road was unsafe, so we kept them temporarily. I came this time just to invite Uncle Hu to go see the trial of Zhang Youliang and those bullies. Uncle Hu, as an elder in the clan, your character and popularity have always been excellent. Usually mediating rural affairs, there are no blood debts either. It is absolutely impossible for us to have any bad intentions towards you, Uncle Hu."

Hearing his sons were arrested, Hu Xingzhi didn't get too excited either. Even Zhang Youliang could be arrested; Hu Xingzhi's family was even less of a problem. While inviting Ren Qiying to sit down, he asked: "Mr. Chen Ke first told the landlords he wanted to borrow land. I knew this was 'borrowing Jingzhou' [borrowing without returning]. But in the disaster year, the Insurance Corps indeed saved tens of thousands of common people; I have nothing more to say. But now Mr. Chen Ke has started to forcibly arrest landlords. Doing it step by step like this, to what extent does Mr. Chen plan to go? Miss Ren, you are also a cadre of the Insurance Corps now; these tens of thousands of common people in our Fengtai County also know your name. Please, Miss Ren, give me a straight word. Whether killing or hacking, let people have a definite idea in their hearts."

"Arresting those landlords is because they owe blood debts. A life for a life, paying back debts; it is perfectly justified. Our People's Party is just conforming to heavenly principles. As for to what extent we will go in the future, the first thing is to make everyone's life next year double that of this year. Otherwise, what meaning is there in us engaging in this new system?"

By now, Hu Xingzhi also risked everything. He asked loudly: "Then how can I, Hu, be of service?"

"Uncle Hu, you are an elder of the clan. This clan is going to be replaced by the Agricultural Cooperative and the People's Representative Conference. For a reasonable person like you, cooperating with you is naturally the best choice," Ren Qiying answered calmly.

"Isn't this selling me, and I still have to help count the money?" Hu Xingzhi was very puzzled by the request Ren Qiying made.

Ren Qiying stared into Hu Xingzhi's eyes and said very seriously: "Since the old set of clans simply couldn't save the common people, why should we hold on to it and not let go? Uncle Hu, you being this clan elder, disaster relief won't work. The rest is calming disputes in the countryside. And these disputes, at most you can calm some small disputes. Once it gets big, what can you do? Zhang Youliang could kill people in public, but you dare not. What remains are those usual sacrificial festivals. You actually know very well that there are many folk festivals. These festivals all require banquets and sharing wine and meat. This is the time to 'eat the big households' like you. Many festivals are just finding an excuse to sacrifice to some random goddess, king, general, or whatever. The stories are made up as soon as you hear them. Asking about the reason can bring out countless versions; no one knows the origin. But everyone has a good time in this kind of sacrifice, because it needs to be lively, carrying gods out, parading through the streets, setting up banquets, eating good food. If you do it well, it's expected. If you don't do it well, how many people speak ill of you behind your back? Holding onto these clan matters and not letting go doesn't look like something a smart person like you, Uncle Hu, should do."

Hearing Ren Qiying's words, Hu Xingzhi nodded in agreement. What he really wanted to praise in his heart was not this statement, but that this little girl Ren Qiying could see through the true face of things so clearly. And the frankness and composure when talking about this matter. After joining the Insurance Corps, even a little girl like Ren Qiying could become so shrewd and capable; the strength of this People's Party was really not to be underestimated.

"Miss Ren, then why did Mr. Chen ask me to go see that whatever Public Trial Rally this time?" Hu Xingzhi turned the topic back to the initial question.

"Very simple. Your going is to express an attitude, supporting the People's Party to manage the judiciary of Fengtai County from now on. From now on, the clan will firstly not interfere in the judiciary, and secondly not act on its own. Once you speak, the matter of 'eating the big households' will never fall on your head again, and resolving disputes won't make you spend effort and energy. And our People's Party will also save a lot of trouble. Isn't this a good thing where both sides benefit?"
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Chapter 104: New Beginning (9)

Hu Xingzhi, who was persuaded by Ren Qiying to watch the Public Trial Rally, wore very ordinary clothes. As a clan elder near the county town, even if he had some reputation, it didn't mean that most people in the county had met him. On the contrary, as a cadre of the People's Party, Ren Qiying often went in and out of the troops and the Reclamation Brigade for work; far more people knew her than Hu Xingzhi. Comparatively speaking, the number of common people paying "attention" to Ren Qiying far exceeded those noticing Hu Xingzhi. For this young female cadre of the People's Party, the gazes of everyone contained more envy, respect, and curiosity. Ren Qiying was already accustomed to being watched by the public like this. She looked calmly at the rostrum, not caring about the surrounding gazes at all.

There were also many people Hu Xingzhi knew among the common people. Not knowing if it was psychological, Hu Xingzhi felt that these common people treated him quite coldly. seeing Hu Xingzhi appear, the friendly ones at most smiled at him. More people just glanced at Hu Xingzhi a few times, and then looked excitedly at the public trial stage. Hu Xingzhi wasn't used to it at first, but soon he got over it. For more than half a year, Hu Xingzhi basically hadn't appeared in front of the common people; those who saved the common people were from the People's Party Insurance Corps. The common people naturally didn't buy Hu Xingzhi's account much anymore. Moreover, the trial rally had already begun, and the common people's attention was all focused on those landlords on the stage.

The first process of the Public Trial Rally was airing grievances. Relatives of victims had already jumped onto the stage, pointing at the landlords with gnashed teeth and beginning to recount their grievances. The common people were previously scattered in various villages; although beating people to death was a big event, most were just various rumors. When the relatives of the deceased pointed at the landlords and began to state their grievances, that feeling was truly indescribable.

The first one dragged out was Liu Yixuan. This landlord, who had explicitly expressed support for the People's Party, firmly supported Chen Ke when Chen Ke borrowed land from landlords back then. He never expected that the People's Party would actually turn hostile and not recognize people. Let alone the promised "People's Representative" was not honored at all, now they were actually preparing to take his life. Among the landlords, Liu Yixuan felt he was the most "wronged." But when a woman dressed in mourning walked onto the stage step by step towards Liu Yixuan, that feeling of grievance vanished immediately.

"Chairman Chen, this woman is a famous beauty in Liu Yixuan's village. In order to occupy this woman, Liu Yixuan failed to seduce her and simply used force. The woman's husband discovered this matter and was actually beaten to death by Liu Yixuan." Xu Dian and Chen Ke stood on the simple watchtower; Xu Dian introduced the situation to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke sneered. "An ugly wife, nearby land, and a tattered cotton-padded jacket. Comrade Xu Dian, these are called the Three Treasures of a farm family. Actually, who doesn't like beautiful girls? But farmers often can't keep their own wives. Hmph, my hometown is not very far from the Shaolin Temple. The Shaolin Temple is the biggest landlord in Songshan and also rents land to farmers. The monks in charge of renting land dared to say blatantly: those with good wives rent good land, those without good wives rent bad land, and those without wives have no land to farm."

When responsible for investigating the case files, Xu Dian already hated the evil deeds of the landlords extremely. Hearing Chen Ke say this, Xu Dian gritted his teeth tightly, eyes flashing with angry light. "Chairman Chen, when interrogating this guy Liu Yixuan, he actually dared to cry injustice, saying you promised him the official position of People's Representative."

"I did promise him at that time, that's right." Chen Ke admitted the fact frankly. After speaking, Chen Ke asked: "Comrade Xu Dian, you actually didn't run to ask me about this matter; I am very satisfied."

Xu Dian sighed and said somewhat embarrassedly: "I actually wanted to ask you at that time, Chairman Chen. But Comrade Lin Shenhe stopped me. He said since it is trying a case, the judicial organ interrogates criminals; it has nothing to do with whether these criminals are People's Representatives or not. So he didn't let me go find you."

"Oh? Comrade Lin Shenhe grasps principles very well. This point is worth learning." No emotion could be heard in Chen Ke's voice. Xu Dian looked at Chen Ke curiously, but saw Chen Ke looking at the stage of the Public Trial Rally expressionlessly. nothing else could be seen from his face.

"Chairman Chen, did I do something wrong?" Xu Dian felt the meaning in Chen Ke's calmness was not quite dissatisfaction. He asked.

"Xu Dian, don't bring your personal thoughts into work. I asked you to try cases, not to express your attitude to me. Don't think you want to be a Blue Sky Great Master [Upright Official] who fears no power. Even if you are a Blue Sky Great Master, wait until there is power oppressing you before you show me fearlessness of power and adherence to the law. Now no one said this Liu Yixuan cannot be tried, yet you want to make an issue of whether he is a People's Representative; why bother? Are you afraid someone will retaliate afterwards? Or are you afraid people won't know you dare to lay hands on anyone?"

As soon as Chen Ke finished speaking, Xu Dian's face turned red to the root of his neck. Chen Ke didn't even look at Xu Dian, but continued: "Xu Dian, striking criminals. For the people, this is a way to vent their anger. For the social system, this is a way to maintain order. For politics, this is a way to implement political programs. Every different level has different needs to satisfy. And all this is for one purpose: to let everyone live a better life. Not to show off your own prestige."

When Chen Ke turned his head to look at Xu Dian, he saw Xu Dian lowering his head deeply, turning his body slightly sideways, as if he dared not let Chen Ke's gaze fall on him. Chen Ke quickly patted Xu Dian's shoulder. "Comrade Xu Dian, doing this can be said to be because of youth; young people always want to establish their own achievements. This is very normal; I am not angry at all, nor do I find it surprising. In my view, haven't you thought in your heart that you don't want to be like those engaging in law under the old system? You want to be an honest, upright, fair, and just judicial worker. You hope there is no high or low before the law, and everyone is equal before the law. I know; you have always hoped so. I also hope Comrade Xu Dian you can always adhere to such an attitude and always have the backbone to fear no power. This is the attitude a legal worker should have."

After speaking, Chen Ke patted Xu Dian's shoulder again.

Chen Ke's words actually spoke out many things in Xu Dian's heart. The reason why Xu Dian strongly hoped for judicial independence was indeed largely because he wanted to achieve personal reputation. Those famous judges in Chinese legends, whether Bao Zheng or Di Renjie, were hard bones who feared no power and dared to struggle. An honest official needs character. Although he studied law in Japan, and Western law at that, in his bones, Xu Dian still had that "Qingliu" [Upright Scholar] attitude. He hoped he could also leave his name in history and be praised by future generations. That was why Xu Dian maintained a kind of resistance and negation towards Chen Ke's persistence in political leadership over law.

Having that bit of selfishness in his heart exposed straightforwardly by Chen Ke, Xu Dian's shame was far more intense than he imagined. Because of unbearable shame, Xu Dian dared not raise his head all along.

"Raise your head and look at me." Chen Ke's voice was deep and powerful. Xu Dian gritted his teeth, with a face full of annoyance and shame, but finally raised his head and looked at Chen Ke.

Chen Ke pressed his hands on Xu Dian's shoulders, looking at Xu Dian with an encouraging smile. "Comrade Xu Dian, you joined the revolution for ideals. Making these mistakes counts as nothing in my view, because I also did such things when I was young. I probably did more than you, not less. It's just that later I understood: if a person wants to realize his value, just like you want to be a good judge who leaves a name in history, your starting point is not to perform what a good judge should do, not to let others see. But when you face work, you judge cases well from the bottom of your heart. Not to let others see that you are judging cases well."

Just at this time, a burst of shouting suddenly came from in front of the stage of the Public Trial Rally: "Kill him!" "Kill him!" "Kill Liu Yixuan, this dog thing!" Not many people shouted at first, but soon more people began to shout. Chen Ke and Xu Dian both turned to the stage. They saw the woman in mourning on the stage crying loudly while pouncing madly to beat the head of Liu Yixuan kneeling on the ground. The staff were afraid the woman would beat Liu Yixuan to death, so they hurried up to pull the two apart. And the common people below the stage shouted slogans angrily.

Because of the distance, one could only see the woman's shoulders heaving violently while crying bitterly, but couldn't hear the sound. Watching such a scene, even the ashamed Xu Dian felt the emotions in his heart gradually being driven by the people's anger. After a good while, the wave of the masses' anger subsided slightly. Xu Dian turned his head to look at Chen Ke, only to see Chen Ke staring at the stage of the trial rally, still with a calm and serious face, as if he wasn't affected by the masses' emotions at all.

But when Chen Ke turned his head to look at Xu Dian, Xu Dian discovered that Chen Ke's gaze had become extremely sharp.

"Comrade Xu Dian, don't be a good judge for yourself; you have to be a good judge for these people. When those landlords slaughtered the people back then, the people were as angry as now. But at that time, there was no People's Party of ours and our army to back up the people. The people had grievances with nowhere to appeal, and had to be retaliated against by those landlords and bullies. Now with the people's team, there is justice belonging to the people. Justice is the sharp sword of the people's revolution, but the goal of the people's revolution is not just to complete judicial justice. It also wants to let the people live a better life. So I have always opposed the statement that politics cannot interfere with justice; I think this is wrong."

"I was wrong on this matter." Xu Dian admitted his mistake to Chen Ke for the first time. "In this regard, I will learn from Comrade Lin Shenhe."

"Comrade Lin Shenhe is different from you. Comparatively speaking, I would rather you keep your current appearance." Chen Ke raised an objection without hesitation.

"Why?" Xu Dian felt very surprised.

"Because you are a revolutionary; you believe your justice and strength come from an ideal and pursuit. What you are loyal to first is the ideal of revolution. But as I see it now, Comrade Lin Shenhe is an excellent bureaucrat. For bureaucrats, the object of their loyalty is the system that gives them power and benefits. What Comrade Lin Shenhe is loyal to now is the new system we established through revolution. On this point, you and Comrade Lin Shenhe are different."

Xu Dian, who thought he understood Chen Ke's thoughts a bit just now, began to be confused again. What exactly is the difference between a revolutionary and a bureaucrat under the revolutionary system? Xu Dian was not clear now.

Chen Ke didn't want to explain too much either. He simply gave Xu Dian an operational goal. "You will understand in the future. I now require you to maintain your current state, just don't think about being a judge for your own reputation anymore, but judge cases well for the people. If you can't maintain such a state, I will remove you. Comrade Lin Shenhe has his advantages, and you have your irreplaceable strengths. Before you figure out the difference between the two, I require you to maintain your current self. Do you remember?"

Although still not clear about what exactly was going on, Xu Dian still answered categorically: "Yes, I remember."

"Alright. You go down now. Soon it will be your turn to go up and exercise the duties of a judge. Remember, think of nothing; follow your own ideal, justice must be fair. Do it according to such a concept." After speaking, Chen Ke slapped Xu Dian's shoulder heavily.

Watching Xu Dian go down the watchtower, Chen Ke sighed slightly.
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Chapter 105: New Beginning (10)

After the part of stating grievances ended, the emotions of the masses had been completely mobilized. According to the plan, Xu Dian should appear at this time. As he walked up the trial stage step by step, the perspective was constantly changing. From only seeing the masses in front of him at the beginning to gradually being able to see more people; after fully ascending the stage, the whole scene below the stage was in full view. That was an ocean composed of angry and excited masses. It was completely different from looking down from the simple watchtower; the watchtower was at a monitoring angle, seeing more of the backs of the masses.

"You are to uphold justice for the people, not to uphold justice for yourself to gain fame." Chen Ke's words echoed in his ears. Looking up at Chen Ke's figure going up the stage [Wait, text says "looked up at Chen Ke's figure going up the stage"? No, text says `抬眼看了看往台上陈克的身影`. It likely means he looked up at Chen Ke who was *on the watchtower* or somewhere high? Previous chapter said they were on the watchtower. Maybe Chen Ke is still there or Xu Dian is looking back. Or maybe Chen Ke is also on the stage? Context: Xu Dian is on the trial stage. Chen Ke was on the watchtower. Let's assume Xu Dian looked back/up at Chen Ke.], Xu Dian felt he had enough willpower to face these common people frontally.

"Fellow villagers, a life for a life, paying back debts. Is this a heavenly principle?" Xu Dian shouted. "Liu Yixuan killed people and raped women. Did we wrong him?"

"Didn't wrong him! Kill Liu Yixuan!"

"Kill Liu Yixuan!"

Shouts like ocean tides rushed towards him from below the stage carrying strong passion. Just the sound waves had a kind of pressure, making Xu Dian's hair stand on end, as if he was about to be pushed backward by the enthusiasm of the masses. And Liu Yixuan on the stage was already weak all over, paralyzed on the stage surface like mud. He had cried and begged, but it was useless. The common people had no mercy for him at all; all voices were cursing and scolding, and all statements were demanding Liu Yixuan to pay with his life. The accusations of so many people completely deprived Liu Yixuan of his will; he trembled slightly all over, his eyes full of dullness caused by fear and despair.

"Fellow villagers, our People's Party wants to uphold justice for everyone. We will absolutely not wrong a good person, nor will we ever let go of a bad person. According to the laws of the base area, we sentence Liu Yixuan to death according to law for the murder of villager Wang Deshui. Liu Yixuan raped Wang Deshui's wife and is sentenced to 7 years of fixed-term imprisonment according to law. Punishing for multiple crimes, Liu Yixuan is sentenced to death, to be executed immediately after the Public Trial Rally!"

"Good!" "Good sentence!" "Liu Yixuan deserves to die!" "Kill him now!" The excited masses immediately responded with thunderous roars.

"Fellow villagers, now the judicial power of Fengtai County is held by the People's Party. Everyone must believe that we will enforce the law impartially. The execution of Liu Yixuan will be carried out publicly after this Public Trial Rally; we will absolutely not let these criminals go. Next, we interrogate Zhang Youliang. Everyone can come up to air grievances about how they were bullied by Zhang Youliang on ordinary days. Don't be afraid; now in Fengtai County, our People's Party upholds justice for everyone. Our children are all soldiers in the Insurance Corps; the Insurance Corps is the team of our common people. Whoever dares to bully our common people, the People's Party and the Insurance Corps will uphold justice for our common people."

"Good!" The masses couldn't help applauding. Finally having their own armed force to back up the common people, the common people felt full of confidence in their chests.

While the court bailiffs dragged the dead-pig-like Liu Yixuan down, common people were already scrambling to come on stage to air grievances. "Line up, line up, don't crowd; everyone has a chance to air grievances." Xu Dian shouted hurriedly.

Zhang Youliang was different from Hu Xingzhi; he relied on armed force to run amuck in the countryside. So Zhang Youliang usually not only didn't do any "good deeds" for the common people on the surface, but various extortion incidents emerged one after another.

Besides collecting rent, usury, seizing men and women, and buying and selling people—the common people remembered every single item clearly. But one thing had to be admitted: Zhang Youliang was actually a hard bone. When the common people aired grievances and cursed angrily, Zhang Youliang stiffened his neck and actually cursed back.

When common people scolded him for collecting rent, Zhang Youliang scolded back that common people were lazy bones. When common people scolded him for usury, Zhang Youliang scolded back that common people were all poor ghosts who borrowed money to spend when they had none. When common people scolded him for killing, Zhang Youliang scolded back that common people didn't understand the times. From time to time, common people airing grievances rushed up in fury to beat Zhang Youliang. His mouth was broken, his face beaten blue, one eye swollen high and hard to open, but Zhang Youliang neither cried pain nor begged for mercy, tit for tat with the common people.

"You are rebelling. Wait until the government troops come to suppress bandits; you unruly people will all be beheaded one by one." Zhang Youliang even kept cursing the people.

"Comrade Xu Dian, should we gag Zhang Youliang?" the comrade responsible for maintaining order asked angrily. The common people had never seen such a fierce person either; having reached this state, he actually didn't show any weakness at all. Some common people were even somewhat bluffed by Zhang Youliang, and the scolding voices below also decreased a lot.

"Let him curse; gagging him would look like we are afraid of him." Although saying so with his mouth, Xu Dian was really a bit scared in his heart.

Zhang Youliang had many crimes. Just the people airing grievances spoke for more than three hours before barely finishing stating the murder cases and crimes of seizing ancestral land for usury. Zhang Youliang was old after all; having cursed back for so long, his mouth was dry and tongue parched. Apart from trying hard to straighten his body, he also shut his mouth and stopped speaking.

"Comrade Xiong Mingyang, it will be hard on you soon," Xu Dian said.

Xiong Mingyang had been responsible for attacking forts and only rushed back from outside a few days ago. While wiping his broadsword carefully with a cloth, he said: "Don't worry, when chopping off this old dog's head, I absolutely won't be soft-hearted." The last time he encountered someone daring to curse like this was a landlord's daughter when attacking a fort. As for her name, Xiong Mingyang had long forgotten. The hostility and hatred of bully landlords towards the people could not be resolved at all. For a landlord's daughter whose hands had never been stained with blood, who would rather be killed than surrender—Xiong Mingyang had absolutely no sympathy for this kind of person. The fiercer Zhang Youliang cursed, the calmer Xiong Mingyang felt in his heart.

Xu Dian went to pronounce the sentence. Xiong Mingyang didn't even look; he flourished the broadsword in his hand a few times, adjusting the feeling in his hand. He heard Xu Dian read out a series of crimes of Zhang Youliang, and then announce Zhang Youliang's death sentence more than ten times. As soon as the words "Zhang Youliang, death sentence, immediate execution" fell, amidst the roar of the masses, Xiong Mingyang raised his head and strode onto the trial stage.

Seeing Xiong Mingyang carrying a broadsword and walking steadily towards Zhang Youliang step by step, the cheers of the masses weakened instantly. Xiong Mingyang didn't notice these at all; his mind was clear and bright. In his eyes, only Zhang Youliang's withered neck remained. Bailiffs had already pressed Zhang Youliang down, making this old landlord kneel on the ground. Xiong Mingyang waved his hand to signal the bailiffs to step aside. At the moment Zhang Youliang tried to stand up, Xiong Mingyang's broadsword chopped down like thunder. Zhang Youliang's neck was cut neatly, flying into mid-air, flying off the stage.

"Zhang Youliang, you old dog, you also have today!" With a wail, someone already rushed towards Zhang Youliang's head carrying a shoulder pole or wooden stick and began to beat it hard. Xiong Mingyang didn't care so much; he signaled people to drag Liu Yixuan up. At this time, Liu Yixuan had completely collapsed. There was a wooden block on the public trial stage. Liu Yixuan knelt in front of the wooden block, his upper body placed on it. Xiong Mingyang looked at Liu Yixuan with contempt, raised his hand and dropped the knife, cutting off Liu Yixuan's neck like chopping vegetables.

Where had the common people seen such a clean killing method? There was a solemn silence below the stage first, and then earth-shaking cheers rang out.

A stench entered Xiong Mingyang's nasal cavity. He turned his head and saw that some landlords were already trembling with fear, excrement and urine flowing down their trousers with a splash. "If you knew there would be today, why did you do evil before?" Xiong Mingyang shouted loudly to those landlords.

The Public Trial Rally went very smoothly. Three days of public trials basically cleared up the blood debts owed by landlords to the common people cleanly. Only women and children were left in Zhang Youliang's family, and the Zhang family clan was also killed with few remaining. Other landlords didn't have so many blood debts; only the criminals were killed. Then the People's Party divided the floating wealth of the Zhang family and those few landlord families. What should be returned to the common people was returned, especially compensating the families of the victims. These were all done publicly. On the public trial stage, the families of the victims held the compensated property, kneeling on the ground and crying bitterly with emotion.

The new government immediately announced that usury was not allowed in Fengtai County from now on, and the annual interest rate of private loans should not exceed 15%.

After the Public Trial Rally, the image of the People's Party as "Blue Sky" [Upright Official] was thoroughly established. Daring to demand repayment of blood debts from those once majestic landlords—this was something that had never happened in Fengtai County. The propaganda agencies of the base area also mobilized fully: "The People's Party is the party of the common people, the Insurance Corps are the soldiers of the people's children. If the people have any injustice or disputes, go to the court led by Comrade Xu Dian of the People's Party." With such words, when conducting propaganda again, the common people no longer questioned, but sincerely believed.

And the matters of land distribution proceeded smoothly afterwards.

After the public trial, the two sons of Hu Xingzhi's family were released home. Hu Xingzhi dared not mention anything about "People's Representative" anymore. Liu Yixuan was a People's Representative personally promised by Chen Ke, yet he was chopped just like that. Although Liu Yixuan himself deserved it, the idea that Chen Ke's words were completely untrustworthy was also deeply rooted. Hu Xingzhi only hoped to hide quietly through this period of time, and then find an opportunity to leave this place of trouble, Fengtai County, and never return. Although land is important, if life is gone, what use is this land?

Hearing Ren Qiying came to visit, Hu Xingzhi shivered in his heart. It seemed Chen Ke wouldn't let him go.

Whatever he thought in his heart, he had to keep up appearances. Hu Xingzhi invited Ren Qiying in. After guest and host were seated, Ren Qiying said straight to the point: "Uncle Hu, I came this time to talk about land distribution. According to regulations, the base area distributes land at three mu per person. The base area hopes to promote the production team model, that is to say, based on voluntary methods, everyone forms production teams to cultivate and harvest together."

Without even thinking, Hu Xingzhi said dejectedly: "Let Miss Ren make the decision on this matter. I am old and can't do such things. I will just do whatever you young people say."

"Uncle Hu, do you think at this time, you can stay out of it just because you want to?" Ren Qiying asked. "Before I came, Chairman Chen Ke specifically instructed me that regarding the matter of Uncle Hu being a People's Representative, since it was settled, it must be honored."

Hearing this, Hu Xingzhi simply told the truth. "Miss Ren, don't you think this is bullying people too much?"

"Uncle Hu, you took out so many things; if you don't even see the benefits, isn't it too pity? Our People's Party now wants to set up models of getting rich. Uncle Hu, you are also a capable person; why not work hard in this great opportunity?"

"Great opportunity? If I become this bird that sticks its head out, won't I be liquidated in the future? I don't think about good things anymore. I only beg to keep my life honestly."

"Uncle Hu, I won't hide it from you. The Insurance Corps has already sent troops to attack Fengyang Prefecture. If you want to wait, you can also wait and see. If we can't take Fengyang Prefecture, then naturally there is no need to say. If we take Fengyang Prefecture, what are you still afraid of then?"

"Even if you take Fengyang Prefecture, there is still Anqing Prefecture?" Hu Xingzhi asked.

"After taking Fengyang Prefecture, we naturally have to attack Anqing Prefecture immediately. Or, Uncle Hu, you wait until the news of Anqing Prefecture comes out before talking?" Ren Qiying said with a smile.

Hu Xingzhi looked at Ren Qiying in astonishment. "Miss Ren, what exact position do you hold in this People's Party? To actually know so much news?"

"What position I hold is not important. Our People's Party is not just revolutionizing in this Fengtai County; the purpose of the revolution is to liberate the whole of China. Chairman Chen Ke asked me to bring a message: if you are unwilling to join, we won't force you. When we take Anqing Prefecture, you will be free to come and go. We will absolutely not stop you. But I, this girl, think like this: if you run out of Anhui, unfamiliar with people and places in other provinces, why bother? When we liberate the whole of China, could it be that you will run to a foreign country?"

Hearing these words, Hu Xingzhi widened his eyes, actually not knowing what to say.
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Chapter 106: New Beginning (11)

Chen Ke held a skeptical attitude towards the division of human social development stages in Marxist theory. Like many young people with the same skeptical attitude, Chen Ke believed that the stages of human development—slavery, feudalism, capitalism—did not suit China. The era of large-scale slavery in China was only the Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties, and even in that era, the slave class was never an independent class. Personal subordination has a long history in China, but slavery was never the dominant force in society. The Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties used "Shi" [scholars/gentlemen], "Guo Ren" [people of the state/capital], and "Ye Ren" [people of the wild/countryside] as the main political power hierarchy division. By the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, this division was merely superficial. Baili Xi was first a high official in the State of Yu; Yu was destroyed by Jin, and he became a slave in Jin; finally, he became a high official in Qin and was called "Five Sheepskins Officer" because Baili Xi ran from Jin to Chu, and the King of Qin redeemed Baili Xi with five black sheepskins.

If the upper class was like this, it could be considered a special case. once the State of Song lost a battle, and the general returned to the capital with the defeated soldiers; those with slave-like status repairing the city wall actually sang songs to mock this group of defeated generals. In Chinese history, there were slaves in status, but the kind of slavery Marx spoke of never existed in China.

As for the feudal system, China's true enfeoffment system was in the Xia, Shang, and Zhou eras. After Qin Shi Huang unified China, enfeoffment was never a norm in Chinese history. Moreover, the enfeoffment system was followed by cutting down vassal states time and again. The unified centralized system is China's tradition. And Marx never described this system.

Chen Ke originally thought so: Marx, a European white guy, having no deep understanding of China was the norm. Moreover, in Marx's era, European industrial countries were in their heyday; Chen Ke actually suspected that Marx himself might not have noticed, but in Marx's subconsciousness, he also thought white people were quite superior. But without investigation, there is no right to speak. In 1906, Marx was already dead, and Engels was also dead. It would be impolite to write a letter to ask Marx's family. Moreover, Chen Ke considered himself a believer of Grandpa Mao and a later learner of Confucius and Xunzi. Even if Marx really thought white people were quite superior, Chen Ke only wanted to use Marx's thoughts and didn't mean to whip his corpse.

However, after really investigating the Manchu Qing era, Chen Ke felt that a saying he encountered before might not be unreasonable. The Chinese bureaucratic system, in a sense, can be considered the feudalism of the bureaucratic system itself. The magistrate being called "Marquis of a Hundred Li" was not a new term created by Chen Ke. At least in the late Qing era, the bureaucratic system was roughly a feudal tax collection system. So the castle stronghold system similar to European feudalism had quite a bit of feudal flavor.

However, these were all Chen Ke's thoughts when his mind was wandering. Overthrowing a certain part of Marx's theoretical construction was not the work Chen Ke prepared to start now; it could be done calmly after the victory of the revolution. The imminent thing was military struggle. Chen Ke's discussion of military struggle at the Military Commission meeting was very simple: "Rural areas encircling the cities." based on the theory inherited from Grandpa Mao, targeting the stronghold political characteristics of the Manchu Qing, the People's Party let go to launch the revolution in the countryside, and the main force of the troops carried out devastating strikes against various strongholds of the Manchu Qing.

In Grandpa Mao's era, the militia organized by landlords had always been the most stubborn enemy. However, the so-called militia needed the cooperation of the enemy's regular army. If there was no cooperation from the enemy's regular army, the militia was equally vulnerable to the regular army of the revolutionary troops. Since it was a militia, the leaders were all landlords. After eliminating this group of people physically, there were no substantial enemies in the countryside.

When the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army of the People's Party set out for Fengyang Prefecture, they found Chen Ke's judgment quite correct. For some time now, the "Insurance Corps," the predecessor of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, had been breaking forts everywhere and starting to establish base areas. The landlords' forts had now become the territory of various new base areas. Even with such a big disturbance, there was still no movement from the Fengyang Prefecture side. Even Chen Ke, who had no illusions about the efficiency of the Manchu Qing, felt it was a bit excessive. But reality is always stranger than fiction. The newest base area developed by the People's Party was only more than fifty li away from Fengyang Prefecture, yet Fengyang Prefecture turned a blind eye.

The soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army didn't have so many worries. Attacking Fengyang Prefecture mobilized all troops of the Water Detachment, totaling a brigade in strength. When the troops marched, they first took the Huai River water route, then entered Longzihu [Dragon Son Lake]. After landing on the east bank of Longzihu, they prepared to continue eastward straight to Fengyang Prefecture.

Fengyang Prefecture is on the *yang* [sunny/south] side of Fenghuang Mountain [Phoenix Mountain], hence the name. If not for Zhu Yuanzhang, this place wouldn't be very famous originally. Moreover, the famous part in the *Fengyang Flower Drum* is also "Since Zhu Yuanzhang came out, nine years out of ten are famine." Because floods are frequent here, Fengyang Prefecture is actually just a general name. Even the prefecture seat changes with frequent floods.

In this sense, it might be more appropriate to view the Manchu Qing's rule in Fengyang Prefecture as a feudal colonial authorized tax collection system. Backward productive forces made the common people exhausted just coping with floods, unable to engage in production. This was also a fact of Fengyang Prefecture.

As soon as the troops disembarked, a large number of common people were already waiting on the shore. Everyone had seen many ragged disaster victims, but these disaster victims were quite different; carrying various "weapons," they were quite spirited. Seeing the soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, there was no surprise common to people in other places on their faces. On the contrary, these common people all had radiance on their faces. The People's Party had not yet opened a base area in the Fengyang County area for the time being, but this did not mean the people of Fengyang County did not know the existence of the People's Party. A young man in a long gown stood in front of the common people; beside the young man was the liaison officer of the People's Party. Seeing the team of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army dock, the two went up to welcome them first.

The young man looked gentle and refined. He cupped his hands at the people on the fleet and shouted loudly: "I am Zhu Sanshui, from Yaozhuang. May I ask which one is the leader of the People's Party?"

The commander of this military operation was still Zhang Yu, and the fleet commander was Yan Fu. The two were on the foremost boat. One reason for choosing to dock here for this operation was that Zhu Sanshui volunteered to lead the locals to participate in the battle to attack Fengyang Prefecture.

Zhu Sanshui's joining was completely unexpected. The new base areas didn't want to be too conspicuous; although the furthest base area had already reached Hongze Lake, they temporarily didn't press too close to Fengyang Prefecture. Zhu Sanshui ran to the Tianhe Base Area on his own initiative to ask to join. One selection point for the People's Party to develop base areas was to be by the water. Because of the flood, the common people by various lakes were the most miserable.

After the persons in charge of various base areas arrived at the base areas, they all found that the situation they faced was completely different from Fengtai County. One of the most important differences was that there was no longer time for rush planting and rush harvesting. Although forts were taken, there was no reason to immediately start gathering people for labor. Farming must start next year, but the people's stomachs were starting to get hungry now. The only coping method was to form "Reclamation Brigades" and adopt centralized living to save grain supply quantity.

For the secretaries of various districts of the People's Party, this was a last resort. For the common people, this was the only way to save their lives. So various rumors began to spread at great speed. The People's Party had countless grain; as long as one was willing to depend on the People's Party, everyone would have food and shelter. Previously in Fengtai County, the common people were already living centrally, so news didn't spread fast. Now that the base areas expanded, the range of contact with disaster victims expanded greatly.

Zhu Sanshui was a scholar, but failed to pass the examination for Xiucai [Shengyuan] before the court abolished the imperial examination. Fortunately, there was a little thin field at home; with no hope for official rank, farming should be okay. As a result, when the flood came, there was no hope for farming either. After hearing the rumors of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui immediately felt that this newly rising force was by no means "good men and believing women" [devout believers/harmless people]. In these years when the government didn't even relieve disaster, for a non-governmental force to spontaneously organize so big, their heart was definitely not to serve the court.

Having studied for so many years without getting a degree, Zhu Sanshui had completely despaired of the court. After discovering the "suspicious" political force of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui's choice was to defect immediately. He first went to the Tianhe Base Area to inspect on the spot, saw those blue-clad troops, and also tried to get food twice. He confirmed that this group of people and the court were not the same thing at all.

Zhu Sanshui had studied after all and knew that defecting empty-handed was useless. There was still some surplus grain at home, so he simply asked to see the leaders of the Tianhe Base Area. The secretary of the Tianhe Base Area was Qin Wuan. Qin Wuan, who came from Fudan Public School, was from Shaanxi and had the personality peculiar to people from Guanzhong: frankly speaking, refreshing; badly speaking, impetuous. He was very interested in Zhu Sanshui's proposal to "join the partnership." In the conversation, Zhu Sanshui didn't understand the people's revolution mentioned by Qin Wuan; Zhu Sanshui originally only cared about whether the People's Party wanted to rebel. Since the People's Party wanted "revolution," Zhu Sanshui simply proposed that he could use all his family property to organize the people of Longzihu to participate in the "revolution."

If not for the People's Party having already decided to attack Fengyang Prefecture, Zhu Sanshui's end would very likely be "supervised" for investigation. Now time was so tight, and Qin Wuan was also impatient, so he simply went with Zhu Sanshui to the Longzihu area for an on-the-spot investigation personally. The investigation result was that the local area completely had a revolutionary foundation.

At this time, the plan to attack Fengyang Prefecture had been formulated. The result of the Party Central Committee's research was that Zhu Sanshui's defection to the revolution should be sincere. Agree for the time being at this stage. But the premise lay in sending someone to see if Zhu Sanshui could obey orders and scatter the surplus grain in his home to organize local people. The result of observation was that Zhu Sanshui indeed obeyed orders and, under the command of the special commissioner, organized a team of hungry people.

Finally, Zhu Sanshui was temporarily allowed to join the revolutionary ranks.

Before departure, Yan Fu expressed he was not very assured about this team joining rashly. Zhang Yu didn't have so many worries. The common people couldn't survive; if rebelling could let them live, the common people didn't care about attacking the government. According to several contacts, the news brought back by the liaison officer was that quite a few local people chose to join the battle spontaneously. If Zhu Sanshui expressed defection alone, there was still some possibility of a scam. If local people chose to join in large numbers, the possibility of them being court running dogs was minimal.

Seeing Zhu Sanshui coming to welcome them, Zhang Yu shouted loudly: "I am the commander of the People's Party. Is this friend Zhu Sanshui?"

"I am Zhu Sanshui! Thank Heaven and Earth, I finally looked forward to the arrival of the King's army." Zhu Sanshui shouted loudly.

After the troops disembarked, according to the prior arrangement, the grain given to these "uprising common people" was also transported down. The base area didn't have much rice or wheat; the transported grain was all potatoes. Everyone didn't say anything else; for anyone volunteering to participate in the battle, distribute twenty jin of potatoes per person first.
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Fengyang Prefecture is on the *yang* [sunny/south] side of Fenghuang Mountain [Phoenix Mountain], hence the name. If not for Zhu Yuanzhang, this place wouldn't be very famous originally. Moreover, the famous part in the *Fengyang Flower Drum* is also "Since Zhu Yuanzhang came out, nine years out of ten are famine." Because floods are frequent here, Fengyang Prefecture is actually just a general name. Even the prefecture seat changes with frequent floods.

In this sense, it might be more appropriate to view the Manchu Qing's rule in Fengyang Prefecture as a feudal colonial authorized tax collection system. Backward productive forces made the common people exhausted just coping with floods, unable to engage in production. This was also a fact of Fengyang Prefecture.

As soon as the troops disembarked, a large number of common people were already waiting on the shore. Everyone had seen many ragged disaster victims, but these disaster victims were quite different; carrying various "weapons," they were quite spirited. Seeing the soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, there was no surprise common to people in other places on their faces. On the contrary, these common people all had radiance on their faces. The People's Party had not yet opened a base area in the Fengyang County area for the time being, but this did not mean the people of Fengyang County did not know the existence of the People's Party. A young man in a long gown stood in front of the common people; beside the young man was the liaison officer of the People's Party. Seeing the team of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army dock, the two went up to welcome them first.

The young man looked gentle and refined. He cupped his hands at the people on the fleet and shouted loudly: "I am Zhu Sanshui, from Yaozhuang. May I ask which one is the leader of the People's Party?"

The commander of this military operation was still Zhang Yu, and the fleet commander was Yan Fu. The two were on the foremost boat. One reason for choosing to dock here for this operation was that Zhu Sanshui volunteered to lead the locals to participate in the battle to attack Fengyang Prefecture.

Zhu Sanshui's joining was completely unexpected. The new base areas didn't want to be too conspicuous; although the furthest base area had already reached Hongze Lake, they temporarily didn't press too close to Fengyang Prefecture. Zhu Sanshui ran to the Tianhe Base Area on his own initiative to ask to join. One selection point for the People's Party to develop base areas was to be by the water. Because of the flood, the common people by various lakes were the most miserable.

After the persons in charge of various base areas arrived at the base areas, they all found that the situation they faced was completely different from Fengtai County. One of the most important differences was that there was no longer time for rush planting and rush harvesting. Although forts were taken, there was no reason to immediately start gathering people for labor. Farming must start next year, but the people's stomachs were starting to get hungry now. The only coping method was to form "Reclamation Brigades" and adopt centralized living to save grain supply quantity.

For the secretaries of various districts of the People's Party, this was a last resort. For the common people, this was the only way to save their lives. So various rumors began to spread at great speed. The People's Party had countless grain; as long as one was willing to depend on the People's Party, everyone would have food and shelter. Previously in Fengtai County, the common people were already living centrally, so news didn't spread fast. Now that the base areas expanded, the range of contact with disaster victims expanded greatly.

Zhu Sanshui was a scholar, but failed to pass the examination for Xiucai before the court abolished the imperial examination. Fortunately, there was a little thin field at home; with no hope for official rank, farming should be okay. As a result, when the flood came, there was no hope for farming either. After hearing the rumors of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui immediately felt that this newly rising force was by no means "good men and believing women" [harmless people]. In these years when the government didn't even relieve disaster, for a non-governmental force to spontaneously organize so big, their heart was definitely not to serve the court.

Having studied for so many years without getting a degree, Zhu Sanshui had completely despaired of the court. After discovering the "suspicious" political force of the People's Party, Zhu Sanshui's choice was to defect immediately. He first went to the Tianhe Base Area to inspect on the spot, saw those blue-clad troops, and also tried to get food twice. He confirmed that this group of people and the court were not the same thing at all.

Zhu Sanshui had studied after all and knew that defecting empty-handed was useless. There was still some surplus grain at home, so he simply asked to see the leaders of the Tianhe Base Area. The secretary of the Tianhe Base Area was Qin Wuan. Qin Wuan, who came from Fudan Public School, was from Shaanxi and had the personality peculiar to people from Guanzhong: frankly speaking, refreshing; badly speaking, impetuous. He was very interested in Zhu Sanshui's proposal to "join the partnership." In the conversation, Zhu Sanshui didn't understand the people's revolution mentioned by Qin Wuan; Zhu Sanshui originally only cared about whether the People's Party wanted to rebel. Since the People's Party wanted "revolution," Zhu Sanshui simply proposed that he could use all his family property to organize the people of Longzihu to participate in the "revolution."

If not for the People's Party having already decided to attack Fengyang Prefecture, Zhu Sanshui's end would very likely be "supervised" for investigation. Now time was so tight, and Qin Wuan was also impatient, so he simply went with Zhu Sanshui to the Longzihu area for an on-the-spot investigation personally. The investigation result was that the local area completely had a revolutionary foundation.

At this time, the plan to attack Fengyang Prefecture had been formulated. The result of the Party Central Committee's research was that Zhu Sanshui's defection to the revolution should be sincere. Agree for the time being at this stage. But the premise lay in sending someone to see if Zhu Sanshui could obey orders and scatter the surplus grain in his home to organize local people. The result of observation was that Zhu Sanshui indeed obeyed orders and, under the command of the special commissioner, organized a team of hungry people.

Finally, Zhu Sanshui was temporarily allowed to join the revolutionary ranks.

Before departure, Yan Fu expressed he was not very assured about this team joining rashly. Zhang Yu didn't have so many worries. The common people couldn't survive; if rebelling could let them live, the common people didn't care about attacking the government. According to several contacts, the news brought back by the liaison officer was that quite a few local people chose to join the battle spontaneously. If Zhu Sanshui expressed defection alone, there was still some possibility of a scam. If local people chose to join in large numbers, the possibility of them being court running dogs was minimal.

Seeing Zhu Sanshui coming to welcome them, Zhang Yu shouted loudly: "I am the commander of the People's Party. Is this friend Zhu Sanshui?"

"I am Zhu Sanshui! Thank Heaven and Earth, I finally looked forward to the arrival of the King's army." Zhu Sanshui shouted loudly.

After the troops disembarked, according to the prior arrangement, the grain given to these "uprising common people" was also transported down. The base area didn't have much rice or wheat; the transported grain was all potatoes. Everyone didn't say anything else; for anyone volunteering to participate in the battle, distribute twenty jin of potatoes per person first.

Zhu Sanshui never expected the People's Party to act so righteously. One of the reasons he didn't pass the Xiucai exam back then was that he liked listening to operas and reading various novels. This practice of distributing grain to the common people before rebelling was really an excellent strategy to buy people's hearts. While touched in his heart, Zhu Sanshui vaguely felt a kind of fear; this group of People's Party people acted very methodically. Through grain distribution, they directly took away a lot of the common people's goodwill. Zhu Sanshui mobilized so many people because he scattered the surplus grain at home. Now it could be seen that the grain in the hands of the People's Party was far more than his, plus the number of blue-clad troops exceeded a thousand. They had guns and grain; how could they take him, a person who defected rashly, seriously?

This thought didn't last too long; Zhu Sanshui soon got over it. It's good to take shelter under a big tree. Now these common people didn't sincerely want to rebel, but were forced by inability to survive. How much grain could Fengyang Prefecture have? Even if they conquered it, they couldn't eat for long. Let alone that after conquering Fengyang Prefecture, the common people would scatter like birds and beasts after looting grain and wealth. He couldn't gather many people at all.

"What's wrong, Comrade Sanshui? You look like you don't understand why we do this." Qin Wuan appeared beside Zhu Sanshui at some point.

Zhu Sanshui said hurriedly: "Mr. Qin, oh, Comrade Qin Wuan, I just feel that our People's Party really has too much grain. I admire it from the bottom of my heart." Although he was in a state of complete ignorance about the People's Party, in the People's Party, everyone addressed each other as comrades regardless of status; Zhu Sanshui liked this characteristic very much. Even if he was new, outsiders couldn't tell.

Qin Wuan's tone was full of pride. "What we want is political power, not wealth, and even less to learn from the Manchu Qing to exploit the common people. So we naturally want the territory to be as big as possible. These grains were all grown by the common people of Fengtai County after the flood. The bigger the territory, the more common people we can benefit."

Zhu Sanshui had heard these things from other comrades of the People's Party, but he was half-believing and half-doubting. It wasn't until he saw these potatoes still stuck with mud, especially since the potatoes were not big, that he really believed it. Since Qin Wuan was so confident, Zhu Sanshui praised half-sincerely and half-hypocritically: "If only the People's Party comrades had come earlier. How many fewer people would have died in Fengyang Prefecture."

"Aren't we here now?" Qin Wuan said loudly.

Zhu Sanshui nodded hurriedly.

And the next action of the People's Party was even more beyond Zhu Sanshui's expectations. In his opinion, since the People's Party had already given the common people grain, it could be said that the money for selling their lives to join the partnership had been paid, so they should gather as many common people as possible. Unexpectedly, the cadres of the People's Party actually gathered the common people near Longzihu who participated in the "rebellion" first. More than three hundred people came this time, all poor people who couldn't survive.

"Fellow villagers, we are going to attack Fengyang Prefecture now. Our purpose in attacking Fengyang Prefecture is firstly not to kill officials and rebel, and secondly not to rob grain and money. We attack Fengyang Prefecture to give the common people a way to live. From the flood until now, has everyone eaten a mouthful of life-saving grain relieved by the government? Before the flood, did the government give everyone a bit of benefit besides collecting taxes? We conquer Fengyang Prefecture, and in the future, our People's Party will organize the government. Everyone will never be bullied again. Because our People's Party is the team of the common people."

The common people hugged the potatoes distributed to their hands tightly one by one. Listening to these inexplicable words, they didn't know how to respond. Most of these common people were young people, and also desperate people who took risks. The reason they came to participate in this rebellion was originally that they were forced to be unable to live. They prepared to rob some life-saving grain and money after breaking through Fengyang Prefecture. Unexpectedly, this group of people actually wouldn't allow it.
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If not to eat a full meal, who would be willing to rebel? As soon as the People's Party forbade the common people asking to join from looting, some people immediately had thoughts of retreating. Li Zhao, who spoke to the common people, had been in the army for so long that he understood people's mentality very well. Those willing to follow the team forward had a forward-looking attitude, a focused attitude pervading every detail, ready to move forward at any time. Looking at those among the "uprising common people" whose eyes began to look left and right, Li Zhao knew these people were no longer willing to fight purely for the revolution.

Since the People's Party established armed forces in Fengtai County, the soldiers recruited were basically children of good families. Although children of good families might not be able to fight as well as those rogues and hooligans at the beginning, after more than half a year of training, their combat effectiveness improved rapidly, and they were particularly able to endure hardship. After the house distribution in Fengtai County, the spirit of the troops went to a higher level. "Fighting to liberate the common people," this declaration which was almost a slogan, had become a conviction of the soldiers.

If in the base area, everyone was merely obeying the command of superiors. After seeing the disaster situation in the surrounding areas, the soldiers solidly confirmed that their whole families survived from the death line relying on the People's Party, and had today's life relying on the People's Party. The political work system of the People's Party repeatedly emphasized letting the soldiers know that this was not the power of the People's Party; most of the work was done by soldiers and common people, and what the People's Party did was merely stand on the side of the people and serve the people. But contrary to the expectations of the comrades in the political work system, this kind of propaganda made the soldiers unite even more closely around the People's Party.

It wasn't that the soldiers didn't understand that they and the common people bore the heaviest work; it was precisely because they understood this, precisely because the People's Party spared no effort to propagate this way, that the soldiers truly felt the People's Party sincerely wanted to lead everyone to live a good life. Because the common people worked equally hard in the past, but the benefits exchanged for such hard work were negligible compared to now.

In the past, the common people encountered those who belittled the common people as worthless and bragged about the significance of their own existence as miraculous. Following these people, the common people could at most pick up some leftovers. Only by following the People's Party did everyone feel they truly got the bulk of the benefits. Up to now, the soldiers actually didn't understand what revolution meant or what industrialization meant. The only thing the soldiers understood was that all their labor and the fruits of labor mostly fell evenly into the hands of common people just like themselves, not into the hands of those officials of the People's Party. As long as the People's Party was there, everyone wouldn't starve to death, and no one could bully others. based on such simple and true reasons, the soldiers were willing to follow the People's Party sincerely.

Even if they had to face war, face death. The soldiers were still willing to follow the Party.

Actually, Li Zhao's own initial ideal was no different from other revolutionary youths: drive away foreigners and build a powerful China. A large part of the reason for working with Chen Ke was that he couldn't stay in Shanghai anymore, and hearing that there was a magistrate as a backer in Fengtai County, revolution should be very easy. Li Zhao originally didn't understand the needs of the people; the reason for his hard work was quite simple: in such an environment, only by everyone uniting together and working together could they survive. Since Chairman Chen Ke himself charged at the dangerous front line, what else could Li Zhao say?

When Li Zhao also had subordinates, when Li Zhao also had to take responsibility for others, Li Zhao originally thought it was only right and natural for comrades to follow him. It was just that as a political work staff member, he had to learn to understand the thoughts of grassroots comrades. After hard work, when he finally understood this point, when Li Zhao truly understood the true mentality of grassroots soldiers, that emotion exceeded his own imagination. Li Zhao found an uninhabited place and cried.

As long as one works, one can survive; no one can bully others. This should have been a very simple system. As an old party member who founded this new system with Chairman Chen Ke, Li Zhao originally didn't know that the people's demands were actually just this little bit. Li Zhao even always thought that getting the people to follow him in revolution required spending a lot of money to buy them. Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized in political work training that as long as a fair new system with hope was established, the people would follow the People's Party. Li Zhao actually didn't believe it much in the early stage of work. Now he finally believed it.

Of course, Chairman Chen Ke also repeatedly emphasized in political work training that the old system continuously poisoned the people culturally, making people believe that they had the opportunity to become "people above people" who got rich by exploiting others. Facing this group of "uprising common people" roped in by Zhu Sanshui, Li Zhao also believed this judgment. Originally, a greedy light flashed in the eyes of many "uprising common people"; to put it unpleasantly, that was a light very much like wild beasts. When these people heard "no looting allowed," that impulsive and agitated emotion plummeted immediately. Just grabbing a random common person in Fengtai County would be much more presentable than this bunch.

After the Public Trial Rally in Fengtai County this time, the troops held various symposiums; everyone thought the trial was very fair. The only complaint was feeling the Public Trial Rally should have been held earlier; the common people actually had been worried whether the People's Party would be like the previous government, walking together with landlords. Quite a few soldiers proposed that some bad people from before should be arrested. Facing the political cadres' explanation of "judicial justice," that is, without evidence, the judicial system cannot arrest people, the soldiers expressed comprehensive approval and enthusiastically reported crimes.

Li Zhao firmly believed that such Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army soldiers would absolutely not participate in looting actions during the war. The common people didn't look forward to troubled times, nor did they hope for crime to run rampant. So Li Zhao would not let these common people with impure motives participate in this military operation no matter what.

"We came to fight to liberate the common people. Fellow villagers, if you want to overthrow corrupt officials and smash this man-eating world, we welcome you to join our team. If you just want to loot and kill people, you don't need to follow us. After taking Fengyang Prefecture, firstly we want to relieve disaster victims, and secondly we absolutely do not allow bandits to run rampant."

After hearing this, quite a few "uprising common people" looked at Zhu Sanshui with dissatisfied eyes. Zhu Sanshui didn't say this at the beginning; "Fight into Fengyang Prefecture, confiscate all the dog officials' family property" was the slogan Zhu Sanshui used to agitate.

A common person already asked in an expectant tone: "This leader, after you take Fengyang Prefecture, how will the dog officials' family property be distributed?"

Hearing this, Li Zhao was already a bit unhappy in his heart. He suppressed his mood and answered loudly: "Part of the officials' family property will be distributed to the common people, and part will be confiscated. After taking Fengyang Prefecture, we have to relieve disaster victims; a lot of grain has to be bought from outside."

"That means we fight, and then get nothing distributed? Then can I quit?" The common person just now shouted loudly.

Hearing this, Li Zhao couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. This military operation mobilized nearly two thousand soldiers; just relying on this military strength was enough to easily take Fengyang Prefecture. If they were all soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, military discipline could be guaranteed instead. Li Zhao didn't want to create incidents of common people participating in looting; such things happened when attacking forts, and the effort the Revolutionary Army spent to suppress looting was not much less than attacking forts. He smiled and said: "You can. You can quit."

Hearing this, immediately a hundred or so people quit the team. Many of the remaining common people didn't know whether it was better to quit or stay here. Just at this time, suddenly a middle-aged man strode up to Li Zhao and knelt down with a thud. His attitude was correct, kneeling straight, which startled Li Zhao. Li Zhao wanted to help him up, but the middle-aged man insisted on kneeling on the ground. While the two entangled, the middle-aged man said loudly: "This leader, I want to participate in fighting Fengyang Prefecture this time, not for looting. I want revenge. The yamen runner of Fengyang Prefecture has a grudge against my family; they wronged my older brother to death. I only beg for one thing: after breaking Fengyang Prefecture, hand that yamen runner over to me; I want to dig out his heart and liver to avenge my brother."

"We don't allow indiscriminate killing, nor can we let everyone take private revenge like this." Li Zhao finally pulled the middle-aged man up forcibly. "If you have a grievance, after we break Fengyang Prefecture, you can come to us to state your grievance. Rest assured, we will absolutely not let go of a bad person. No matter who it is, as long as they owe blood debts to the common people, we will recover them for you."

"Really?" The middle-aged man heard Li Zhao didn't agree to his request directly and was half-believing and half-doubting about Li Zhao's words.

"According to what you said, that person owes a blood debt. Then he absolutely won't owe a blood debt to only your family. After taking Fengyang Prefecture, other wronged common people also want revenge. If you kill that yamen runner privately, other common people will think that yamen runner ran away privately."

Seeing the middle-aged man still half-believing and half-doubting, Li Zhao asked: "Although that bad person only has one life and can only die once, we will hold a Public Trial Rally, letting everyone who was wronged state their grievances in public, letting everyone know the sequence of events of us killing him. Isn't this exactly the best祭告 [memorial ceremony/announcement] to the dead?"

The middle-aged man seemed to be persuaded by Li Zhao. He suddenly knelt in front of Li Zhao again and kowtowed repeatedly. "This leader, you are the Blue Sky Great Master."

Li Zhao quickly pulled the middle-aged man up again, and then said to everyone: "Fellow villagers, we are not rebelling; we are here to save the common people and uphold justice for the common people. We can't say we want to beat bad people on one hand, and do bad things like bad people on the other hand, right?"

Watching Li Zhao's mobilization, Yan Fu couldn't help nodding slightly. He hadn't participated in the People's Party's battles yet. Although Chen Ke had said some basic situations, emphasizing that the People's Party troops stressed politics and absolutely did not fight to stir up disturbances. But Yan Fu was still worried that this revolution would cause the chaos of the past. Every revolution involved killing officials; Yan Fu didn't have much sympathy for former colleagues either. But Yan Fu still cherished his reputation very much. If Chen Ke said one thing and did another, Yan Fu wouldn't follow Chen Ke down a dark path. Seeing Li Zhao's mobilization goal was clear and indeed very political, Yan Fu praised it very much.

Finally, only more than fifty of the more than three hundred people remained to volunteer for the battle. Zhang Yu didn't let them fight in the vanguard either, but handed the task of leading the way to them. Although the map of the base area was detailed enough, it wasn't detailed to the point where even roads were marked clearly. It would be much more convenient with locals leading the way; this was also an important reason why Zhu Sanshui's joining was accepted for this operation.

After rectification was completed, the troops began to march.

In the books Zhu Sanshui had read, marching was described with one phrase: "shouts of men and neighing of horses." The march of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was quite different; the soldiers pursed their lips tightly one by one, marching with their heads down without making a sound. Looking at the pace, it wasn't very fast; Zhu Sanshui could withstand it at first, but a moment later, Zhu Sanshui couldn't quite keep up. He was slower than the soldiers at every step; after a hundred steps accumulated, Zhu Sanshui was already left far behind by the team he could keep up with at the beginning. Just as he was panting and wanting to catch up, he saw two soldiers suddenly catch up from behind, lift Zhu Sanshui up, and walk forward. With someone to help, Zhu Sanshui immediately felt much more relaxed.

But he saw that no one in the whole team spoke; everyone buried their heads in rushing. Except for the sound of footsteps, there were actually no human voices. Zhu Sanshui wanted to ask, but just keeping up with the team had exhausted his strength; where did he have the strength to talk too much? Not only that, as the march continued, Zhu Sanshui found that as long as he thought about other things in his mind, his steps immediately became heavy. On the contrary, if he didn't think about anything and just rushed forward with the main force, his steps could be much lighter. Zhu Sanshui also gradually gave up all distracting thoughts, just concentrating on rushing with the help of the soldiers beside him. At first, Zhu Sanshui was restraining himself not to think too much, but after walking for an unknown amount of time, Zhu Sanshui's mind was completely empty. The huge consumption of physical strength made him feel a bit collapsed; he didn't even have the energy to use his brain to think about things.

Zhu Sanshui couldn't remember clearly whether they rested twice or thrice on the road. Anyway, every time he collapsed on the ground panting, before he fully rested, he was pulled up to continue marching. The weather was also cold; when walking, his body was dripping with hot sweat, but when resting, being blown by the cold wind made it appear exceptionally cold. When the city wall of Fengyang County, the head county of Fengyang Prefecture, appeared in his field of vision, Zhu Sanshui only felt his eyes go black; the high city wall seemed to be shrouded in a layer of black mist. When he collapsed on the ground panting, he saw the troops reorganize slightly and continue to advance. But the formation was somewhat different from when marching.

Zhu Sanshui didn't know; this was the result of lowered body function caused by collapse. He had begun to lack the ability to distinguish and think.

When the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army arrived at Fengyang Prefecture, they saw the city gate was not closed. Looking through the telescope, the defense on the city wall was also very loose. Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui, who came along, discussed slightly and decided to adopt the first plan: use fake New Army to trick open the city gate. As soon as the military order was issued, a team of troops in New Army uniforms advanced rapidly towards Fengyang Prefecture.
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Chapter 109: New Beginning (14)

Anqing is located in southern Anhui, on the north bank of the Yangtze River, and is the provincial capital of Anhui. Since En Ming became the Governor of Anhui, he had been committed to promoting the New Policies. As En Ming's disciple and capable subordinate, Xu Xilin was able to become the main person in charge of the Anqing Army Elementary School and the Police School.

On January 12, 1907, Xu Xilin finished his daily work and went to visit En Ming to hear if En Ming had any instructions. Coming out of the courtyard of the Police School, he hadn't walked far when he saw a flatbed cart piled with several skeletal corpses heading towards the South Gate by the Yangtze River. Among the many disaster victims begging along the streets, people starved to death every day. Especially since winter began, corpses were originally cleared once every two days, but now they were cleared almost twice a day. Looking at these starving common people, Xu Xilin also felt somewhat unbearable in his heart. However, this emotion did not last too long. After passing the cart transporting corpses, Xu Xilin soon threw this pity to the back of his mind. He did not know that Fengyang Prefecture had been conquered by the People's Party led by Chen Ke at this time. The battle deployment for attacking Anqing was also underway intensely. Xu Xilin's mind was full of other things.

A month ago, he received a letter from Chen Ke. The letter stated that Chen Ke might lead troops to attack Anqing around the Spring Festival, hoping Xu Xilin could prepare enough manpower before then. After Chen Ke took Anqing, he would retreat to the Fengyang Prefecture area, and Anqing would be handed over to Xu Xilin.

regarding what Chen Ke said in the letter, Xu Xilin couldn't even talk about being half-believing and half-doubting at first; he thought Chen Ke was talking nonsense. It wasn't until Xu Xilin saw the People's Party fleet and the strange red flag with a hammer and sickle on the fleet that he believed Chen Ke's words a little. At that time, one of the persons in charge of the fleet was actually Yan Fu, and Yan Fu was actually Chen Ke's teacher. This gave Xu Xilin quite a shock.

After Xu Xilin left Shanghai, he originally wanted to go to a Japanese military academy to study. However, because Japan began to strictly prohibit the revolutionary actions of Chinese students, setting many restrictions, he had to return to China, and thus the idea of "toppling the Qing court with tactics" arose. So by mobilizing and using relationships from all sides, Xu Xilin sought to organize the Anqing Army Elementary School. Later, due to the recommendation of his uncle Yu Liansan and Xu Xilin's own shrewdness and capability, he was finally reused by Anhui Governor En Ming. And Xu Xilin even took En Ming as his teacher and became En Ming's confidant. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke actually took a similar route, studying under Yan Fu. Not knowing what great help he received from Yan Fu, Chen Ke could actually build a fleet and even considered himself strong enough to attack Anqing Prefecture. This stimulation to Xu Xilin was very huge.

Yan Fu was extremely tight-lipped and deliberately avoided Xu Xilin, so Xu Xilin had no way to be alone with Yan Fu. The fleet came and went, leaving Xu Xilin with a pile of mysteries. Qiu Jin was also supervising the Anqing Girls' School in Anqing, and the two discussed this matter in depth. Chen Ke met Xu Xilin first before meeting Qiu Jin. But Qiu Jin and Chen Ke had more cooperation. Xu Xilin felt that Qiu Jin evaluated Chen Ke very highly. Chen Ke could set up the Renxin Medical College in Shanghai, make medicine to earn money, and recruit Chen Tianhua to his banner; just these three things made Qiu Jin feel that Chen Ke was by no means an ordinary person.

But Xu Xilin's view was quite different. He felt that Chen Ke's attitude towards the Guangfuhui [Restoration Society] was very cold. Although polite enough and loyal enough to Xu Xilin, he didn't mean to open his heart. Of course, when Chen Ke first met Xu Xilin, he also said that he wanted to borrow Xu Xilin's help to go to Shanghai. After Chen Ke made a name for himself in Shanghai, he didn't interact much with Xu Xilin who was also in Shanghai. Although he didn't mention it with his mouth, Xu Xilin felt very uncomfortable in his heart. "The whole world bustles for profit"; Xu Xilin knew this saying and agreed with it. But to achieve Chen Ke's degree of "tea cooling as soon as the person leaves" [ignoring people once they are no longer useful] could be considered calculated to the extreme.

Xu Xilin thought, just like the first time he met him, Chen Ke threw over a big steamed bun that he absolutely couldn't ignore. What was the calculation behind that?

Qiu Jin had a straightforward personality. After reading the letter, she said: "Wen Qing also made it clear in the letter. We don't need to exert effort to attack Anqing; after taking Anqing, he will hand Anqing over to us. Although managing Anqing is by no means easy, our Guangfuhui can gather hundreds of people anyway, so at least we can manage Anqing well. Besides, with Wen Qing echoing in Anhui, what are we afraid of?"

Hearing such optimistic words, Xu Xilin felt things were definitely not that simple. He just shook his head but didn't speak.

Seeing Xu Xilin looking worried, Qiu Jin suddenly laughed: "Haha, Bosun, actually I think Wen Qing just didn't say some things directly. Wen Qing is humble and polite; didn't you see through it, Bosun?"

Compared with Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin was not particularly proficient in interpersonal relationships. Hearing Qiu Jin say this, Xu Xilin didn't quite believe that Qiu Jin could really propose a better explanation. He still frowned and asked: "What didn't I see through?"

Qiu Jin didn't mind Xu Xilin's expression. She said frankly: "When Wen Qing was down and out back then, he begged at your door. Now Wen Qing should have some family assets. Let's not talk about whether he can take Anqing. Just say if he really takes Anqing, and you are supervising schools in Anqing, how will he treat you, his benefactor, then?"

"Hmm?" Xu Xilin felt this line of thought was something he hadn't thought of. Hearing this, Xu Xilin's spirit lifted. "You mean, Wen Qing is afraid of having a dispute with me in Anqing?"

"Not only afraid of having a dispute with you in Anqing. Wen Qing knows we are comrades of the Guangfuhui. After Chen Tianhua defected to Wen Qing, the matter of the Tongmenghui couldn't be hidden from Wen Qing either. Wen Qing should be worried about conflicting with the Guangfuhui. If Wen Qing asks us to help first, and the attack on Anqing is unsuccessful, won't both sides tear their faces apart afterwards? If successful, I'm afraid both sides will have to say who listens to whose command, right? At that time, you and I are in Anqing; Wen Qing has to give us some face. I see Wen Qing acts very decisively. I guess he feels that rather than tearing faces apart with the Guangfuhui, it's better to simply give Anqing to us."

The previous analysis made sense, but Xu Xilin simply didn't believe that Anqing would be given up just to avoid tearing faces apart. "I see Wen Qing has great spirit [daring]. If it's just a matter of face, I'm afraid he wouldn't be so scrupulous. There must be other reasons." Xu Xilin said, "Moreover, although Anqing has convenient transportation, it is difficult to defend. In our original plan, we prepared to develop comrades in schools first, and then persuade the New Army to rise up together. If according to what Wen Qing said, we don't have so many revolutionary comrades in Anqing. Gaining such an Anqing for nothing, what use is it?"

"This is where Wen Qing knows how to conduct himself. Since we know that it is difficult to hold Anqing with our strength, then there are two roads left. Either we don't want Anqing, or we beg Wen Qing and ask to join Wen Qing's side. Anyway, no matter what, Wen Qing considered everyone's face and can still get Anqing."

Hearing this, Xu Xilin couldn't help changing his expression. Originally he didn't believe Chen Ke could really take Anqing. Now his thought was that even if Chen Ke took Anqing, Xu Xilin wouldn't hand Anqing over to Chen Ke like this. But the situation is stronger than people. Since Xu Xilin had limited strength in his hands, and there was little time left before what Chen Ke said, he only had two roads now. Either be calculated by Chen Ke like this, or ask the Guangfuhui in Jiangsu and Zhejiang for reinforcements. Xu Xilin immediately decided to take the second road.

Since making up his mind, on one hand, Xu Xilin seized the time to propagate revolutionary ideas and recruit comrades in the Army Elementary School and Police School. On the other hand, he reported work to Anhui Governor En Ming more to get more news. At the same time, he anxiously waited for news from the Guangfuhui comrades in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Half a month later, Tao Chengzhang actually came to Anqing in person. He brought news from the Guangfuhui comrades in Jiangsu and Zhejiang: If Chen Ke could really take Anqing, then the Guangfuhui would immediately reinforce manpower to Anqing. No matter what, Anqing could not be handed over to Chen Ke.

After discussing with Xu Xilin, Tao Chengzhang believed that Xu Xilin could well cooperate with Chen Ke temporarily to help Chen Ke take Anqing. Within the time agreed by everyone, the Guangfuhui would send manpower on the road in batches. If Chen Ke really took Anqing, troops from all routes would contact each other and rush to Anqing city. Make Chen Ke honor his promise and hand over Anqing. If Chen Ke didn't take Anqing, troops from all routes would return to Shaoxing to continue the local revolutionary cause. regarding the news provided by Xu Xilin that Chen Ke studied under Yan Fu, Tao Chengzhang expressed that Cai Yuanpei and Yan Fu were both old friends of Mr. Ma Xiangbo. The Guangfuhui had already used this relationship to contact Yan Fu, hoping Yan Fu could cooperate with the Guangfuhui.

After discussing these, Tao Chengzhang asked Xu Xilin again how likely it was that Chen Ke was telling lies.

Xu Xilin thought for a good while before answering: "Up to now, there has been no news of rebellion in other places from Anqing. That fleet had at least four or five hundred people. Wen Qing could send such a large fleet out; presumably, he must have about a thousand people in his hands. Moreover, he stated clearly in the letter that he didn't need our help to attack Anqing. Up to now, he hasn't sent any other news. As I think, 30% should be true, and 70% is probably just his wishful thinking."

Hearing this evaluation, a disappointed look appeared on Tao Chengzhang's face slightly. Sighing, Tao Chengzhang said: "I actually hope this person Chen Ke isn't telling lies."

Tao Chengzhang didn't stay too long and left. Xu Xilin originally thought Chen Ke had ulterior motives, but unexpectedly a messenger came again yesterday. Chen Ke told Xu Xilin that he would attack Anqing before the Spring Festival and hoped Xu Xilin would be ready. Xu Xilin asked the messenger where exactly Chen Ke was. The messenger finally told Xu Xilin clearly that Chen Ke had already established a foothold in Fengtai County. Sending away the messenger, Xu Xilin immediately wrote a letter to report the situation to the Guangfuhui comrades in Shaoxing on one hand, and on the other hand, he was also considering whether to stay in Anqing or go to Fengtai County personally to see what was happening.



★


New Beginning 15

Volume 3 - Chapter 110

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 110: New Beginning (15)

While Xu Xilin had profound doubts about the purpose of Chen Ke's letter, Chen Ke was also arranging future strategies. The Military Commission of the People's Party added a new comrade; the old soldier Yan Fu joined the highest command and decision-making body of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. regarding Chen Ke's suggestion to hand Anqing over to Xu Xilin, Yan Fu's performance was quite different from those young comrades.

For comrades like He Zudao, they also asked questions, but the purpose of asking was merely to understand Chen Ke's purpose in doing so. These young cadres were all followers of Chen Ke; they didn't think their judgment could be wiser than Chen Ke's. So understanding Chairman Chen Ke's strategic purpose to better execute Chairman Chen Ke's ideas was the driving force for their questions.

But Hua Xiongmao, Zhang Yu, and several other comrades really felt it necessary to understand Chen Ke's strategic thinking. After all, they were commanders of the troops; they believed they possessed such a right. Not to mention that the Central Military Commission was not Chen Ke's one-man rule.

As for Yan Fu, he neither intended to follow Chen Ke blindly nor had the consciousness of a senior commander; he simply wanted to understand Chen Ke's military ability.

"Anqing has only one meaning for us: taking Anqing and destroying the ruling center of the Manchu Qing in Anhui will throw the whole of Anhui into chaos. The Beijing government is unable to directly control various prefectures and counties. After Anqing is destroyed, the reaction of other places in Anhui can only be to stick to their cities for defense. What we want to fight for is the vast number of common people in the countryside. If the Manchu Qing forces don't come to make trouble, we can open up base areas with ease. So we must conquer Anqing. Let Anhui be chaotic."

Listening to Chen Ke's explanation, Yan Fu deeply agreed. The old handsome guy Yan Fu had a limited evaluation of the battle of Fengyang Prefecture. Fengyang Prefecture had lax military preparations; the defending troops had no guard against a group of troops wearing New Army uniforms. When disarming them, some people actually tried to argue that they hadn't broken the law, completely failing to understand that these people opposite them were not the New Army at all. After the city gate guards were easily dealt with, the remaining attack targets were extremely easy. The officials of Fengyang Prefecture never expected that someone would attack the prefecture city in broad daylight, so they had no defense at all. This battle itself was extremely easy.

What Yan Fu admired was the troops' discipline of committing no crimes against the people, as well as their efficient actions. When sweeping through Fengyang Prefecture, the troops didn't kill innocent people at all, but just took various key points. Gunshots frightened the common people; the troops even maintained order, taking care of children lost in panic and handing them over to anxious parents searching for them. Because of the lack of accommodation, the troops simply slept under the eaves of common people's houses on the streets of Fengyang County for a night. Those petty thieves also tried to harm the common people taking advantage of the chaos; patrolling troops arrested them, then gathered the common people for a public trial. After the trial, they were all shot. Such orderliness and training were highly appreciated by Yan Fu. Not joining an organization like bandits made Yan Fu very relieved.

As for Chen Ke mentioning making Anhui chaotic, Yan Fu completely understood the meaning. With the group of dragons without a leader [leaderless group], the People's Party could concentrate its strength to expand the base area, concentrating superior forces to defeat enemies one by one. As a senior naval officer, knowing why one must seize the T-position [Crossing the T] in naval battles—it is to concentrate firepower to eliminate the enemy. The Lanchester combat power equation studies this; Yan Fu had read this military tutorial by Chen Ke and praised it greatly. Of course, Yan Fu didn't know that this equation, which was only created in 1914 in history, was named the "Chen Ke Combat Equation" by later generations due to Chen Ke's appearance and his taking the lead in proposing the calculus model of this equation.

Yan Fu greatly appreciated the significance of "concentrating superior forces to fight battles of annihilation" proposed by Chen Ke. Once the overall command of Anqing was lost, the Manchu Qing military forces in various places would be a sheet of loose sand; those Manchu Qing forces sticking to cities for self-defense would become the best targets. As the saying goes, injuring ten fingers is not as good as breaking one finger. The Manchu Qing had only so many troops; after being annihilated one by one, the Manchu Qing simply couldn't replenish them in time. Even if replenished, they would just be a mob, not worth fearing at all.

Of course, to realize such a strategic concept required firstly the support of the vast number of common people, and secondly the strong marching ability of the troops. "Seizing the countryside, rural areas encircling the cities"—this was Chen Ke's strategic framework. In this battle to attack Fengyang Prefecture, the troops marching nearly twenty kilometers in three hours in not-too-rugged mountainous terrain also gave Yan Fu a quite deep impression.

After Chen Ke's explanation, the comrades of the Military Commission also roughly understood Chen Ke's strategic concept. In Yan Fu's view, this meeting could continue. Unexpectedly, Hua Xiongmao asked hesitantly: "Chairman Chen, you want to hand Anqing over to Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin because they are old acquaintances with us?"

Yan Fu was very puzzled by such inexplicable words. But he was over fifty years old after all, more composed than young people. Scanning the other members of the Military Commission, he saw some comrades had complex expressions; for example, He Zudao looked like he wanted to speak but stopped. Some comrades had blank faces; for example, Pu Guanshui obviously didn't know what these words meant.

"Comrade Hua Xiongmao, we are talking about official business; don't bring personal feelings into work." Chen Ke said seriously.

Hua Xiongmao turned his face away to look at the table surface. A moment later, he turned his face back to Chen Ke and asked in an unwilling tone: "Chairman Chen, since when did you start planning this matter?"

"Brigade Commander Hua, is there any meaning in asking this?" He Zudao couldn't help interrupting Hua Xiongmao's questioning. The eight earliest party members of the People's Party knew that Chen Ke had a deep relationship with Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin; Chen Ke was brought to Shanghai by Xu Xilin. Everyone was also clear about the relative relationship between Hua Xiongmao and Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. He Zudao didn't want Hua Xiongmao to dispute this matter with Chen Ke in public. Chen Ke might have calculated his former benefactors, but if Hua Xiongmao opposed the subsequent strategic concept based on such a reason, he would absolutely not get the support of other comrades. Even He Zudao wouldn't support Hua Xiongmao.

Before Hua Xiongmao could answer, Chen Ke said loudly: "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, I can tell you clearly, I am not calculating Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. What I am considering now is the idea of the Guangfuhui. We inevitably have to deal with the Guangfuhui. Xu Xilin is our old friend, but Xu Xilin is the representative of the Guangfuhui in Anhui. I won't calculate an old friend; that's meaningless. But I must calculate the existence of other political forces in Anhui into it. Can you understand this point? Comrade Hua Xiongmao."

After hearing this, Hua Xiongmao unexpectedly showed a shame that only a child who said something wrong would have. A moment later, he returned to his usual firm attitude. "This is my ill consideration; Chairman Chen, I spoke wrong. I don't mean to give special care to Xu Xilin because of personal feelings. Please believe me on this point."

Chen Ke nodded very understandingly, and then continued: "After we take Anqing, the Manchu Qing will definitely retake Anqing. Trade in Anqing will terminate; don't even think about getting tax money or anything from there. If we stay in Anqing, we have to invest heavy troops to maintain it; at this stage, we don't have so many troops. Limited troops and materials used in Anqing are far inferior to being used in expanding base areas. But simply letting the Manchu Qing retake Anqing, we would lose more than we gain. So handing Anqing over to the Guangfuhui is the best choice."

None of the Military Commission members had any womanly benevolence. Everyone certainly didn't lack sympathy, but facing the realistic situation, the comrades thought letting the Guangfuhui take the heat in Anqing was a good choice.

Pu Guanshui asked: "What if the Guangfuhui doesn't agree to accept Anqing?"

"Regardless of whether they agree or not, after we take Anqing, we transport personnel and materials away, and then retreat according to plan. Occupying Anqing now is just taking on a burden. Whoever wants this burden can have it. Anyway, I don't think we need Anqing now." Chen Ke answered decisively. "Perhaps someone will say, after occupying Anqing, raise an arm and call, and all directions will respond. But the comrades of the Military Commission all have so much practical work experience. Occupying Anqing, exactly how many Anhui common people can know this news? How many common people will respond to our call? Even if someone responds, who will be responding to this call? Speaking more realistically, staying in Anqing for a day, how much grain and money can we get? With this strength, engaging in base areas in the countryside, how many more base areas can we expand? How many common people's lives can we save? I think everyone can calculate this account clearly."

Hearing this, a burst of laughter came from among the comrades, but this laughter was not simple at all. Chen Ke could hear that everyone was still quite regretful. After all, Anqing was the provincial capital of Anhui; occupying Anqing meant having enough rallying power. It might not necessarily fail to trigger a chain reaction nationwide.

Chen Ke stood up and walked to the map board in the conference room. He first tapped the location of Fengtai County, then tapped the location of Anqing. "Comrades, the land is dead, people are alive. If we win the support of the common people, then we have endless manpower. Consider our transportation line; Anqing is just a city we can't afford for us. Revolution is to let everyone live a better life; we can't do this losing business."

"I firmly support Chairman Chen Ke's opinion." Zhang Yu spoke immediately. As the commander of the Water Detachment, he knew the problem of the transportation line deeply. From Fengtai County to Anqing Prefecture, the enemies on both banks of the transportation line had not been cleared. Guaranteeing the smooth flow of transportation was simply a fantasy. Not to mention it was a disaster year now, and Anqing Prefecture didn't have much grain either.

With Zhang Yu taking the lead, other comrades also expressed agreement. So the basic strategic framework was passed. The operational goal of the People's Party armed forces was to conquer Anqing and capture or eliminate Manchu Qing officials in Anhui. Next discussed was the more detailed operational plan.
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Chapter 111: New Beginning (16)

When the military meeting took a temporary break, Chen Ke walked up to Hua Xiongmao and asked: "Go to the toilet together?"

Hua Xiongmao was slightly startled, then smiled immediately: "Just right, I'm almost dying of holding it in."

The two old comrades-in-arms went out side by side, leaving a room full of comrades with various expressions on their faces. Everyone knew clearly in their hearts that Chen Ke was probably going to talk to Hua Xiongmao about the matter just now. Most comrades were young people; even Zhang Yu, who was considered quite shrewd, couldn't hold back. He opened his mouth and asked: "Commissar He, are Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin old friends of Chairman Chen?"

Attending the Military Commission meeting were not only military cadres; Qi Huishen, Shang Yuan, and Chen Tianhua, these civilian cadres, also attended the meeting. He Zudao looked at Zhang Yu with some embarrassment, then cast his eyes on Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen also felt quite embarrassed; reasonably speaking, this kind of thing was a private matter and shouldn't be gossiped about behind backs. But this matter happened to be closely related to official business. Qi Huishen calculated slightly; actually quite a few people in the People's Party knew about this matter. Even if he didn't say it, others could find out the news. If he didn't explain it thoroughly to everyone now, it would appear secretive instead, as if there were some tricks. Thinking of this, Qi Huishen simply introduced the general situation.

Everyone knew that Chen Ke gathered the first batch of old party members in Shanghai. Learning that it was Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin who took Chen Ke to Shanghai, and Hua Xiongmao was a relative of these two, the comrades who didn't know the situation before understood why Hua Xiongmao would say such words.

"Indeed a dilemma." Chai Qingguo laughed. After speaking, Chai Qingguo couldn't help looking at Shang Yuan. The news that Shang Yuan decided to go to Hebei to work a while ago had been communicated among the high-level of the People's Party. Chai Qingguo himself really wanted to go back to Hebei with Shang Yuan. It wasn't that he had any opinion about Chen Ke. After personally participating in the People's Party's revolution, Chai Qingguo already believed Chen Ke's words: people's revolution and raising a banner to rebel were two completely different things. Following Chen Ke personally on the front line, Chai Qingguo's original dissatisfaction with Chen Ke had long dissipated in the common hard work. Chen Ke was not the kind of "scholar" Chai Qingguo loathed; scholars would absolutely refuse to go down to the fields to work themselves. The People's Party led the common people to struggle out of the death line; Chai Qingguo also felt very honored by this merit.

The reason why he wanted to go to Hebei with Shang Yuan was actually quite simple. Chai Qingguo was used to being a leader and was still not quite used to the strict discipline of the People's Party. Plus he was good at cavalry, and who knew in which "donkey year and horse month" [God knows when] the Anhui Base Area would build a cavalry unit. But returning to Hebei, raising horses was far easier than in Anhui. Since launching a "people's revolution" in Fengtai County, where he had never been before, could be so easy, Chai Qingguo believed that if he returned to Hebei and was with his old brothers from before, he could absolutely create achievements no less than in Anhui. So Chai Qingguo had already talked privately with Shang Yuan, probing his tone to see if Shang Yuan was willing to agree to him going to Hebei together. regarding Chai Qingguo's expression, Shang Yuan also expressed welcome, only he told him this matter must be agreed by the Party Committee. As a party member, Shang Yuan could not propose a resolution overriding the Party Committee.

Hearing Shang Yuan's statement, the first thing Chai Qingguo thought of was the experience of being kicked out of the venue in Beijing back then. Regardless of whether the Party Committee was right or wrong, one must obey the Party's arrangement first. Chai Qingguo had an unforgettable impression of this.

And this time Chen Ke laid hands on old friends, and in the Party Committee meeting, facing an old brother like Hua Xiongmao, he still didn't save any face, making Chai Qingguo even more unhappy. There is no friendship in the People's Party, at least no friendship in the Party Committee. One's own relatives rank even lower. This accurate recognition made Chai Qingguo want to go to Hebei even more; only there were brothers of the jianghu, only there were sworn brothers of life and death. Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo couldn't help looking at Shang Yuan again. He saw Shang Yuan sitting calmly on the stool, looking thoughtful, and couldn't tell what he was thinking at all. Chai Qingguo felt really quite disappointed.

Chen Ke couldn't care about the thoughts of other comrades either; for him, there were more important things to explain to Hua Xiongmao. "Zheng Lan, I am not trying to deal with Mr. Xu Xilin and Ms. Qiu Jin; do you believe me on this point?"

"Don't worry, Wen Qing. I have never doubted you." Hua Xiongmao said hurriedly, "I know you want to deal with the Guangfuhui, and after all, you don't have deep friendship with the two of them. It's not the time to want them to defect to us now either. You rest assured, I absolutely have no other meaning. It's just that everyone is a relative; I am still worried about them in my heart."

Seeing Hua Xiongmao spoke sincerely, Chen Ke nodded with a gloomy face. "Zheng Lan, since you can understand, I am relieved. But I still want to ask you one thing: if Mr. Xu Xilin and Ms. Qiu Jin come to our base area, find you, lobby you, and ask you for help, will you help or not?"

This question was quite sharp. Hua Xiongmao thought over and over before saying: "That depends on what help they ask me for. If it's a private matter, I naturally want to help. If it's official business, I listen to you." Although he said so with his mouth, Hua Xiongmao didn't say it so cheerfully.

Chen Ke didn't fuss about these. If Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin arrived at the base area, finding Hua Xiongmao could absolutely not be for private matters. Chen Ke knew this very well. "It's hard on you, Zheng Lan." After speaking, Chen Ke patted Hua Xiongmao's shoulder.

Hua Xiongmao sighed and spoke no more.

After the break ended, the meeting continued. Up to now, the Fengtai County Base Area used water transport as its main means of transportation, and the effect was naturally very good. For this military operation against Anqing, most comrades still thought adopting water transport was the best way. But Chen Ke felt very worried; capturing Fengyang Prefecture this time definitely had fish that slipped through the net, and several officials couldn't be found no matter what. These people were extremely likely to flee to Anqing. If so, taking the water route would appear very unsafe. After all, the waters controlled by the People's Party were far from reaching Anqing, and too many uncertain factors would be encountered along the way. In case things changed and the enemy blocked the water route, the troops attacking Anqing would become an isolated force.

Hearing this question from Chen Ke, Zhang Yu spoke immediately: "If we take the land route, we have to pass almost entirely within enemy territory. At least we have traveled the water route several times. Even if someone runs to Anqing, Anqing simply won't have time to notify the enemies on the water route. If worried about this matter, the best way is to send troops immediately and catch Anqing off guard."

Other comrades looked troubled hearing Zhang Yu's risky method. Instead, Chen Ke felt this might not be a solution.

"How about we still let Comrade Pu Guanshui trick open the city gate; what do you think?" He Zudao proposed. This proposal immediately received the approval of many Military Commission comrades. The People's Party had tried this trick repeatedly with success; attacking Shouzhou and attacking Fengyang Prefecture, disguising as the Anhui New Army had played a great effect. People have habitual thinking when thinking about problems. The comrades of the Military Commission now had mental inertia about disguising as the New Army. The first choice naturally went to this.

After hearing this, Pu Guanshui wanted to say something, but stopped again. He felt that if he negated it, he might be misunderstood as being greedy for life and afraid of death. But if he didn't raise his objection, in case things were messed up, he would be even more sorry to the comrades. Just as he was hesitating, he heard Chen Ke say: "I object. If we adopt the plan of sending troops immediately, the basis for establishing this plan is that Anqing Prefecture already knows our news. Since it is built on this strategic assumption, letting Comrade Pu Guanshui disguise as the New Army, isn't that moths flying into the fire? This is a strategic logic error."

Hearing this, Pu Guanshui's heart relaxed. Chen Ke relieved him very effectively. Pu Guanshui glanced at Chen Ke with grateful eyes. Then he heard He Zudao ask in confusion: "How is it a strategic logic error?" He Zudao had never participated in military academy training, nor had he received systematic military theoretical education. He completely didn't understand this term.

"This means, we assume Anqing Prefecture already knows our news and is already prepared. In order to act before the enemy, we take the water route to act first. But since we have this assumption, if we set out immediately like this, and then send Comrade Pu Guanshui to trick open the city gate, this action is based on the assumption that the enemy does not understand our situation. The logical positions of these two assumptions conflict. Anqing cannot know our situation and not know our situation at the same time."

"So that's it." He Zudao suddenly realized. What Chen Ke liked most about He Zudao was this point: ask if you don't understand, learn if you don't know. Never pretending to know when not knowing. Actually, some comrades around looked at He Zudao with a slight hint of ridicule in their eyes, but He Zudao didn't care at all. This was not feigned; this was because He Zudao asked this not to grandstand, but because he really didn't understand. Moreover, He Zudao didn't feel it was shameful to ask Chen Ke, so he simply didn't consider many things.

"What if Anqing only knows about our People's Party, but doesn't know that Comrade Pu Guanshui has already defected to us? This situation is also possible, right?" Chai Qingguo asked. Hearing this, several comrades showed agreeing expressions on their faces.

"Indeed there is such a possibility." Chen Ke nodded. "The problem is how likely is this possibility? Anqing is hundreds of li away from us; we completely don't know the situation in Anqing. This is not Shouzhou, right under our eyelids. This is not Fengyang Prefecture either; we attacked Fengyang Prefecture, and we actually knew the situation of Fengyang Prefecture very clearly. Even so, we actually made two sets of plans. If the city gate couldn't be tricked open, attack the city immediately. Anqing Prefecture is a stronghold-type city by the Yangtze River; the city walls are high, the defense is good, and the city is large. If we base our strategy on being able to trick open the city gate, in case Anqing Prefecture got the news and had defenses against us... what do we do then?"

"We have to try anyway. If we can't trick open the city gate, we'll fight our way in." Chai Qingguo said with heroic spirit reaching the clouds.

"We cannot gamble with comrades' lives." Chen Ke immediately negated this suggestion.
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The characteristic of young comrades is that they are not stable enough and are prone to lacking comprehensive consideration when thinking about problems. As soon as Chai Qingguo's view of obtaining victory at any cost came out, someone thought it was better to avoid meaningless casualties as much as possible. Everyone's war experience was not rich. Chai Qingguo had experience in bloody fighting; when fighting against the Beiyang Army and foreign troops in Hebei, Chai Qingguo escaped with his life by relying on death-defying charges. The People's Revolutionary Army had fought dozens of battles so far, with total casualties not exceeding 200 people. Hearing about the kind of big battle Chai Qingguo proposed involving hundreds or thousands of casualties at every turn, everyone generally felt that the battle did not need to pay such a big price.

Chai Qingguo argued strongly on just grounds, while other comrades also had their own reasons. Comrades with relatively high military ranks like Hua Xiongmao and Zhang Yu were unwilling to speak rashly, so although Chai Qingguo was weak alone, he did not completely fall into a disadvantage.

"Attacking Anqing is definitely not attacking a fort. Since we want a quick decision, there must be heavy casualties." Chai Qingguo knew what fighting a big battle was really about. After joining the People's Party, the intensity of battle was far less than fighting against the Beiyang Army in Hebei and Shandong back then. But in terms of scale, Chai Qingguo's horizon was more than a little bit higher than the comrades of the Military Commission.

"Then we have to prepare more thoroughly. What if we can't take Anqing for a while? Quick decision requires being able to win," He Zudao was not deliberately singing a different tune from Chai Qingguo, but according to what Chai Qingguo said, troops charging forward against the enemy's hail of bullets... He Zudao shuddered just thinking about those casualties.

"The Anqing New Army is not the landlords in the forts; their equipment and troop strength are definitely not like that." Chai Qingguo's face was already very gloomy. He couldn't help recalling the appearance of confronting thousands of Beiyang Army and foreign devils head-on in Hebei and Shandong back then. The Beiyang Army and foreign devils lined up neatly; no matter how the brothers provoked, the enemy could still maintain their discipline. It wasn't until the uprising army launched an attack on the enemy and entered the enemy's range that shells and bullets swept towards the brothers of the uprising army like splashing water.

Thinking of this, Chai Qingguo felt the hair on his body instinctively start to stand up. At that time, Chai Qingguo led the cavalry team to charge; he even rode a horse charging at the very front. Brothers on the left and right were shot and fell off their horses one by one; those short screams were instantly drowned out by the rumbling gunfire and hoofbeats. Before the battle, everyone prayed to gods and immortals, pasted the obtained charms on their chests, and drank charm water. But these things failed to protect the brothers. After one charge, the brothers of the cavalry unit suffered nearly half casualties. Chai Qingguo found that only a very few brothers were still charging with him, while the enemy opposite had formed a formation with bayonets. The bright bayonets dazzled the horses' eyes, and the horses instinctively reared up one after another. And the enemy infantry had already rushed up with bayonets, starting to stab at the very few cavalrymen. And the brothers tried hard to control the horses while struggling to fight the enemy with the weapons in their hands.

How exactly did he survive from there? For several years, Chai Qingguo had always wondered; regarding how he escaped from the endless enemy in front of him, Chai Qingguo actually had no impression at all. What he could remember was that he didn't know how long he fought, and he was retreating with other infantry brothers covered in blood. As for what exactly happened to the cavalry brothers who were with him that day in the end, he couldn't remember no matter what. That day, of the more than five hundred cavalry brothers, only Chai Qingguo was left in the end.

Every time he recalled these again, Chai Qingguo would always be subconsciously absent-minded for a short time, as if a powerful thing forcibly deprived Chai Qingguo of his consciousness. When he came to his senses, he saw He Zudao's mouth opening and closing, presumably saying something. But he couldn't hear any sound at all, just like watching a comical shadow play.

"Old Chai, what's wrong with you?" As his wrist was pulled, Chai Qingguo's hearing suddenly returned to normal. Turning his head, he saw Hua Xiongmao looking at him in surprise and holding his hand. Chai Qingguo swallowed with difficulty. "Nothing, I just remembered some things from the past." After speaking, he sat back on the bench almost collapsed.

"...I think it's better for us to use small troops to probe." He Zudao finally finished his speech. Quite a few comrades looked at He Zudao with approving eyes. Some stared at the greatly abnormal Chai Qingguo with doubtful eyes.

At this time, they heard Chen Ke say: "Comrade Hua Xiongmao, how many troops can we dispatch?"

Hua Xiongmao hesitated slightly before answering this question. "This... at most no more than five thousand people. If we want to send those with relatively guaranteed combat effectiveness, that's only three thousand people."

"Comrade Pu Guanshui, how many troops are there in Anqing now?"

"There is a Mixed Brigade [Huncheng Xie] in Anqing now, with actual troops not exceeding 3500. Attached are a cavalry regiment [biao] and an artillery regiment, an engineering battalion, a transport battalion, and a military band. Each Infantry Brigade [Xie] commands two Infantry Regiments; each Regiment commands three Battalions [Ying]; each Battalion commands three Companies [Dui]; each Company commands three Platoons [Pai]; each Platoon commands three Squads [Peng]. The most basic unit, a Squad, has about 14 soldiers. The attached Cavalry Regiment commands three Battalions; each Battalion commands Front, Rear, Left, and Right four Companies; each Company two Platoons; each Platoon two Squads. The attached Artillery Regiment commands three Battalions; each Battalion commands Left, Middle, and Right three Companies. The organization below Company is the same as Infantry. Engineering and Transport Battalions have the same organization as Cavalry below Battalion level. By the late Qing, the New Army also added Machine Cannon Troops (Heavy Machine Guns) within the Infantry Regiment..." Pu Guanshui introduced the data to everyone in detail.

The members of the Military Commission had actually seen these materials, but in the past, everyone was busy with immediate affairs; where was the time to consider so much? Military and official duties were so busy that everyone just wanted to fall asleep after finishing work. Attacking Anqing was too far away for the comrades. Now that the strengths of both sides were listed as numbers—5000 Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army versus these 3500 Anhui New Army soldiers—everyone suddenly found that the troop strength was about the same. But the New Army's equipment was very excellent, occupying a great advantage. The comrades of the Military Commission couldn't help but fall silent; this gap in strength far exceeded everyone's imagination.

Suddenly, the discussion just now seemed meaningless. Attacking Anqing was to gnaw a hard bone. The enemy's strength was strong enough, while the People's Party's power was not as strong as everyone intuitively felt.

Chen Ke understood everyone's thoughts very well. He said to the temporarily silent crowd: "Comrades, if we consider the entire 11,000 troops of the People's Revolutionary Army and fight on interior lines in the base area, we can consider that we can still win. Now we are running to Anqing to fight, which is exterior line operations. The difficulty is much greater."

"Then can we wait for the enemy to divide their forces and come over, and we defeat them one by one?" Hua Xiongmao put forward his suggestion.

Chen Ke answered extremely crisply: "No. The base area is still very unstable now. The basis for ensuring stability is that we have an overwhelming advantage over the surrounding enemies. No one dares to jump out and make trouble. If we let the enemy fight in, the trust of the common people in us, which was formed with difficulty, will immediately be chaotic. Even if we win, and even counterattack to take Anqing, there will be many future troubles. So this battle is a political battle."

"Then we can fight towards the direction of Anqing first, take Luzhou Prefecture in the south, and then compete with the New Army in Luzhou Prefecture. The enemy can't enter our base area no matter what; what does everyone think?" Hua Xiongmao still hoped to be more prudent.

"Now is the time when the strength gap between us and the New Army is the smallest. Because the Manchu Qing has not mobilized yet. Don't just think about Anqing Prefecture; once a see-saw battle is formed, the Manchu Qing will mobilize military forces to exterminate us. With the base area so unstable, it can't stand the tossing. If another five thousand Hubei New Army come, our numerical advantage will also vanish in puff of smoke. Moreover, once the war starts and both sides have casualties, how do you think the morale of the troops will be? Will anyone enlist enthusiastically? And how is the combat effectiveness of the new troops compared to what we have now? Definitely incomparable. Now the troops have won consecutive victories, and morale is still high. They can fight a big battle. If morale drops and we encounter setbacks, I am not optimistic."

Chen Ke did not overestimate the troops at all.

Unknowingly, the discussion changed from how to attack Anqing to whether to attack Anqing.

Hua Xiongmao didn't want to dampen the morale of the Military Commission comrades, but he indeed couldn't make such a big decision. Although he had discussed the combat effectiveness of the New Army with Pu Guanshui privately many times, Hua Xiongmao still couldn't help asking: "Comrade Pu Guanshui, if the troops and the New Army fight openly now, what do you think?"

Hearing this question, everyone's eyes fell on Pu Guanshui. Pu Guanshui had considered this question long ago. He thought over and over and squeezed out a sentence with difficulty: "Under equal troop strength, I'm afraid it won't work."

Except for a few people with self-restraint like Yan Fu, everyone showed disappointment on their faces. Everyone then turned their eyes to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke knew he must persuade the comrades; the battle of Anqing must be fought. This was the last opportunity for the strategic initiative to be temporarily in the hands of the People's Party.

"If we fight openly, we are just letting the New Army fight on the battlefield they are good at. Strategic design is to make the enemy unable to exert combat effectiveness. The advantage of our troops now lies in high morale. Morale is built on the basis of a series of victories. If we let the New Army fight in the range they are good at, a series of failures can only lead to comprehensive low morale. At that time, we can't fight even more. The New Army is good at formations, while in urban combat, the pattern is intricate and complex. Troops often don't have time to line up and shoot. At this time, a spear might be more effective than a rifle. Moreover, we specially trained grenadiers. We have advantages targeting street fighting."

Although Chen Ke listed so many favorable points, it still didn't have an immediate effect. The comrades' mood was still not high. "If we fail, at least we can still fight the enemy in the base area. If we are killed by the enemy coming over here, then we won't even have the chance to start over. Moreover, although we are inferior to the enemy in weapons and equipment, we have political advantages. Of the New Army soldiers brought by Comrade Pu Guanshui this time, more than half joined our team. Everyone became soldiers to make a living, so that the family could live better. But after the flood, everyone has seen personally what the homes of these New Army soldiers look like. Equally horrible to look at. Do you think the morale of the New Army soldiers in Anqing City will be high? Will they sincerely sell their lives for those Manchu Qing official lords?"

"I agree with Chairman Chen Ke's view." Pu Guanshui said, "Although the Anqing New Army is better trained, their morale is far inferior to ours. If I send people to lobby the New Army, there should be good results."

Pu Guanshui finally agreed to play the role of an insider; the Military Commission comrades felt a burst of relief in their hearts.

Chen Ke looked at Pu Guanshui with satisfaction and continued: "The tactics of the Manchu Qing are still backward; because there is no core to condense morale. When foreigners defeated the Manchu Qing army, it was always a breakthrough at one point, and then the Manchu Qing troops collapsed completely. In our attack on Anqing this time, although the enemy has a solid city to rely on, this is their psychological weakness. As long as this psychological reliance is broken, the Manchu Qing army will immediately collapse in a chain reaction. Moreover, our side is the attacking side; first of all, we occupy an advantage in morale. As long as we can breach the city defense, our morale will definitely be greatly boosted. As this wanes and that waxes, Anqing is not that difficult to conquer."

Encouraged by Chen Ke like this, the young comrades' faces lit up. Yes, the battles these days were all about the enemy collapsing immediately after one point was breached. Although the core forces of the enemy were still resisting stubbornly, once the organized large-scale resistance ended, the troops were immediately liberated from heavy pressure. Those enemies fleeing everywhere posed no threat at all; the People's Party troops seemed to occupy a comprehensive advantage in troops and firepower instantly.

"Chairman Chen, do you think this battle must be fought strategically?" Yan Fu finally opened his mouth to ask.

"Yes," the discussion made Chen Ke's train of thought active. Many problems that he originally only focused on details, he now suddenly figured out from a higher level. "We now possess strategic initiative. That is to say, we can choose our own strategic direction, and the enemy poses no threat to us for the time being."

Mentioning strategic initiative, Chen Ke's thinking suddenly became clear. "Just like when we were in Fengtai County at the beginning, because the flood isolated news, the enemy didn't know what happened in Fengtai County at all. So no matter what we did, we could completely ignore the existence of the enemy. At this time, we built the Water Detachment, transported materials, and mobilized troops. Suppressing landlords, we could do whatever we wanted. All initiative and right of choice were in our own hands. This is strategic initiative. If the enemy in Shouzhou exerted a little pressure on us at that time, even if just making a gesture, we would have to consider the enemy in Shouzhou in every consideration. In that case, would we dare to mobilize troops arbitrarily? Moreover, in this mentality, we always have to prioritize the enemy in Shouzhou close at hand. How uncomfortable would that be?"

This metaphor made these old comrades understand completely. It was precisely because everyone didn't have to consider what the enemy would do at all and mastered complete freedom of action that revolutionary work could be so smooth. Hearing this, quite a few comrades who originally felt the situation was critical and thus had dry mouths suddenly felt saliva appearing in their mouths again. So much so that several people's Adam's apples moved, swallowing saliva back into their stomachs.

Chen Ke pretended not to see and continued: "The reason why we can consider that as long as we take Anqing, we will still have strategic initiative in northern Anhui for the next year is based on the fact that we still possess strategic initiative and freedom of action. We can actively choose the direction of attack. This is still built on the advantage of strategic initiative. If we don't attack Anqing now, when the enemy recovers and has freedom of action, then we will have to use a lot of strength to guard against the direction where the enemy might launch an attack. We can say now that the enemy is in Anqing. When the enemy in Anqing acts freely, will we be able to know where the enemy is then?"

Yan Fu nodded. "Then what exactly are our strategic advantages?"

"First, high morale. After we conquered the flood, the morale of the troops is far higher than the New Army officers and soldiers hiding in Anqing watching disaster victims all day. Second, political advantage. Many New Army soldiers joined our team; we can send these New Army soldiers to mix into the New Army team before the war and let them persuade the New Army soldiers. Don't be hostile to us. This can also effectively disintegrate the New Army's mood to fight us to the death. Third, the suddenness of the campaign. Although the enemy knows some of our situation, they don't know enough. Our side suddenly launched the campaign; from a strategic point of view, it has caught the enemy off guard, unable to make targeted deployments. The original equipment advantage is also greatly discounted. From these perspectives, strategically we still possess the initiative. This is when the gap between our power and the Anqing enemy's power is smallest."

Yan Fu was proficient in military affairs. Although he didn't agree so much with the political advantage, he still understood and accepted the purely military explanation. "Then what about tactics? Where is our advantage?"

"The New Army trains more in field battles. All our recent battles have been siege battles. The training and actual combat levels of both sides differ greatly. The reason why comrades are worried that it is difficult to conquer Anqing is precisely because everyone has experience and can truly understand the key points of siege warfare. This is our biggest advantage. We know how to attack a city, but the enemy is not familiar with how to defend a city. Moreover, I also said that the Manchu Qing troops are defending comprehensively, so it is very easy to break through at one point and collapse across the whole line. Our troops are divided into multiple routes, fighting on various battlefields, so we can form multiple siege teams. The enemy cannot attend to head and tail; problems will definitely arise. As for weapons, we have developed some special weapons for siege, explosive packs, hand grenades. And we have had practical experience. The New Army in Anqing focuses on traditional rifle shooting, which is not suitable for the characteristics of street fighting. This is another advantage of ours."

This time not only Yan Fu, but other comrades could also understand. regarding the advantages analyzed by Chen Ke, everyone still agreed very much.

"The only problem lies in that comrades haven't experienced such a big battle array, and are used to strategic initiative, feeling we always have various choices. In fact, there are few strategic choices to begin with. To maintain strategic initiative, there are even fewer choices. Attacking Anqing is the only choice to guarantee our strategic initiative for the next year. We must fight." Chen Ke said categorically.

Looking at the comrades with mixed joy and worry, Chen Ke said loudly: "Everyone came to revolutionize together, hoping to see the success of the revolution. The current situation is like this; if we don't break Anqing, the enemy's strength is far greater than ours. Pressing over step by step, we can't hold up. Only by conquering Anqing do we have the chance to continue the revolution. We People's Party members have all sworn in front of the party flag that for the liberation of the Chinese common people, we absolutely don't care about bloodshed and sacrifice. Now the time for bloodshed and sacrifice has come. I can't say I will be the first to lead the team to rush forward, but in battle, if the troops really encounter a hard bone they can't gnaw down, I will personally lead everyone up."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao stood up abruptly, his face full of excitement: "Chairman Chen, how can we let you go up? I will lead the troops up first; it will be your turn only after I die."

"Ha," Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing out loud. He stood up proudly, glanced slightly contemptuously at those comrades who hoped to reduce troop casualties just now, and then said loudly: "After all is said and done, we still have to fight hard. In Hebei, I fought my way out against the Beiyang New Army with real swords and guns. I guaranteed Big Brother Wu Xingchen long ago, and I also told Chairman Chen Ke, fighting hard battles, I, Chai Qingguo, will absolutely not be a coward. Let me lead the team for this siege; I don't believe how tough these whelps of the New Army can be."

Just now He Zudao hoped to reduce casualties. Hearing Chai Qingguo's arrogant statement, he also couldn't help standing up. His young face was full of indignation after being looked down upon. "Fighting also needs to be scientific; when casualties can be reduced, no one is willing to have more people die. But since we can only fight, then fight. We political commissars are responsible for political work; at this time, we political commissars will absolutely not hide behind either."

Everyone in the Military Commission was young. They had heard the principles they should hear, and several main leaders had expressed their attitudes. Everyone knew that this battle must be fought. If they had other opinions, they could only be considered cowards. These people were soldiers who had fought on the front line. Under a series of victories, everyone was actually like newborn calves. Being provoked by the mockery in and out of words, everyone's temper also rose. The Military Commission members, including Zhang Yu, stood up one after another to express that they would absolutely not be cowards.

At this time, only Yan Fu and Shang Yuan were still sitting upright. But they saw Shang Yuan slowly stand up and take out a dagger from his waist. Then he grabbed his queue, and with not fast but very powerful movements, cut the queue off from the root. Under the stunned gazes of everyone, Shang Yuan threw the cut queue on the table. "I request to participate in this battle."

These simple words surpassed everyone's thousand words. Shang Yuan, this civil official, had expressed his attitude; saying anything more at this point would seem hollow. The comrades attending the Military Commission meeting looked at each other; everyone's face was full of impulse, and everyone's face was full of fortitude. Chen Ke asked everyone to sit down and then began to explain his tactical ideas.
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After the military meeting confirmed the plan to attack Anqing, starting from that night, the Military Commission and the Staff Department stayed up all night formulating operational plans and corresponding training plans. Comrades from the political work department conducted in-depth investigations and summaries of the troops' situation. None of the comrades had fought such a big battle, and everyone felt uneasy in their hearts. But since arriving in Fengtai County, as long as all comrades worked, there would be good results. So everyone simply threw away other thoughts and started working as usual.

Chen Ke was responsible for strategic formulation. Since he had finished explaining the strategy, he was relatively free. Yan Fu had long helped the troops perfect the water transport plan, and having just returned from Anqing not long ago, the old plan could still be used. He had nothing else to do, so he was also quite free. Taking a spare moment, Yan Fu found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I want to ask, which foreign school did you learn your military affairs from?"

"I haven't attended a military academy. All my military knowledge was learned from a senior surnamed Mao. This Grandpa Mao is Chinese." Chen Ke answered this question with a smile.

"There is such a strange person?" Yan Fu was really a bit surprised. "Seeing that Wen Qing is by no means a layman in military affairs, I didn't expect you learned from a teacher. Where is this Mr. Mao now? Can I meet him?"

"He has passed away." Chen Ke didn't know if this was correct. But that Grandpa Mao who created military thoughts had already passed away when Chen Ke was born [in his original timeline].

"That is a pity." Yan Fu couldn't help sighing.

Seeing Yan Fu's regretful look, Chen Ke calmly diverted from this topic which was very disadvantageous to him. "Mr. Yan, are you still a bit worried about the battle to attack Anqing?"

Yan Fu didn't stand on ceremony; he stated his thoughts straightforwardly: "I am indeed worried about this matter. After all, our army does not have an advantage in troop strength, and equipment is far worse. According to Wen Qing, we are still fighting on exterior lines. The difficulty is greater. Although our army has experience in storming fortifications, once fighting starts, if casualties are heavy, I'm afraid the troops might not be able to hold on for long."

"Mr. Yan, tactically speaking, our army has also been to Anqing, experienced more, and seen more. Most importantly, the biggest advantage of our army compared to the Anhui New Army is that our army knows who the enemy is and knows why we fight. Actually, I wanted to prepare more. Preparation is still insufficient. Mr. Yan, I want to ask you, if it is to save the disaster-stricken common people of Anhui, should this battle be fought?"

Yan Fu also agreed with the judgment of insufficient preparation for military struggle. But when Chen Ke mentioned "should this battle be fought to save the common people," Yan Fu was immediately speechless. According to the characteristics of Manchu Qing officialdom, they simply didn't care how many common people died. How could they manage such things as natural disasters? Disaster relief was the Imperial Court's business; as long as there was no civil uprising, natural disasters couldn't be blamed on local officials no matter what. Moreover, natural disasters indicated the Imperial Court's loss of virtue, and the Emperor had to issue an edict of self-blame. Even though he had always been in the military and rarely involved in politics, Yan Fu knew very well that there was simply no need to count on officials for disaster relief. From the perspective of the People's Party, to save the common people, one must first crush the Manchu Qing regime before talking about saving the common people.

This inference was logically completely correct and could have convinced Yan Fu. The problem was that this reasonable conclusion was incompatible with the current status quo of China. Yan Fu participated in the revolution; in his view, the primary purpose of the revolution was to seize political power and build a powerful China. Fighting battles to save the common people like Chen Ke—this only appeared in books. "Console the people and punish the wicked [punish the tyrant to comfort the people]"; these were words Yan Fu had read. When these four characters were concretized, Yan Fu felt no joy at all; he only felt that what Chen Ke said was "extremely absurd."

After thinking for a good while, Yan Fu had to say: "It must be fought."

"Mr. Yan, I personally feel that insufficient preparation now refers not only to insufficient equipment and insufficient military strength. The most important thing is insufficient political work. Up to now, in the People's Revolutionary Army, at most one thousand people can understand that fighting is to save the common people. If not for this flood, fewer than two hundred people could understand this logical relationship. If I could be given half a year, I wouldn't worry about attacking Anqing at all. As long as there are six thousand soldiers who know that without crushing the Manchu Qing regime, the common people cannot be saved... the enemy in Anhui is not worth fearing at all."

Yan Fu didn't feel surprised. He praised: "That's true. Even now, I already admire Wen Qing very much for being able to build a base area of such scale. If it were me, I absolutely couldn't do it."

Hearing Yan Fu's praise, Chen Ke looked at Yan Fu helplessly. Seeing no joking meaning in Yan Fu's expression, Chen Ke then said: "Mr. Yan, I am not talking about the number of people. If there really can be so many comrades realizing that only to save the common people must we overthrow the Manchu Qing government, I would feel very at ease even if I died. Because there are successors to the revolutionary cause. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is a strategy that must be adopted to save the common people. If it were just to overthrow the Manchu Qing, that would just be for the welfare of one family and one surname, or for the interests of a certain group. The people's revolution is to put the interests of the common people first. Because only in this way can we get the support of the people. The people will absolutely not revolutionize for a certain ideal; what the people want is a better life, to live and work in peace and contentment. What they want is to know who to ask for help in times of danger. Just another half year, and I can let the people know that the people's revolution promoted by the People's Party, the new order promoted, is the only choice to let the people get liberated and obtain a happy life through labor. Only then can the people's revolution be invincible."

"Does Wen Qing not believe that the people will follow the revolution?" Yan Fu asked. He actually wanted to ask this question all these days. Although the people's revolution claimed to be for the people, Yan Fu actually didn't believe in the people's revolution.

"I feel the people don't believe in us yet. Everything Mr. Yan sees is actually the result of the labor of the common people. Weren't those houses built by the people brick by brick with their own hands? Weren't these water conservancy facilities dug by the people shovel by shovel? How can I not believe in the people? Without the people, there would be no Fengtai County today. It is the people who don't believe in the new system where the fruits of labor can belong to the people; it is the people who have no confidence in the people's revolution now. If the people firmly believe that the people's revolution can succeed, I am not worried at all about not being able to take Anqing now."

Speaking to this point, Yan Fu finally understood Chen Ke's meaning. Or rather, Yan Fu finally understood where the power of the people's revolution lay. Next, Yan Fu's first thought was actually wanting to beat Chen Ke up. Chen Ke's "arrogance" made Yan Fu feel somewhat unbearable. If those uneducated common people really understood these, Yan Fu felt that such a world would be too terrifying. Although he couldn't completely imagine what that world would be like, Yan Fu could imagine that such a new world would smash everything existing in China to pieces. Everything daring to block the people's revolution would be completely destroyed. As for the end point of that new world, Yan Fu couldn't see clearly at all. But the starting point of this revolution, Yan Fu could see clearly: that was hatred. Hatred for the old order.

Yan Fu clearly knew he had the same hatred. Those Empress Dowagers, Emperors, princes, and nobles who ate all day and did evil, those officials who held down jobs without doing a stroke of work, those scholars who only knew how to secure personal gain—Yan Fu had incomparable hatred for these pests ruining the country. It was these people who made China suffer bullying and made the dignified China forfeit its sovereignty and humiliate the country. If there was to be a revolution, these people should be the objects of revolution.

But these had prerequisites. This huge force must be guided by ideals; it absolutely cannot run wildly like a flood. Chen Ke absolutely cannot irresponsibly release this force to destroy everything in China. Words of persuasion were on the tip of Yan Fu's tongue, but were swallowed back into his stomach by Yan Fu. He remembered what Mr. Ma Xiangbo said to him more than a year ago: "Jidao, the person who wrote the book is a genius granted by heaven. If you are willing, I would like you to accept him as a disciple. If no one disciplines him, this person might bring disaster and chaos to the world."

Yan Fu once thought that after accepting Chen Ke as a disciple, Chen Ke would seriously turn to him after hitting walls everywhere. He never expected Chen Ke to create such a career in just over a year. If he persuaded Chen Ke now, Chen Ke would definitely not listen. Falling out with Chen Ke had no value at all. The only way was to establish merits in the People's Party and come out to stabilize the direction at critical moments.

So Yan Fu asked: "Chairman Chen, have you heard of the Yuewang [King Yue] Society in Anhui?"

"Know a little." Chen Ke had heard that this organization had a very close relationship with the Tongmenghui, but since it was nameless in later generations, presumably it wasn't a remarkable organization.

"When I was teaching in Anhui, I had dealings with the Yuewang Society. Since the plan involves persuading the New Army, as far as I know, the Yuewang Society has close relationships with many people in the New Army. Since there are still some days before marching into Anqing, I will set off immediately to contact people from the Yuewang Society. See if I can get them to help."

"That is very good. But what exactly does Mr. Yan plan to use to persuade the Yuewang Society?"

"Since Chairman Chen doesn't care about Anqing Prefecture, I might as well use Anqing Prefecture as an exchange."

"No problem. Then I'll trouble you, Mr. Yan."

He Zudao led the political work personnel to select personnel for the Anqing battle. After other political work personnel fell asleep in the latter half of the night, He Zudao rubbed his slightly red and swollen eyes and looked around. Everyone was lying or prone, sleeping soundly. Steadying his mind, He Zudao picked up a pen and quietly began to write a letter. "Sister You Gou, this time I will follow the army to attack Anqing. The battle is very dangerous; I am ready to sacrifice for the revolution. At this time, I have something I want to say to you, I..." Writing this, He Zudao stopped his pen, a shy expression appearing on his face. He glanced guiltily at the comrades sleeping around him, then picked up the pen again, but couldn't write no matter what.

Thinking for a while, He Zudao read the previous text again, modified a few words slightly, and then continued to write. "I am not afraid of death, but before I die, I want to say to you no matter what, I admire you very much, Sister You Gou. Ever since you and Chairman Chen stayed up all night making medicine to save my life, I swore to repay the kindness of both of you. Following Chairman Chen in revolutionary work, I understood a lot. What is people's revolution, how to be a qualified People's Party member properly. In this regard, Sister You Gou, you still do far better than me. You are also the object of my study. But, I have a special feeling for you, Sister You Gou. Although I contracted that kind of disease..." Writing this, He Zudao's face flushed red. He thought for a moment, then crossed out this paragraph. He continued writing below: "I want to be the best party member, a party member who can undertake important work like Sister You Gou. I have also been working hard."

"Sigh!" He Zudao exhaled depressedly. He grabbed the written paper preparing to tear it, but stopped his hand. Paper was very precious now; he couldn't bear to waste a piece of paper, and felt what he wrote was very unpromising. He turned the paper over, gritted his teeth, plucked up his courage, and scribbled a sentence: "Sister You Gou, I love you very much. I want to be with you; I want to marry you." Writing this, as if breathing was not smooth, He Zudao was even panting a bit. Gritting his teeth, a small writing brush seemed to carry a weight of thousands of jun. "Sister You Gou, today I have the fortune, can we tie the knot together?"

Throwing the pen on the table, He Zudao covered his face with one hand; rapid breathing made this young man's shoulders shake. He originally wanted to write a will, but somehow, thinking of death, the idea of writing a will turned into wanting to tell You Gou his longing and dream for a long time.

"I am not worthy of Sister You Gou." He Zudao kept reciting this sentence repeatedly in his heart. The flame of the oil lamp on the table flickered slightly with He Zudao's rapid breathing. An intense and surging emotion made tears hang on He Zudao's face without him knowing when. He was completely unaware of it himself, only feeling he had thousands of words, but couldn't describe them with appropriate vocabulary.

Finally, he picked up that piece of paper, folded it carefully, and put it into his bosom. At this time, the sky was already dimly bright.
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Chapter 114: New Beginning (19)

The Yuewang [King Yue] Society was a revolutionary group in Anhui in the late Qing Dynasty, and also the first bourgeois revolutionary organization in modern Anhui. It was named "Yuewang Society" because it admired the national hero Yue Fei's spirit of serving the country with supreme loyalty. In July or August of the 31st year of Guangxu of the Qing Dynasty (1905), Anhui's first bourgeois revolutionary organization—the Yuewang Society—was established. Its address was located at Anhui Public School in Wuhu. It was formed by Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei uniting advanced elements among students such as Chang Hengfang, Song Shaoxia, and Yang Duanfu. Chen Duxiu was the president. The Yuewang Society was a bourgeois revolutionary organization founded even earlier than the Tongmenghui.

The Water Detachment of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army specially sent two fast boats to escort Yan Fu to Wuhu. The small fleet traveled day and night, and being familiar with the water route, they actually arrived in Wuhu in only three days. Yan Fu had been the principal of Wanjiang Middle School in 1905. Anhui Public School was a sister school of Wanjiang Middle School; teachers of the schools taught interchangeably, so the gatekeeper was naturally very familiar with Yan Fu. Seeing Yan Fu arrive at the door, he hurried up to welcome him. "Mr. Yan, haven't seen you for a long time."

Yan Fu went straight to the subject. "Are Mr. Chen and Mr. Bai here?"

"Mr. Yan, both Mr. Chen and Mr. Bai are here. Even Mr. Tao has come these past few days."

Mr. Tao referred to Tao Chengzhang. As a celebrity in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, Tao Chengzhang had also lectured at Anhui Public School and Wanjiang Middle School. Yan Fu had always known Tao Chengzhang's political views, and learned about Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin's status in the Guangfuhui from Chen Ke, so he knew perfectly well why Tao Chengzhang appeared at Anhui Public School.

"Lead the way," Yan Fu said to the gatekeeper.

Chen Duxiu, Bai Wenwei, and Tao Chengzhang were all startled after hearing the news reported by the gatekeeper outside that Yan Fu had come. They didn't expect Yan Fu to come to visit. The three who were in a secret discussion hurried to open the door and welcome him. These people were relatively familiar with each other. After Yan Fu and the gatekeeper left [Note: Gatekeeper likely left, Yan Fu entered], the three invited Yan Fu into the room with somewhat bewildered expressions. Yan Fu was not polite either and entered the room first. The three checked that no one was paying attention around, and then followed in. Tao Chengzhang walked last; he carefully observed that no one around was paying attention before bolting the door.

Seeing there was no one else, Yan Fu raised his hand to stop Chen Duxiu's polite words. "Since Huanqing [Tao Chengzhang] is also here, it saves me a lot of trouble. Huanqing, did Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin tell you that my student Chen Ke is going to attack Anqing?"

Tao Chengzhang had already told Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei the intelligence. These two knew that Yan Fu had always opposed violent revolution, so such a sudden change made them feel it might not be credible. Hearing these words from Yan Fu, joy appeared on the faces of Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei. Chen Duxiu said urgently: "Mr. Yan, I originally wanted to go to Fengtai County to find you. If you came two days later, I would have set off. Exactly how many troops does your student Chen Ke have to actually want to attack Anqing?"

Yan Fu didn't want to hide it from these three revolutionary leaders either. He roughly introduced Chen Ke's strength in Fengtai County. Hearing that Chen Ke actually had ten thousand troops and even conquered Fengyang Prefecture, the three were greatly surprised amidst their joy. If someone else had come to say this, these three would probably not believe it. Yan Fu had always had a distinguished reputation and was by no means a person who deceived others with big words. Hearing Yan Fu introduce the situation personally, the three had to believe it.

Bai Wenwei was a revolutionary activist of the Yuewang Society. Seeing that the revolution actually had hope like this, his eyes were already filled with tears of excitement, and he said repeatedly: "There is hope for the revolution, there is hope for the revolution." And Chen Duxiu and Tao Chengzhang were also overjoyed.

Yan Fu maintained his usual serious expression, acting completely blind to the excited expressions of the three people in front of him. He continued: "I came this time to be a lobbyist. The Yuewang Society has considerable influence in the New Army. I hope the Yuewang Society can lobby the New Army to act as an insider. Our People's Party's goal is only to take down the Anhui Governor's Yamen. After taking Anqing, we want to take away officials like En Ming. The troops of the People's Party will withdraw back to Fengyang Prefecture immediately. We will absolutely not break our promise."

Tao Chengzhang had told Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei about this condition promised by Chen Ke. When the three discussed it, they felt that Chen Ke didn't want troops to help, didn't want grain and pay support, and didn't even want to occupy Anqing to appeal to the world. They all felt there must be some big trap in this. Hearing that the request Yan Fu mentioned was just to let the Yuewang Society members in the New Army act as insiders when the People's Party attacked Anqing, it was also a very low requirement. They were afraid they misunderstood, so Bai Wenwei asked closely: "Mr. Yan, we can at most open the city gate secretly, or give up a section of the city wall slightly when the People's Party army attacks Anqing. If you expect us to do more, we can't do it either."

"This is enough." Yan Fu didn't expect them to be able to do more originally. "We need to discuss a sign. When our army enters the city, it would be best if everyone doesn't accidentally injure each other."

"Mr. Yan, we only need to let the People's Party army into the city, and we don't need to do anything else? Even so, there are still thousands of New Army soldiers in Anqing City." Bai Wenwei still couldn't quite believe there was such a good thing.

"This is already doing us a big favor. If we blindly attack the city from below, how many troops would we lose?" Yan Fu didn't want to make more requests either. He simply didn't believe the Yuewang Society could really instigate the entire army. Even if they could instigate, that would have to wait until the war situation had a prospect and the morale of the Anhui New Army collapsed completely.

"Mr. Yan, we trust your guarantee. But words must be said upfront: after taking Anqing Prefecture, what do you want to take away?" Tao Chengzhang asked urgently. There must be a lot of money in the treasury of Anqing Prefecture, and the armory and other places stored a large amount of munitions and materials. At this time, the Yuewang Society had joined the Tongmenghui. Whether it was the Guangfuhui or the Tongmenghui, they coveted these materials in Anqing very much. Now that the People's Party was willing to send troops to attack Anqing, and Yan Fu personally guaranteed to hand over Anqing, Tao Chengzhang immediately wanted to settle this matter.

Yan Fu answered very crisply: "We take half the money and half the weapons. We won't take a bit of grain. After all, the flood has just passed, and Anqing Prefecture is also short of grain. If we take the grain, I'm afraid the common people of Anqing Prefecture won't last long."

Tao Chengzhang immediately rejected this plan without even thinking. "We can't let Mr. Yan take the weapons. According to what you said, the People's Party already has quite a few weapons. And we are extremely short of guns and ammunition here."

Yan Fu had discussed conditions with Chen Ke before coming this time. He didn't expect this trip to Wuhu to be so smooth. The purpose of handing Anqing over to the Guangfuhui was to let the Guangfuhui attract the attention of the Manchu Qing. If weapons and equipment were insufficient, the Guangfuhui indeed couldn't hold out for long. Seeing Tao Chengzhang start talking about how to divide the spoils after the war so anxiously, although Yan Fu felt Tao Chengzhang was very unseemly, he didn't want to haggle. He said generously: "If the weapons are given to you, then we have to take away some equipment from the Anqing Arsenal. The Fengtai County Base Area lacks mechanical equipment."

Tao Chengzhang actually didn't expect that his lion's open mouth [exorbitant demand] could actually get Yan Fu's agreement. Hearing Yan Fu wanted to transport away mechanical equipment, because he knew Yan Fu's vision was extremely far-reaching, Tao Chengzhang regretted it immediately. He simply said: "I'm afraid we also need to use the mechanical equipment. If Mr. Yan wants to transport it all away, what will we use?"

Yan Fu was an extremely shrewd person; knowing Tao Chengzhang was asking an exorbitant price, he became unhappy immediately. However, he had always been rigorous and usually very majestic, plus he was more than twenty years older than these people in front of him. Yan Fu darkened his face. "Huanqing, you are going too far. If talking about lack of materials, Fengyang Prefecture has just experienced a flood and lacks materials even more. Since everyone wants to cooperate, I thought you wanted to create a new situation, so I yielded the grain and firearms to you. If this still can't satisfy you, isn't that a bit too bullying?"

Seeing Yan Fu so unhappy, Bai Wenwei was afraid Tao Chengzhang would annoy Yan Fu. In case Yan Fu felt the loss outweighed the gain and simply gave up attacking Anqing, this pie falling from the sky would fly away. He hurriedly smoothed things over: "Mr. Yan, this matter is easy to discuss. As long as we can take Anqing, it will be a great success for the revolution. It's just, is Mr. Yan really sure it can succeed?"

Yan Fu turned his face to look at Bai Wenwei. "This time our People's Party sent more than three thousand soldiers to attack Anqing. As long as the New Army acts as insiders, I can be sure of inevitable success."

"Didn't Mr. Yan say the People's Party's troops already exceed ten thousand? Why send only three thousand people?" Bai Wenwei was somewhat puzzled about this. However, deep in his heart, he actually didn't hope the People's Party's ten thousand troops would really come out in full strength. As the saying goes, the situation is stronger than people. Although the Yuewang Society had quite a few members in the New Army, it was still far from fully controlling the Anqing New Army. If the People's Party troops really had the strength to absolutely take down Anqing as Yan Fu said, and if the People's Party turned hostile afterwards and refused to acknowledge the account, wanting to take away all the materials, neither the Yuewang Society nor the Guangfuhui would be an opponent at all.

"Troops are valued for quality, not quantity. Three thousand people are enough." Yan Fu's answer was also very simple.

Seeing Yan Fu's face had improved a bit, Tao Chengzhang continued to ask: "I wonder when the People's Party troops can arrive?"

"Within half a month."

"After taking Anqing, what plans does the People's Party have for Wuhu?" Tao Chengzhang asked.

Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei's faces changed slightly; this was asking to borrow troops. If the People's Party could take Anqing, Wuhu would be even less of a problem. In the plans of the Guangfuhui and Yuewang Society, they originally wanted to rise up in Anhui and Jiangsu/Zhejiang simultaneously. This Wuhu was located between Anqing and Nanjing; being able to possess both Anqing and the Wuhu area at the same time was extremely beneficial to the revolution. Moreover, Fengyang Prefecture was north of Anqing; if the Beiyang New Army went south, they would inevitably have to act against the People's Party in Fengyang Prefecture first. With the People's Party holding out in the north, the south could also be much more relaxed. Thinking of this, both of them stared at Yan Fu, wanting to see how exactly Yan Fu would respond.

If before arriving at the base area, Yan Fu would have had the same view as these old-style revolutionaries: occupying famous cities had huge effects. Since accepting the concept of people's revolution to a certain extent, Yan Fu looked down on this attitude in his heart. Fengtai County, a small place, could have earth-shaking changes after mobilizing the people. Taking Fengyang Prefecture with the land of one county, "rural areas encircling the cities" proposed by Chen Ke had been proven extremely effective. The vast countryside had the vast majority of people in China; not occupying the countryside but only thinking of occupying cities—this strategic vision seemed very backward in Yan Fu's eyes.

Before coming this time, Chen Ke specifically showed the organizational discipline of the People's Party members to Yan Fu. Targeting the discipline that "Chinese People's Party members must completely sever all connections with parties and groups attempting to oppose the Party's program," Chen Ke had made it clear that the relationship with the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui was merely a cooperative relationship; the two sides were not political party organizations of the same line. Do not provide them with help in strategic thinking. Yan Fu didn't feel there was anything particularly unacceptable about this. Of course, Yan Fu didn't know Chen Duxiu's "status in history"; Chen Ke didn't mention at all that this person was one of the founders of the Communist Party.

Due to the lack of a "historical figure collection addiction," in Chen Ke's view, Chen Duxiu in 1907 and Chen Duxiu in 1921 were basically two people with the same name but completely different. If Yan Fu hadn't mentioned it to Chen Ke, Chen Ke wouldn't even know he could deal with the founder of the Party so quickly. Even knowing Chen Duxiu was the president of the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke had no intention of treating him specially.

Since Chen Ke emphasized so, Yan Fu didn't want to make decisions on his own either. Looking at Tao Chengzhang's extremely expectant eyes, Yan Fu replied: "Huanqing wants to borrow troops. No problem. When we withdraw from Anqing, we have to take the water route, so we might as well take Chizhou, Tongling, and Wuhu together and hand them all over to you. But I say it upfront: taking so many territories, do the Guangfuhui and Yuewang Society have so many troops to hold them? Our People's Party troops leave immediately after fighting and will absolutely not stay. If you want us to assist you in defending the city, Huanqing should not make such plans."

Hearing this, a heartfelt smile appeared on Tao Chengzhang's face immediately. He had been running around for the revolution all these years, organizing and planning quite a few uprisings, but had never succeeded. Now he could seize Anqing without spending much effort; this was simply like a pie falling from the sky. Even listening to Yan Fu's advice, Tao Chengzhang didn't feel anything wrong. For him, being able to occupy such a famous city as Anqing, and then having such a large territory of Chizhou, Tongling, and Wuhu along the Yangtze River—this was a situation he dared not even think of before. Running east and west these years, Tao Chengzhang knew a large number of "frustrated heroes." As long as they had these territories, Tao Chengzhang believed that once the Guangfuhui raised an arm and called, it would definitely be a situation where all directions responded. At that time, revolutionary comrades would all come to defect, and there was no need to worry about defending the city.

On the basis of such negotiation, the representatives of the three parties—People's Party, Yuewang Society, and Guangfuhui—reached a preliminary agreement. The People's Party was responsible for the actual military action, while the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui provided inside help. Once the agreement was reached, Bai Wenwei didn't even eat; he went out immediately to contact members in the Anqing New Army. Tao Chengzhang also went out at the same time; he had received the latest news passed by Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin that Guangfuhui comrades were coming to Anhui. Having received Yan Fu's guarantee again, Tao Chengzhang went to urge the comrades on the road to step up their actions.

The remaining Chen Duxiu invited Yan Fu to have lunch together, and then Yan Fu got up to leave. Chen Duxiu insisted on sending Yan Fu to the dock personally. As the two walked and chatted, Chen Duxiu laughed: "Mr. Yan, I have read the book of your brilliant disciple Chen Wenqing; the student really surpasses the master."

Yan Fu was unwilling to claim the credit for Chen Ke's *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance* for himself. He just smiled faintly. "That child Wen Qing is very full of youthful vigor; what he wrote makes Zhongfu laugh."

Chen Duxiu said: "Mr. Yan is too polite. If Brother Wen Qing didn't have real talent and learning, how could he pull up a force of such scale unknowingly? I wonder what clever plan Brother Wen Qing has?"

Yan Fu was stunned by this question. He pondered for a moment but couldn't find a suitable explanation. He couldn't help quoting words from the *Records of the Grand Historian* (*Shiji*): "The great waters are monstrous, vastly encompassing the mountains and rising above the hills; the people below are worried."

Chen Duxiu's learning was top-notch. Hearing this, he was also stunned. Yan Fu taught at the Beiyang Naval Academy for twenty years; everyone praised him for educating countless people, but Yan Fu's evaluation of his disciples could be said to be somewhat harsh: "I managed the Beiyang Academy for more than ten years; to speak truthfully, among them, there are no disciples I am proud of. Wu Zhaoyi (Guangjian) has learning, but his temperament is perverse; Wang Shaoquan (Shaolian) is honest, but too cautious. Besides these two, although I have a prominent reputation and position, all are mediocre talents." Hearing Yan Fu actually quote the dilemma faced by Yu the Great when taming the flood in the *Basic Annals of Xia*, he knew Yan Fu evaluated Chen Ke extremely highly. Chen Duxiu was also a humorous person, so he continued to ask: "Could it be that Wen Qing also holds the plow and hammer in hand, putting the people first?"

This was the phrase praising Yu the Great in Han Feizi's *Five Vermin*. Yan Fu knew the source as soon as he heard it. When Chen Ke led the common people of Fengtai County in production self-help, Yan Fu was not in the base area. When he met Chen Ke in Shanghai, Chen Ke's skin color wasn't dark, and his palms were smooth and delicate like those from a big family. Meeting Chen Ke again after a year of separation, Chen Ke's skin was already tanned dark. When shaking hands with Chen Ke, Yan Fu could clearly feel the thick calluses on Chen Ke's hands. He definitely did a lot of physical work and ate a lot of bitterness. Not only Chen Ke, but the party members and soldiers of the People's Party were like this without exception. If everyone hadn't eaten so much bitterness, how could they protect themselves in the disaster year of monstrous floods?

Looking at Chen Duxiu opposite him again, his appearance and skin color were almost exactly the same as when Yan Fu left Wuhu a year ago. One look and you knew he was a scholar who maintained his body well. The Yuewang Society had been established for almost two years, yet up to now, it could only rely on the power of the People's Party to obtain territory. While the People's Party could have such a scale in just one year, Yan Fu felt this was only logical. One talked empty words, one did solid work; if the Yuewang Society could surpass the People's Party, wouldn't that be against the laws of heaven?

But Chen Duxiu's words couldn't be ignored either. Yan Fu responded faintly: "Young people, eating more bitterness does no harm."

Chen Duxiu was twenty-five years younger than Yan Fu. Hearing this, he also felt a bit embarrassed. He wasn't sure if Yan Fu was being polite or disguisingly criticizing him. But Chen Duxiu absolutely dared not ask Yan Fu directly.

Soon they arrived at the dock. Yan Fu boarded the ship ready to set off. Under Chen Duxiu's gaze, the small fleet of two ships raised their sails high and sailed away from the dock.

Bai Wenwei hired a boat and left a little earlier than Yan Fu. Standing at the bow, letting the cold river wind blow, his heart was fiery. Since the establishment of the Yuewang Society, it had been committed to launching uprisings. Because the Yuewang Society was a group formed by literati, they had no soldiers in hand. They chose the route of infiltrating the New Army and winning over secret societies. In the past two years, infiltrating the New Army was done okay; at least some nails were driven in. They also knew quite a few local armed forces. But wanting to combine these two was extremely difficult. usually, local armed forces bragged extremely big, patting their chests loudly. But when it really came to asking them to send troops, these people immediately had many excuses: either no money, no grain, or no weapons. Or simply lacking two or three of these three things at the same time. If the Yuewang Society didn't lack money, grain, and weapons, the Yuewang Society would have formed armed forces itself. What to contact local armed forces for? So watching more and more people in the New Army, as long as someone was willing to attack Anqing, it would definitely succeed. But they just couldn't find armed forces willing to exert effort.

This time Yan Fu was actually willing to bring troops to attack Anqing; it was really greatly beyond Bai Wenwei's expectations. Bai Wenwei was not without suspicion, but Yan Fu's personal credit was enough to eliminate most of the suspicion. After all, Bai Wenwei was still a revolutionary of the old era; in his thoughts, the leader of a group and army was the most important. In the general environment of 1907 where the leader decided everything, it couldn't be said that Bai Wenwei was wrong. So as soon as a person with reputation like Yan Fu came out, Bai Wenwei basically believed it.

Holding a belief that "the revolution is finally about to succeed," the boat Bai Wenwei took sailed upstream towards Anqing.

At the same time, Tao Chengzhang walked briskly towards the southeast direction. This capable general of the Guangfuhui often walked more than a hundred li a day on ordinary days to visit heroes from all walks of life. What Bai Wenwei encountered, Tao Chengzhang had also encountered countless times. The Guangfuhui tried hard to launch various uprisings in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, ending in failure every time. Failure time and again stung the heart of this revolutionary idealist. However, Tao Chengzhang's improvement in understanding was limited to how to contact more powerful revolutionary forces and launch larger uprisings. As for how to cultivate people's revolution among the people, Tao Chengzhang never set foot in it.

Like Bai Wenwei, when a famous scholar like Yan Fu expressed his attitude, Tao Chengzhang felt he had taken a real reassurance pill. Chen Ke's news only made Tao Chengzhang feel he might try, while Yan Fu made Tao Chengzhang make up his mind to invest strength into this battle to attack Anqing. However, Tao Chengzhang had no intention of participating in the battle; he believed that Guangfuhui comrades should be used to take over the cities conquered by the People's Party, rather than be consumed in battle for nothing. Perhaps Tao Chengzhang himself didn't realize how outrageous his idea of hoping to obtain the fruits of revolution for nothing was. But Tao Chengzhang just believed that such things as pies falling from the sky definitely existed, only he hadn't encountered them. And Yan Fu gave him this opportunity to pick up the pie.

Yan Fu, Bai Wenwei, and Tao Chengzhang went in three different directions. What exactly would happen when they gathered together again? Anqing City, located in the center of the impending storm, had no premonition at all. The Spring Festival was coming soon; officials big and small in the entire Anqing Prefecture were preparing gifts, rich people started collecting debts, and ordinary families also tried hard to make a living, hoping to have a good year this year. The disaster victims wandering on the streets still died in batches every day due to freezing and starvation. It seemed nothing had changed, as if such days would continue endlessly.
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Chapter 115: New Beginning (20)

"Where did this People's Party come from? How come I haven't heard of it?" Fan Chuanjia, a member of the Yuewang Society, asked with a frown. "Exactly how many people does the People's Party have, wanting us to be insiders?"

Bai Wenwei answered excitedly: "The People's Party is a revolutionary party organized by Mr. Yan Fu. A while ago, Mr. Yan Fu led a fleet past Anqing; I wonder if everyone has seen it."

"Is it that big fleet? En Ming even went to pick up and send off personally." An envious look appeared on Fan Chuanjia's face immediately.

"This People's Party is very rich. Letting us be insiders, we can't let them off cheaply." Cadres of the Yuewang Society attending the meeting immediately started shouting.

"Anqing is our territory; we absolutely cannot let outsiders do whatever they want."

"If they fight into Anqing, what do we do?"

Although the Yuewang Society had only 30 people when it was established in early 1905, and now the core members were less than 200, these "revolutionaries" evaluated their own strength quite highly. Hearing that outside forces wanted to enter Anqing, they became filled with indignation.

"Everyone quiet down," Bai Wenwei was long accustomed to such a meeting atmosphere. He first temporarily stopped everyone's disorderly noise before saying loudly: "I have already discussed with Mr. Yan Fu; they just want the lives of En Ming and this gang. After killing officials like En Ming, the People's Party people will leave. Anqing is still our Yuewang Society's."

"Then what if they don't leave?" someone asked immediately.

"Exactly how many people does that whatever People's Party have?" someone also asked Fan Chuanjia.

"That fleet had quite a few people, at least five or six hundred." The one who took over the conversation was Xiong Chengji. Xiong Chengji graduated from the regular military academy of the Jiangnan Artillery Academy; once he spoke, others quieted down a lot.

"How many people does the People's Party plan to send over?"

"More than three thousand people." Bai Wenwei answered.

"So many people? Then if they take Anqing and refuse to leave, what do we do?" Someone in the Yuewang Society shouted anxiously then and there.

"We finally have so many revolutionary comrades in Anqing with difficulty; we can't let the People's Party run over to pick the fruit."

"Exactly. If it really doesn't work, let the People's Party and En Ming fight it out. When they fight until both sides suffer, we will come out and take Anqing."

Endless clever plans from members within the Yuewang Society came out one after another. Bai Wenwei only felt very familiar with them. Most of them were mentioned by storytellers. To really speak of the core idea, it was just one: "I come to pick the fruit; you go to die." regarding these suggestions of the comrades, Bai Wenwei could understand. Anqing was where the goal of all comrades lay; if it were suddenly snatched away by Yan Fu breaking in, the comrades would absolutely not allow it. On this point, Bai Wenwei was no different from these comrades. But Bai Wenwei was a revolutionary activist after all, and his vision was slightly broader. Relying on the less than 200 comrades of the Yuewang Society, wanting to take Anqing was simply unrealistic. Revolution must have assistance. When this assistance came from the renowned and trustworthy Yan Fu, Bai Wenwei thought it was relatively reliable. So he tried hard to persuade the comrades. "Mr. Yan Fu has always kept his word. I believe since Mr. Yan Fu said he wouldn't stay in Anqing, he shouldn't."

Before his voice fell, someone retorted immediately. "Although Yan Fu keeps his word, after taking Anqing, if their People's Party sweeps Anqing clean, what do we do? Leaving an empty Anqing city, what do we want it for?"

"Exactly!" Someone expressed support immediately. In the view of this group of revolutionary parties, they not only wanted to seize Anqing, but also wanted Anqing to possess all the functions it had in the hands of the Manchu Qing, such as tax revenue, such as military strength. In short, Anqing should be seized by the Yuewang Society in a "completely ideal state," and then immediately show super capability to support the success of the revolution.

The Yuewang Society had joined the Tongmenghui at this time, and compared with the revolutionaries of this era, the Yuewang Society was basically consistent. None of them understood what exactly the revolution was to do. These people just firmly believed that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing and taking power themselves, China would definitely become better. As for what means to adopt, these people didn't know at all. generally speaking, the attitude of these revolutionaries towards revolution was quite "unscientific."

Facing these comrades, Bai Wenwei could only try his best to persuade. "We have already discussed with Mr. Yan Fu. Of the gold and silver in the Anqing treasury this time, Mr. Yan will only take half. The rest is transporting some equipment from the Anqing Machinery Bureau."

This could already be considered a very fair distribution method, but opposing opinions in the Yuewang Society rose immediately. "This absolutely won't do! If they take these away, what do we do? Anqing is our territory; we can't let people from some People's Party come to run wild."

Just at this time, Xiong Chengji interrupted very "untimely": "Is the People's Party waiting for us to act as insiders before setting off?"

Xiong Chengji graduated from a proper military academy; the question was quite reliable. Bai Wenwei had also asked Yan Fu this question. Yan Fu's answer was "We will march into Anqing; whether the Yuewang Society cooperates or not, we will fight." Since Yan Fu's tone was calm and his attitude steady, Bai Wenwei didn't feel anything wrong at the time. Now having talked with the comrades for so long, recalling Yan Fu's words again, he only felt there was quite a murderous meaning in these words. He answered: "I'm afraid the People's Party has already started moving. They should arrive at the foot of Anqing city within half a month."

Hearing this, the revolutionary comrades of the Yuewang Society attending the meeting immediately went silent. They didn't expect the People's Party to actually do what they said. According to the "revolutionary habits" of these years, whenever there was an uprising, everyone would link up for a long time first, and even start shouting "revolution" and "rebellion" publicly on the street. Next was recruiting people, linking up, treating to meals, treating to drinks, and swearing oaths with great fanfare to semi-publicly. Finally, when the agreed day of launching the uprising arrived, basically it was still the few main initiators and a few followers; either everyone simply scattered, or they launched a moth-to-the-flame type uprising. According to what Bai Wenwei said, the People's Party's team of more than three thousand people set off just like that—this kind of thing had always existed in the imagination of "revolutionary patriots." The actual situation was that this group of people had never seen it once.

Yan Fu's reputation was too loud. Since the members of the Yuewang Society learned that this attack on Anqing was led by Yan Fu personally, everyone couldn't help but believe it a bit.

"How about we wait and see first? If the People's Party can fight into the city, we'll talk about helping them then." Someone proposed such a fencesitting suggestion. Unexpectedly to Bai Wenwei, there were quite a few who agreed. Bai Wenwei was very speechless. He really didn't expect that these comrades, who usually thought they could display their grand plans as soon as the East Wind of revolution came, actually had such an attitude facing the revolutionary storm Yan Fu really wanted to bring.

While Bai Wenwei discussed with comrades how to cooperate with the People's Party, several people in plain clothes had already mixed into Anqing City. Most of the people in this team were formerly officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army. After following Pu Guanshui to the base area, they were very moved seeing the revolutionary movement of the People's Party and later joined the People's Party. Now their task was to try their best to persuade the officers and soldiers of the New Army to see if they could become insiders and play a key role in the battle to attack Anqing. Leading the team was the underground liaison officer of the People's Party. Worrying that the Anqing side already knew some news about Fengtai County and Pu Guanshui, these comrades disguised themselves as ordinary common people and entered Anqing. What reassured everyone was that compared with when they left Anqing a few months ago, except for the weather being colder and the number of disaster victims being fewer, the situation hadn't changed much. At least on the surface, Anqing did not know about the big events that happened in Fengyang Prefecture.

These few New Army comrades arrived in Wuhu at the same time as Yan Fu. Using the Water Detachment ship to send them specifically to Anqing would be too conspicuous, so these comrades took a boat from Wuhu to Anqing themselves. Seeing no big changes in Anqing City, they also breathed a sigh of relief. The military camp was not in the city, but now everyone prepared to probe the actual situation first before talking about mixing back into the military camp. The military camp had rules after all, and everyone's faces were familiar. These New Army comrades went out with Pu Guanshui; coming back secretly like this, there would always be various questions once known by others.

The foothold for the liaison officer and the New Army comrades was the secret liaison station of the People's Party in Anqing, an ordinary courtyard in the west of the city. Traditional Anhui architecture, that is to say, white walls and black tiles, with extremely high courtyard walls. These comrades of Anhui local origin had gradually become accustomed to the newly built houses in Fengtai County these days—red bricks and red tiles, plus glass windows, looking festive. Everyone couldn't help comparing the old-style houses with the new houses in Fengtai County in their hearts.

The outer door was left unlatched. After the group entered, they found no one there. Everyone shouted a few times but heard no response. Just as they were puzzled, the main gate sounded, and a man in his thirties came in from outside. It was Huang Yuedong, the head of the Anqing Liaison Station. Seeing so many people in the courtyard, he was startled at first, but recognized the liaison officer after looking closely. Huang Yuedong then relaxed. Closing the door, he led the comrades into the main hall. Huang Yuedong asked about the general situation. Hearing that these new comrades were actually from the New Army, a strange look appeared on his face.

Those who could become liaison officers were clever comrades. Seeing Huang Yuedong's expression, he knew something big had happened. Since they wanted to attack Anqing, the more they knew about Anqing affairs, the better. The liaison officer asked what big events happened recently.

Huang Yuedong looked at those few New Army party members. "Do you know Liu Shicheng of the New Army?"

Some New Army party members shook their heads, some lowered their heads to recall. But New Army party member Xie Jinfu asked: "Is it that Liu Shicheng of the Transport Battalion?"

"It is that Liu Shicheng. A disturbance happened in the city the day before yesterday. Liu Shicheng pushed their Battalion Officer off the second floor of a brothel, and then ran away with a prostitute. He is being wanted now. Gentlemen, better not rush back to the New Army camp these few days."

"Why?" The liaison officer was somewhat strange.

"Think about it. That Liu Shicheng is alone; his clothes and money are probably still in the military camp. Without getting his luggage, in this big winter, taking a woman with him, where can he run to?"

"How did Liu Shicheng get jealous over a woman with a Battalion Officer?" The New Army party member Xie Jinfu was also a low-level officer in the Transport Battalion; he asked strangely. In his impression, Liu Shicheng was not a person who dared to beat a superior.

"I also went to inquire about the news. The brothel wasn't very clear either. But according to them, it seems it wasn't jealousy over a woman, but Liu Shicheng fell out with the Battalion Officer directly."

Everyone was very interested in what exactly happened but couldn't figure it out, so they simply didn't guess wildly. Huang Yuedong introduced the intelligence he collected on ordinary days. There was no news of the People's Party here in Anqing. The difference between north and south Anhui was originally huge; after the flood, no one in southern Anhui was willing to go to the disaster area in northern Huai either. News was extremely blocked.

Although they didn't know if people of the level of Anhui Governor En Ming had received any news, there were no rumors about the People's Party on the market, so the comrades felt much more relaxed. After this tiring journey, everyone was tired too. Except for Xie Jinfu who felt very curious and took the initiative to go to the New Army camp to take a look, other comrades wanted to rest. Seeing Xie Jinfu volunteering, everyone didn't stop him either, just told Xie Jinfu to be careful and let him go by himself.

After everyone slept a sleep, they didn't see Xie Jinfu return, and the comrades felt something was very wrong. Did something happen? Waiting for another good while, the moon had risen, and the comrades were like ants on a hot pan one by one. This must be an accident, but the feeling of not knowing what happened was the most uncomfortable. Every time there were footsteps at the door, everyone hoped it was Xie Jinfu, but worried it was Anqing's officers and soldiers coming. Everyone knew very clearly what exactly the People's Party wanted to do; this was really rebelling, and being caught really meant beheading.

But sending people to find Xie Jinfu now—Anqing was so big, and it was night; where to find him? Waiting for an unknown amount of time again, accompanied by footsteps, finally someone knocked on the door. It was the signal of two long and two short knocks. The comrades were immediately overjoyed and secretly opened the door. Xie Jinfu slipped in through the crack of the door. Everyone returned to the hall in silence. Before the liaison officer could criticize Xie Jinfu, they saw Xie Jinfu with an indescribable expression on his face. "I found out about Liu Shicheng's matter clearly. That prostitute was Liu Shicheng's cousin [paternal]. She was sold to Anqing because of the flood. When the Battalion Officer went to the brothel, the one guarding the door outside was actually Liu Shicheng. Later Liu Shicheng's cousin sent the Battalion Officer out, and the two met."

Hearing this story which was almost like storytelling, Huang Yuedong had a bit of suppressed smile on his face. But the faces of the New Army comrades were gloomy and scary. These comrades had seen the appearance of the disaster area with their own eyes. With the help of the People's Party, these New Army officers and soldiers had sent their relatives to the base area. During the house distribution this time, everyone's relatives were also distributed houses and temporarily distributed land. As long as no big accident happened, everyone's family members could pass this year safely. But in the disaster area, the lives of the common people were not so lucky. Selling sons and daughters was just one of the norms. Many didn't even have the chance to sell sons and daughters; basically no one went to the disaster area to buy people. The common people struggled on the death line by themselves. In the new base area conquered by the People's Party, because disaster victim camps were formed, the common people had a way to live. In other places, the common people could only run their own course.

"Then why did you come back so late?" the liaison officer asked.

Xie Jinfu gritted his teeth slightly and said: "I went back to the military camp. This matter spread very widely. The brothers of the Transport Battalion were all very annoyed. And I heard, it seems Liu Shicheng has already been caught."

"Comrade Xie Jinfu, how dared you return to the New Army?" The liaison officer was anxious.

"Now everyone is worried about the people at home again; who has the mind to manage me? I just said I asked for leave and sneaked back first to handle some private affairs. Everyone didn't mind. No one in the New Army knows about our People's Party either. I found this out clearly."

The liaison officer didn't know what to say either, but Xie Jinfu didn't intend to listen to the liaison officer say more. He continued to say with righteous indignation: "The New Army brothers serve as soldiers and sell their lives, yet their family members have to starve to death alive. Just starving to death would be one thing, but they are even sold to brothels, unable to lift their heads for a lifetime. This world really can't go on. I have decided that no matter what, I will go back to the New Army brothers and tell everyone: rebel then rebel; it's better than this life!"

Other New Army comrades nodded one after another. "Although the base area is bitter now, looking at it like this, everyone can live a good life this year. Why still sell our lives for these government people!"

The liaison officer was also an old party member. He said hurriedly: "Comrades, this kind of thing cannot be rushed. Since Anqing hasn't received news of our People's Party yet, we don't need to leak the wind. If we can trick open the city gate, why suffer to attack hard?"

Xie Jinfu retorted immediately: "Your words are wrong. Let's not talk about the high officials in the New Army; the brothers of the New Army serve as soldiers just to eat grain. Who sincerely wants to sell their lives for the Court? If we don't let the brothers of the New Army know that our People's Party seeks welfare and creates a tomorrow for the common people, and the two sides fight like this, the ones dying are all our common people. I think this won't do. We can't let the brothers die in vain for those bastards."

These words made a lot of sense; the liaison officer couldn't say it was wrong either. Thinking for a while, he said: "In that case, everyone go contact reliable New Army brothers first. Didn't you say Liu Shicheng was caught? It's best to wait until there is a clue about Liu Shicheng's matter before telling everyone the truth about our People's Party."

Xie Jinfu sneered. "It doesn't need to be so troublesome at all. If Liu Shicheng is really caught, I will let the brothers of the Transport Battalion ask how exactly Liu Shicheng will be treated. Those Battalion Officers are not things [good people]; do you think they will feel they are wrong at all when encountering such a thing? They will only feel that Liu Shicheng actually dared to beat a superior officer, which is a great crime. As for Liu Shicheng's sister, hmph! Those bastards won't have any mercy."

Looking at the liaison officer's surprised expression, Xie Jinfu said categorically: "Don't disbelieve it; it's really like this!"
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Chapter 116: New Beginning (21)

Lin Shenhe leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs and sitting very relaxedly. If he looked nervous, the jianghu figures in front of him would inevitably look down on him. In terms of personality alone, Lin Shenhe himself could be classified in the relatively serious category. Having to pretend to be carefree made Lin Shenhe really unhappy in his heart.

"Master Lin, we came to find you today because we want to defect to you." The few people sitting opposite asked somewhat apprehensively. They were all gang leaders, or former gang leaders, in the Fengyang Prefecture area. Gangs were supported by both financial resources and armed force. Once the flood passed, rural property was basically gone. Needless to mention financial resources; the People's Party raided everywhere and was now the largest violent group in Fengyang Prefecture, which gangs simply couldn't contend with. And these former gang leaders were in an even more miserable situation; they even had to run to the refugee camp in Fengtai County to survive.

"Did you commit some crime again?" Lin Shenhe asked seemingly carelessly.

"Master Lin, stop laughing at us. We brothers are convinced," a former gang leader answered embarrassedly.

Carrying the reputation of gang leaders, if not under the rule of the People's Party, these people wouldn't have fared too badly even in a refugee camp. Traditional porridge distribution places always had various problems of the strong bullying the weak; they could get considerable benefits by forming small groups. If lucky, they could even collude with officials and take on the business of "maintaining order." That would be a salted fish turning over [change of fortune]. Of course, the premise was not being under the rule of the People's Party.

Today, this group of people was completely convinced. As the saying goes, "A fallen phoenix is inferior to a chicken." If the police effectively controlled the scene of the refugee camp in the early stage, since Lin Shenhe became the second-in-command of the police system, these figures who used to be considered prominent were suppressed. The refugee camp adopted a policy of focused strikes, that is, striking various troublemakers by focus and frequency through repeated actions.

Before Lin Shenhe joined, the police system had finally suppressed those guys who snatched other people's rations. The method of striking this part of people was also simple and brisk: hang them after catching them. In a camp of more than a hundred thousand refugees, hanging fewer than 200 people made others lose the guts to snatch anymore.

After Lin Shenhe took office, he launched an action to deepen order. The first round struck at thieves. Refugees always had some valuable things on them. At least things refugees thought were valuable. Theft was most likely to trigger disturbances in the refugee camp. Losing the "valuables" carried with them, refugees immediately felt the sky was falling. Relying on the attitude of "mobilizing the masses to struggle against the masses" [Note: text says "reactionary masses" likely typo for "mobilizing"], Lin Shenhe won over those who reported crimes on one hand, and recruited people to disguise themselves and mix into the underground black market on the other, successfully cracking several theft rings. After these people were also hung on the gallows in public, the theft gangs were also in panic. Under the exposure of the masses, theft gangs were dragged out one after another. After public trials in front of the refugees, this group of people was sent to "labor camps" engaging in heavy physical labor.

"Applying both kindness and power" was not just to establish prestige. Lin Shenhe investigated the influential figures among the refugees clearly. Targeting those families with many people and great power, he absorbed some able-bodied men into the police system. Targeting those relatively lonely and weak ones, he conducted "talks."

Knowing they couldn't hide behind the scenes to manipulate, nor could they stand up to oppose the People's Party directly, these former gang leaders also understood the situation, so they simply came to surrender. Facing the seemingly lazy Lin Shenhe, these former heroes said respectfully: "Master Lin, people go to high places, water flows to low places. With a character like you, Master Lin, we sincerely want to defect to the People's Party."

Although Lin Shenhe was happy in his heart, he said coldly with his mouth: "Our People's Party doesn't care for old titles. You call me Comrade Lin from now on. No Master Lin this or that; we are not a gang."

"Yes, Comrade Lin. We really want to defect to the People's Party."

"If you want to defect to the People's Party, you have to work for the common people. If you are willing, simply join the police. At least you can eat your fill." Lin Shenhe threw out a plan directly.

"This..." The gang leaders were not interested in this suggestion. They felt there was no need for them to mix with those juniors to patrol, and the People's Party police were not easy to be either. "We are used to being wild, Master Lin, oh, Comrade Lin. Being police might delay your affairs. Can you let us do something else?"

"Then what do you want to do?" Lin Shenhe finally sat up straight from the chair.

"How about helping you fight? I heard the Insurance Corps has been capturing cities and seizing territory everywhere recently, conquering a large territory. We can help you fight."

"Ha," Lin Shenhe smiled maliciously, "The Insurance Corps isn't bandits. We don't fight for ourselves; we fight for the common people. I won't hide it from you gentlemen either; aren't you fighting for yourselves? Whichever of you feels that you fight to get a few mu of land distributed and then farm well, I will let you join the Insurance Corps. If you want to be a grass king [bandit chief] in this troubled time, then forget it."

Hearing Lin Shenhe's words, these leaders immediately became indignant: "Master Lin, you are looking down on us! Do you think our brothers are afraid of death?"

"Call me Comrade Lin, don't call me Master Lin. I actually have something to ask you gentlemen. Our People's Party wants to attack Hefei; I wonder who is willing to volunteer to go to Hefei."

Hearing this, the eyes of these gang leaders lit up immediately. This was a good opportunity. One of them immediately said: "I have friends in Hefei; I am willing to go. I wonder what Comrade Lin prepares to let me do?"

"Do whatever you can do. It would be best if you can take Hefei."

"Then how many people and how many guns will you give me?"

"When we arrived in Fengtai County, we had no people and no guns. We created such a career from scratch. If you think you have the guts, go there and start doing it first."

Hearing Lin Shenhe say this, the gang leaders looked at each other one by one. "Master Lin, are you making fun of us?"

"What I said is all truth; how is it making fun of everyone?" Lin Shenhe finally looked a bit more serious. "Gentlemen, if you feel you can't do this business of capturing cities and seizing territory, there must be a business you can do, right?"

Finally finishing the talk, Lin Shenhe felt quite tired. Sending this group of people away, Lin Shenhe immediately went to report to Chen Ke. When announcing himself at the door, the guard stopped Lin Shenhe. "Director Lin, Chairman Chen is discussing matters. Please wait a moment."

"Okay." Just as Lin Shenhe prepared to stand outside the door and wait, he heard the sound of the door being pulled open. Chen Ke stood at the door and said: "Come in. Comrade Lin Shenhe."

The one talking with Chen Ke in the room was Yan Fu. After the three sat down, Chen Ke asked: "Comrade Lin Shenhe, how was your talk with the gang people this time?"

Contrary to the carefree appearance shown in front of the gang leaders, Lin Shenhe sat straight. First he briefly introduced the conversation process, then said very seriously: "Those people are full of thoughts on how to rebuild the gangs; they have no intention of sincerely defecting to us. After all that talk, they just want to borrow our power. In my view, these people are all scourges."

"Then does Comrade Lin Shenhe have any ideas?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

Lin Shenhe answered neatly and crisply: "I see this group of people seem unable to hold back. If we give this group of people a chance, trouble will definitely occur. Simply send them out and eliminate them secretly halfway. Now that the flood has just passed, the roads are not very peaceful either. Now is the best time."

Hearing this, Chen Ke felt very satisfied. Clearing out unstable factors in the refugee camp of the base area this time was a task Chen Ke assigned to Lin Shenhe. Although Lin Shenhe's method was a bit brutal, it was a very desirable plan from both short-term and long-term perspectives. In the short term, eliminating the core of unstable factors had immediate effects. In the long run, gangs have always followed whoever has milk as mother [opportunistic]; the new system advocates "laborers are most glorious." One side hopes to get something for nothing, the other wants to fully develop productive forces; eventually, they definitely can't piss in the same pot. Now is indeed a good time to clean up these people. Later when the rule of law is promoted, killing people will be very troublesome. However, Chen Ke's heart moved suddenly; Lin Shenhe's idea could speak to his heart quite well, and this feeling was not very good.

Yan Fu frowned slightly. Lin Shenhe had thick eyebrows and big eyes, looking quite handsome. No matter how you looked at him, he should be a person of inspiring righteousness, not so ruthless. But speaking of assassinating people, Lin Shenhe actually didn't care, and even had a kind of frankness that it should be so. This couldn't help but make Yan Fu feel very unaccustomed. However, Yan Fu couldn't interrupt on such matters. He looked at Chen Ke's thoughtful expression and silently guessed Chen Ke's thoughts.

Chen Ke was indeed thinking about things. Even a person like him who hated the Manchu Qing had to admit one thing: the Manchu Qing had no secret service agency. However, every time after admitting this fact, Chen Ke had to explain slightly: having no secret service agency meant a great weakening of government effectiveness. Absolutely not building a lawless secret service agency that arrests people casually is one thing, but whether a secret service agency is built or not is another matter.

But most comrades in the base area had relatively sunny personalities; the head of the secret service agency absolutely could not be of this character. As a relatively dark job, in history, the Party's secret service agency was in the hands of Premier Zhou, this scheming [black-bellied] handsome guy. Lin Shenhe was just a new comrade; no matter how capable he was, Chen Ke was not too assured. But the situation had changed so much recently; if there wasn't such an organization, it was indeed inappropriate.

Turning his head to look at Yan Fu, Chen Ke felt he still had to hurry up and build this organization. Attacking Anqing was planned work. After taking Anqing, the enemy would not only be the Manchu Qing; dealings with those revolutionary parties would inevitably increase. And the revolutionary parties of this period had a common characteristic, which was being keen on assassination activities. Moreover, in history, this group of people assassinated the Manchu Qing, and not long after the revolution "succeeded" slightly, assassinations between various "revolutionary comrades" began. Especially the two major forces, Tongmenghui and Guangfuhui, were both famous for assassination.

In the news brought back by Yan Fu, the Yuewang Society had all joined the Tongmenghui, and Tao Chengzhang, the famous leader of the Guangfuhui, was also full of interest in Anqing. Having two such "neighbors" in the south in the future, Chen Ke was actually very uneasy in his heart.

"Then what does Comrade Lin Shenhe plan to do now?" Chen Ke asked.

Lin Shenhe didn't shy away either; he still said seriously: "Civil affairs are not something I can intervene in, but I want to ask, when exactly will these disaster victims be allowed to return to their hometowns? We can also make some preparations first. Actually, there are quite a few common people among these disaster victims who are willing to live a good life properly. Organizing them now would be better than doing it later."

"Comrade Lin Shenhe, I will discuss this issue at the Party Committee meeting. Your current job is to ensure the security of the base area after our main troops depart. So write a report as soon as possible. What preparations should be made, what adjustments should be made, all must be written clearly."

"Yes, Chairman Chen." Lin Shenhe knew this was also an order to leave. He continued to ask: "Are there any other instructions?"

"Hurry up and do this well. You can go down."

After Lin Shenhe went out, Chen Ke turned to Yan Fu and said: "Mr. Yan, I have a view relatively close to Comrade Lin Shenhe: gangs are unreliable. My proposition has always been 'rely on the mountain, the mountain falls; rely on the river, the river dries.' But the gang's idea is 'living off the mountain when by the mountain, living off the water when by the water.' We are not people on the same path. This time we want to take Anqing, so I absolutely cannot pin hope on the Yuewang Society. Regardless of what the Yuewang Society thinks, we must place everything on our own plan. Only our own strength is the only thing reliable."

Chen Ke spoke very frankly. Although Yan Fu had worked hard running around, and the news brought back was not bad, Chen Ke still spoke very unceremoniously, without considering anyone's face at all.

Hearing this, Yan Fu nodded in deep agreement. "Chairman Chen, I also have this thought." This was not Yan Fu being polite; this was Yan Fu's heartfelt words.
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Chapter 117: New Beginning (22)

Qin Tongren put on thick industrial plain glass sunglasses and looked up at the sky. Through the lenses, the blinding sun turned into a slightly reddish circle that could be looked at directly. This was one of the many pieces of equipment prepared for the glass factory and the iron smelting plant under construction. Facing the molten liquid radiating high heat, protective goggles were basic equipment. So Qin Tongren didn't mind the trouble at all, testing hundreds of pairs of glasses one by one. The transparency of this kind of lens couldn't be considered too good, and the quality wasn't uniform enough; the difference could be seen with the naked eye. You Gou calmly watched Qin Tongren accept the equipment, turning a blind eye to Qin Tongren's occasional slight frowns. You Gou didn't take product quality lightly; this was already the maximum quality control level of the base area at this stage. Even if Qin Tongren was dissatisfied, You Gou couldn't produce better products in the short term.

"It's passable," Qin Tongren finally said slowly. Hearing this, You Gou immediately handed the signing form to Qin Tongren, signing to hand over the goods.

Watching Qin Tongren sign his name with a flourish, You Gou asked with a grin: "Teacher Qin, how is the hand grenade matter?"

Qin Tongren didn't answer immediately; he looked at his superior You Gou, not very sure how to answer. You Gou's current administrative title was Director and Secretary of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense [COSTIND]. The name Chen Ke gave was very grand, even grand to the point of being unworthy of the name. Qin Tongren had quite some criticism about this. Of course, a large part of this emotion was not really dissatisfaction with such a trivial matter as the name. In Qin Tongren's heart, the most suitable person for this director position shouldn't be the political work cadre You Gou; Yan Fu, who had led the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, was the object of Qin Tongren's sincere admiration.

After a pause, Qin Tongren said: "Less than eight thousand were produced. Gunpowder can't keep up."

The base area was still using black powder, only adopting the optimized granular black powder formula in the recipe, which was far from picric acid explosives. You Gou made no comment, just nodded. Shen Songwen beside Qin Tongren rolled his eyes at You Gou. Now the industrial department of the base area was composed of two major factions: one was the Beijing faction, and the other was the Southern faction. The Beijing faction came from the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, belonging to the origin of orthodox military industrial enterprises. There had never been female technical personnel in the factories, let alone letting a woman be the Director of COSTIND. If Qin Tongren hoped Yan Fu could replace You Gou out of consideration for practical experience, Shen Songwen was more out of aversion to female superiors. Watching You Gou go in and out of the political center, deciding the future major events of the People's Party—these decisions directly affected the future of hundreds of thousands of people in the base area, and could even determine Shen Songwen's future. Thinking of these, Shen Songwen felt a kind of discomfort and dissatisfaction in his heart. Most importantly, You Gou was also Shen Songwen's superior, directly managing Shen Songwen. Being ridden on the head by a woman made Shen Songwen feel an extreme dissatisfaction.

After You Gou left, Shen Songwen lowered his voice and said to Qin Tongren: "Mr. Qin, let's go talk to Chairman Chen and ask Mr. Yan to be this director."

Qin Tongren was slightly startled; he didn't expect Shen Songwen to speak so directly. Although he agreed in his heart, Qin Tongren didn't want to turn this kind of thing into a personnel struggle. When in the Tianjin Machinery Bureau, internal personnel struggles had already annoyed Qin Tongren to death. Since You Gou was an old party member of the People's Party with deep roots, unless Chen Ke made up his mind, it was unrealistic to want to pull You Gou down through the conventional route.

"Director You's ability is still pretty good; we must admit this." Qin Tongren said.

Shen Songwen immediately misunderstood Qin Tongren's meaning; he thought Qin Tongren agreed with his idea. "In terms of ability, how much capability can she have? Although Director You can't be said to be incapable, Director You comes from a chemical engineering background. It is said that the earliest pharmaceutical manufacturing was also done by Chairman Chen personally. regarding various designs proposed recently, Chairman Chen actually contributed the most. Director You is just responsible for implementation. Then if we change someone to be this director, how much difference can there be?"

These words were not unreasonable. Qin Tongren hadn't thought so much before; after Shen Songwen's analysis, he felt something wrong in it. Chen Ke's learning naturally made everyone admire him extremely, so Chen Ke couldn't possibly not know exactly how capable You Gou was. Knowing both You Gou and Yan Fu very well, Chen Ke still chose You Gou to be this director. It could only be said that You Gou was the suitable candidate identified by Chen Ke. If everyone went to propose letting Yan Fu be this director again, Chen Ke would absolutely not agree easily. Yan Fu was the designated Minister of Education and Principal of the Military Academy; everyone already knew this matter. Shen Songwen felt that even if Yan Fu concurrently held the position of Director of COSTIND, Yan Fu couldn't possibly really come to do research; it was just a title. But who actually led COSTIND? Was it You Gou? Or Shen Songwen?

Having seen many personnel struggles, Qin Tongren simply didn't want to get involved in these messy things anymore. Since it was impossible for Yan Fu to personally guide the military industrial enterprises no matter what, it would be extremely difficult to move You Gou. Moreover, You Gou had deep roots in the People's Party and the troops; she was definitely not someone Shen Songwen could move.

Thinking of this, Qin Tongren couldn't help but express his attitude. "Comrade Shen Songwen, we still have to obey the orders of superiors. Since Chairman Chen let Comrade You Gou be this director, it is absolutely not a reckless appointment."

Shen Songwen never expected Qin Tongren to have such a final attitude. "Mr. Qin, I think even if Mr. Yan doesn't be this director, you are the most suitable one. A woman, exactly how much capability can she have? Isn't it just benefiting from Chairman Chen's light? If you think Chairman Chen won't agree, then I'll go say it. You don't need to come forward."

"Comrade Shen Songwen, everyone needs unity now. Comrade You Gou's ability is not unsuitable for this post. If you go to demand a switch so hurriedly now, it looks like we are going to make trouble. Stop this matter here; you are not allowed to mention it again, nor think about it." Qin Tongren had made up his mind not to entangle himself in personnel struggles. As a scholar, Qin Tongren didn't like personnel struggles; this was his habit.

"Hmph!" Shen Songwen just snorted but spoke no more. He really didn't expect Qin Tongren not to support him. He dared not rashly ask Yan Fu if he wanted to take this position either. With his understanding of Yan Fu's serious attitude, Yan Fu very likely wouldn't agree to a concurrent post. Without the support of a heavyweight figure like Qin Tongren, wanting to drive the annoying You Gou off the stage would be extremely difficult. Just wait and see! Sooner or later I will pull this woman down. Shen Songwen thought angrily.

You Gou didn't know someone was already so dissatisfied with her, but with You Gou's personality, even if she knew, she wouldn't really care too much. Leaving the handover point, You Gou went to the Military Headquarters. Along the way, she saw the troops were conducting pre-war training in full swing. Soldiers carried long wooden ladders and ran, rushing towards the simulated city wall built temporarily. After erecting the ladders, soldiers began to climb up the ladders. The simulated city wall was only ten meters wide; after putting down three long ladders, it was fully occupied. Looking from afar, the wall surface was full of figures wearing blue military uniforms. Everyone carried broadswords on their backs and training grenades at their waists, training arduously.

Below the city wall, the rifle team was lining up for shooting training, and a smaller number of artillery troops were also conducting other training. As the Director of COSTIND, You Gou knew very well the troop equipment formulated by Chen Ke at this stage. These equipments were simple: rifles, hand grenades, mortars. Machine guns were not impossible to make; the problem was that machine guns required too large a quantity of bullets—they could afford to make them but not use them. You Gou couldn't be sure to what extent equipment would develop in the future. But You Gou was extremely clear about the equipment for attacking Anqing this time: rifles, hand grenades, mortars. You Gou was even very clear about the tactics: artillery suppression, rifle shooting, climbing scaling ladders [cloud ladders], throwing hand grenades onto the city wall continuously halfway. Using various firepower to suppress the enemy and seize control of the city wall. Finally, under the fire cover of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army, deploy close combat troops to defeat and annihilate the enemies in Anqing in one fell swoop.

Imagining the scene of troops climbing scaling ladders under the enemy's hail of bullets, You Gou felt a burst of excitement. But thinking of the casualties of the soldiers, she shuddered again. So You Gou must ensure that the equipment output from military industrial enterprises was the best. It had been discussed at the Party Central Committee meeting of the People's Party that the Battle of Anqing must be won. Therefore, troop commanders were absolutely not allowed to hide in the safe rear; they must stand at the front. The civil affairs department made preparations for large-scale compensation for fallen soldiers after the war. For You Gou, among the team setting out this time, Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao were both old friends. Previous battles were small in scale with few casualties. For this Battle of Anqing, You Gou had to admit that she might face parting by death with old friends. So You Gou must go to the Military Headquarters once.

Entering the Military Headquarters, she saw people in every office. Everyone's voice was much louder than usual, and their pace was even more hurried. Just walking twenty meters or so, several people accidentally bumped into You Gou's shoulder when rushing past from behind.

Entering Hua Xiongmao's office, as soon as the door opened, she smelled an unpleasant smell of sweat and the pungent smell of tobacco pipes. You Gou couldn't help frowning. The sand table in the war room was surrounded by people, all political commissars and commanders of various units. Because of the lack of wood, these tables were built of red brick and cement. Hua Xiongmao held a pointer, pointing at the Yangtze River waters. He was explaining the anchoring in various areas, as well as local conditions and problems that might be encountered. Not only that, but every staff officer had a special area they were responsible for. After Hua Xiongmao finished speaking roughly, he would let these staff officers explain the responsible areas personally. The comrades of the troops asked questions. The staff officers explained these questions one by one. In this dialogue process, some problems not previously considered would be discovered and discussed specifically.

This was the characteristic of the People's Party's operational meeting. Everyone fought no unprepared battles, nor would they hide the operational plan from everyone. Serious, earnest, and realistic discussions were conducted for every link. Although Zhang Yu was the commander of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu did not go down to explain personally. The detachment's staff officers answered questions. He just listened quietly. regarding various questions from comrades, even if the staff officers couldn't answer some questions that were a bit too demanding, looking at Zhang Yu with seeking eyes, Zhang Yu didn't make a sound.

Suddenly, many people's eyes turned to Zhang Yu, and even the explanation paused temporarily. Zhang Yu was a bit strange. Then he smelled the unique fragrance on a girl's body. In a room full of male comrades, this smell was quite pungent. He turned his head and saw You Gou standing behind him.

You Gou said openly and candidly: "Zheng Lan, Zu Dao. You guys come out for a moment; I have something to disturb you for a few minutes."

Hua Xiongmao didn't know what exactly You Gou wanted him for. He Zudao was also puzzled at first, then his face blushed slightly. Everyone knew He Zudao's attitude towards You Gou on ordinary days; several senior officers couldn't help showing smiles full of deep meaning on their faces.

The three stood still in the office [Note: likely outside the war room or in a corner/separate office]. You Gou spoke first: "Fighting Anqing this time is very dangerous. I have nothing much to say; Zheng Lan, you must be careful."

Hua Xiongmao didn't expect You Gou came over just to say this; amidst his surprise, he was quite moved. You Gou extended her right hand to Hua Xiongmao. The palms of the two old comrades and old friends immediately clasped tightly together. "We will definitely be able to take Anqing." Hua Xiongmao only said this one sentence.

"Mm." You Gou pursed her lips tightly and nodded almost exaggeratedly, only then letting go of the palm that was squeezed to pain.

After saying goodbye to Hua Xiongmao, You Gou took out a pistol holster with a pistol inserted from her satchel. That was the gun You Gou bought when she was in Shanghai, originally intended for self-defense during rural social investigations. Up to now, except for gun practice, it hadn't been put to use.

"Zu Dao, I lend this gun to you." After speaking, You Gou helped He Zudao tie the gun to his waist involuntarily.

"Sister You Gou! I will definitely win the battle." He Zudao was so excited that he stammered a bit.

You Gou listened to He Zudao's passionate voice. She knew He Zudao's character deeply. When it really came to a critical moment, He Zudao always dared to stand out. Attacking Anqing was a big battle; You Gou was very worried about He Zudao. Thinking that He Zudao might not come back, You Gou suddenly felt a burst of sourness in her nose. She quickly held back her emotions and said: "Return the gun to me after you come back."

"Yes!" He Zudao didn't know how to express his emotions; he could only salute You Gou with a most standard military salute.

You Gou nodded and also extended her palm to He Zudao. With tears filling his eyes, He Zudao held You Gou's hand. You Gou only felt that if she went on like this, she was afraid she would shed tears. She didn't want to shed tears. Because she felt this was very ominous. Almost breaking free from He Zudao's palm, You Gou turned her head without saying a word and walked out of the door quickly.

Walking out of the military command post, the cold air of winter rushed directly to her face. You Gou felt two particularly cold places on her face. She reached out and wiped them. Although she didn't want to shed tears, she finally let the tears burst from her eyes.
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Chapter 118: New Beginning (23)

Liu Shicheng was a young man in his early twenties, with a round face, medium build, and a very simple appearance. Before he was arrested, his affair had already spread through the military camp as a joke. Everyone had some sympathy for his encounter, plus the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion didn't deliberately want "revenge," so apart from being beaten with twenty military sticks, Liu Shicheng didn't suffer any other injuries. Moreover, for these twenty military sticks, the executioner didn't want to make things too difficult for him either, so the beating wasn't heavy. When he followed the guard cautiously into the room, he didn't look like he had difficulty walking.

As soon as he saw Anhui Governor En Ming, before the guard could speak, Liu Shicheng immediately knelt on the ground and began to kowtow like pounding garlic. Such an excited expression startled the guard who was eyeing him covetously. Seeing Liu Shicheng didn't do anything out of line, the guard moved his hand away from the waist knife.

En Ming sized up Liu Shicheng kneeling on the ground, then said: "Who is kneeling?"

"Small person [I] Liu Shicheng." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing a few more times.

En Ming felt Liu Shicheng kowtowing like this delayed things very much; the words relayed by the guard made En Ming feel the matter was big. He said: "Speak properly. Don't kowtow so much first."

"Yes, this small person will definitely speak properly." After speaking, Liu Shicheng couldn't help kowtowing twice more before straightening his upper body. He just looked at En Ming squarely; eyeing that official robe and the button and peacock feather on the cap, Liu Shicheng couldn't help but lie down and kowtow once more.

"Liu Shicheng, what exactly is this so-called Revolutionary Party rebellion you mentioned? Tell me in detail." En Ming asked.

"My Lord." Liu Shicheng just shouted once, but kowtowed again. "Please agree to one thing for this small person, and this small person will tell everything."

As soon as these words were spoken, En Ming's guard shouted: "My Lord asks you a question, and you dare to negotiate terms." After speaking, the guard had already raised his foot and kicked Liu Shicheng in the ribs. This kick was quite ruthless, directly kicking Liu Shicheng to the ground. Kicking this once didn't relieve the guard's anger; he followed up and kicked several more times, making Liu Shicheng scream repeatedly. "Speak when told to speak; you dare to disobey My Lord. You rogue, your gall is too big."

"Stop beating for now." En Ming raised his hand to stop the guard. "Liu Shicheng, do you want to redeem your sister?"

"Exactly!" Liu Shicheng endured the pain and crawled a few steps towards En Ming, looking like he wanted to hug En Ming's legs to beg. How could the guard let Liu Shicheng get close? He went up and kicked him again. "You getting close to My Lord, what do you intend?"

Domestic slaves of princes were used to being arrogant and extremely particular about rules. En Ming felt it was a bit excessive, but on second thought, if the Revolutionary Party could find Liu Shicheng, I'm afraid this person wasn't any good stuff either. Seeing Liu Shicheng shrinking into a ball in fear after being beaten, looking well-behaved, En Ming felt it wasn't bad. He just raised his hand and waved again, signaling the guard not to beat him anymore.

"Liu Shicheng, since the Revolutionary Party went to find you, I'm afraid you can't get away with it either. Presumably, you are not a good person either." En Ming sneered.

These words frightened Liu Shicheng quite a bit. He was not a Revolutionary Party member at all; someone just knew his experience and ran to lobby him. Hearing En Ming say this, Liu Shicheng immediately kowtowed like pounding garlic again. "My Lord, this small person has absolutely no relationship with those chaotic parties; this small person is loyal and devoted. My Lord, this small person... this small person is wronged."

Hearing this, the guard couldn't bear it anymore and immediately kicked him again. "You dare to say My Lord wronged you."

Seeing Liu Shicheng frightened like this, En Ming didn't want to scare him more. He said in a majestic voice: "Liu Shicheng, listen well. I won't haggle over your past matters anymore. But you must speak honestly to this official. If you dare to hide a word, this official will definitely execute you without mercy. Of course, regarding your sister's matter, wait until the matter is investigated clearly. This official will also send someone to redeem your sister. To fulfill your flesh-and-blood affection. Whether you want to die or live depends on how you choose."

"My Lord, this small person will definitely say everything." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing.

En Ming said in a majestic voice: "Speak!"

Liu Shicheng immediately began to pour out everything like beans from a bamboo tube. The matter wasn't complicated either. After he was released, someone claiming to be from the Yuewang Society came to find him immediately, hoping he would join the revolution. Liu Shicheng was full of resentment at that time; he asked the other party to help redeem his sister, and the Yuewang Society people agreed very crisply. Then the Yuewang Society people boasted that they had tens of thousands of troops and horses under their command and would come to attack Anqing Prefecture immediately. As long as Liu Shicheng acted as an insider with them and secretly opened the city gate when guarding the city, it would be fine. That person spoke with a flow of eloquence, boasting that an army of tens of thousands would kill all the way along the Yangtze River, seizing everything from Wuhu to Anqing. As long as Liu Shicheng was willing to defect to the revolution, there would definitely be glory and wealth in the future.

Glory and wealth might be very attractive, but the only thing Liu Shicheng wanted now was to rescue his sister. So he agreed readily. As a result, it was originally agreed to be two days, but unexpectedly there was no news after waiting for three days. It is the most common thing for jianghu people to make promises casually. Liu Shicheng also borrowed money everywhere these days, wanting to scrape together money to redeem his sister. But unexpectedly, because Liu Shicheng offended the Battalion Officer, the people around simply didn't lend money to him. In this despair, seeing the Governor's guard come, he felt he grabbed a life-saving straw and immediately requested to expose the crimes of the Revolutionary Party. Hoping to use this merit in exchange for his sister's freedom.

"That person claiming to be from the Yuewang Society said Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui are both their subordinates?" En Ming asked with a frown.

Liu Shicheng said hurriedly: "Exactly. They said both of these two are people of the Yuewang Society; as insiders then, they can absolutely take Anqing Prefecture."

"Then what else did they say?" En Ming continued to ask.

"They said they would rebel around the Spring Festival, not long from now. They wanted this small person to join quickly and help them persuade other New Army brothers."

"I mean regarding Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui, these two people, what else did they say?" En Ming pressed.

"They didn't say anything else. Just mentioned them." Liu Shicheng answered blinking his eyes.

Looking at Liu Shicheng's eager and expectant gaze, En Ming asked a few more questions. Only then did he sneer: "Liu Shicheng, you are being dishonest."

These words startled Liu Shicheng. He hurriedly kowtowed, saying while kowtowing: "My Lord, what I said is all truth."

En Ming slammed the table. "What truth! Men, take him to the yamen and interrogate carefully."

Without waiting for Liu Shicheng to speak, the guard had already dragged Liu Shicheng up and forcibly dragged him away amidst Liu Shicheng's cries of grievance.

When the guard returned, En Ming was tasting tea calmly, looking as if he didn't care at all. The guard hurried forward and said: "My Lord, what this Liu Shicheng said is probably not fake."

"Hmph, what he said may not be fake. But the people mentioned are very problematic. Yan Fu just passed by us not long ago, and Vice Commander Pu Guanshui was in Fengyang Prefecture a few months ago. I haven't even heard of this Yuewang Society; how could these two people become subordinates of some Yuewang Society?"

"My Lord, I have heard a little about the Yuewang Society. I heard they have some connection with Xu Xilin." The guard said somewhat hesitantly.

"What?" En Ming was startled. He had already accepted Xu Xilin as a disciple, but didn't expect his disciple to be implicated in such things.

"I heard when Mr. Xu talked about the New Policies, he was also very radical and quite dissatisfied with the Court." The guard could only say this much.

En Ming didn't speak. In these years, if someone wanting to do something praised the Court endlessly, it could only be said to be lying with open eyes. Although En Ming himself was absolutely loyal to the Court, asking himself honestly, En Ming would absolutely not praise the Court's many failures that forfeited sovereignty and humiliated the country. That was why he wanted to hurry up and promote the New Policies and run education. Striving to revive this Court which was already in crisis and crumbling. Also because of this, when scholars and gentry cursed the Court's series of failures, the Court couldn't help but be "tolerant." If the Court engaged in high-pressure policies now and struck hard at this group of people, I'm afraid before these people were wiped out, these people would have risen up to overthrow the Court.

En Ming understood Xu Xilin's eager mood to promote the New Policies very well. Since he hoped so much to promote the New Policies, he certainly couldn't be very satisfied with the Court. If Xu Xilin really knew a few revolutionaries, it wasn't strange at all. It would be strange if Xu Xilin didn't know revolutionaries. What En Ming wanted to use was Xu Xilin's ability, and Xu Xilin's loyalty to him. As long as Xu Xilin didn't participate in rebellion, En Ming could tolerate Xu Xilin.

But such things couldn't be told to the guard. Looking at the guard's loyal gaze, En Ming instructed: "You go investigate this matter. I will ask Xu Xilin myself."

The guard immediately went out under orders. Not long after, someone announced Xu Xilin's arrival. These days, Xu Xilin always came to visit En Ming at this time, to report work on one hand, and to listen to En Ming's arrangements on the other.

After Xu Xilin saluted and sat down, En Ming asked: "Bosun, do you know people from the Yuewang Society?"

Hearing this, Xu Xilin was startled violently. His relationship with the people of the Yuewang Society had been quite deep these days. Xu Xilin had discussed the matter of Chen Ke attacking Anqing with Bai Wenwei of the Yuewang Society many times. Now suddenly asked about the Yuewang Society by En Ming, Xu Xilin managed not to hang shock on his face thanks to his usual tempering. His mind turned rapidly; first he thought for a moment, then said in a curious tone: "Teacher, is the Yuewang Society some hometown fellow association? The student knows some friends here, but doesn't know if there are any from the Yuewang Society among them. If Teacher wants to investigate, I will go back and start asking."

En Ming smiled. "Bosun, usually when you supervise school affairs in the New Policies, does anyone speak of revolution?"

"There are some who complain about the Court, but none speak of revolution." Xu Xilin answered very skillfully. "The student absolutely knows propriety and will not let Teacher down."

Seeing Xu Xilin didn't panic and answered normally, En Ming was relieved. Xu Xilin was his important assistant in promoting the New Policies in Anqing; En Ming didn't want to persecute him too much either. If no evidence was found for such things, it simply couldn't be clarified. Moreover, En Ming belonged to those parachuted into Anhui and didn't have his own team. Punishing such a capable person as Xu Xilin would bring no other benefit than bearing the name of improper employment. After talking for a while longer, Xu Xilin got up to leave.

Walking on the street, Xu Xilin only felt the sweat on his back had turned ice-cold. He never expected En Ming to actually hear some rumors. While walking, Xu Xilin couldn't help looking back to see if anyone was following him. After Chen Ke said he wanted to attack Anqing, and getting the news that Yan Fu was the mastermind behind the scenes, Xu Xilin actually believed it quite a bit now. If En Ming noticed in advance, this matter would probably fall short of success. Tao Chengzhang had made it clear that this time the Guangfuhui must take charge of Anqing no matter what. Even Wuhu, Tongling, and Chizhou—the Guangfuhui must seize dominance. With such a series of cities, the Guangfuhui would have enough rallying power. Letting the People's Party attack Anqing this time could only succeed, not fail. Now that En Ming had noticed, Xu Xilin felt his brain was extremely chaotic. Worried about the failure of the revolution, and worried about whether En Ming was already prepared to arrest him.

Actually, Xu Xilin worried too much; the Manchu Qing simply didn't have the ability to do these things at this time. Xu Xilin naturally couldn't know that in history he killed En Ming, and the succeeding Anhui Governor Feng Xu handled the shooting case. He handled this matter properly by the method of "trying the case without implicating a single person, mainly dispersing accomplices, showing leniency." After Xu Xilin was executed, Governor Feng publicly wrote a couplet for him, written in the Daguanting [Grand View Pavilion] in Anqing. The couplet read: "Great disaster in days to come, facing this vastness, a hundred feelings gather; the heroic spirit is not dim, inspecting this loyal integrity, it is not my foolishness."

The meaning of the first line of this couplet is lamenting that the Qing court is about to perish (great disaster in days to come); although Xu Xilin is a "rebel" at present, he will be a meritorious martyr in the future. Standing in front of Xu's tomb, thinking of the inevitable demise of the Imperial Court and the inevitable victory of the revolution, his heart is blank and mixed with a hundred feelings. The meaning of the second line is openly praising Xu Xilin (heroic spirit is not dim), hoping Xu's heroic soul can forgive his execution of him; it was just acting under orders, fulfilling a foolish loyalty to the Qing court.

Even the Manchu Qing governor had this attitude, let alone the suppression level of the Manchu Qing. Before the 1911 Revolution, the Manchu Qing responded passively to revolutionary uprisings; there were basically no proactive strikes.

Who exactly leaked the news? Only after returning to his residence did Xu Xilin decide to investigate this matter first.

This matter was investigated very quickly; the fact of Liu Shicheng "betraying the revolution" was soon found out clearly. The people of the Yuewang Society gnashed their teeth at this, but after Liu Shicheng left with En Ming's guard, he didn't come back at all. They were powerless to eliminate this "traitor." The Yuewang Society felt extremely unvented, but at this time an opportunity to let them vent their anger was given. The Spring Festival was coming soon; New Army officers and soldiers naturally didn't have leave to visit relatives. To boost morale, there was such a "comforting the troops" event. "Female entertainers" had to appear when comforting the troops, so Liu Shicheng's sister got on the list. The people of the Yuewang Society in the New Army instigated a little, and the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion was very satisfied with this suggestion, so the list was set.

This news was soon spread by interested people; which one was Liu Shicheng's sister became the focus of the New Army. The New Army did not set up camp prostitutes, nor were they allowed to stay with prostitutes in the military camp. But these female entertainers for comforting the troops would naturally be taken advantage of by everyone greatly. And out of "curiosity," Liu Shicheng's sister was even more the focus.

After "comforting the troops" ended, at a secret meeting point, former New Army officer Xie Jinfu, who had already joined the People's Party, said to several New Army officers and soldiers who were usually relatively reliable and whose families were also in Fengyang Prefecture: "Brothers, today they can bring Liu Shicheng's sister; tomorrow can they bring Liu Shicheng's old mother? Who will it be the day after tomorrow? I have brought the letters from brothers' relatives. I just want to ask, is there any need for you to sell your lives for this bunch of sons of bitches?"

The families of these New Army officers and soldiers were all from Fengyang Prefecture. When Pu Guanshui led some New Army soldiers to Fengyang Prefecture, these people entrusted Xie Jinfu to take care of their families. When the People's Party went to save the relatives of the New Army officers and soldiers who followed Pu Guanshui, they brought them back to the base area together. These New Army family members also wrote letters and attached tokens. As soon as these things were delivered to the hands of these New Army officers and soldiers, they knew their families were indeed saved by the People's Party and fell into the hands of the People's Party.

"Brothers, when fighting starts, bullets fly randomly and swords and guns have no eyes. if everyone doesn't want to die in vain for these sons of bitches, and still wants to reunite with family, then follow us. Everyone don't worry; I came back from Fengyang Prefecture, I saw it personally. Everyone there was distributed land, all top-grade irrigated land; everyone was distributed red brick new houses. Won't freeze or starve, nor lack clothing or food. We must have a conscience as humans. The People's Party is the savior of our common people; they will absolutely not treat us unfairly, nor treat our families unfairly."

"Then Brother Xie, why does my parents' letter say my two younger brothers died?" Hu Liangyong asked with a crying tone.

"That was before the People's Party arrived at your home; your family must have explained this clearly, right? If not for the People's Party arriving at your home, who knows how many people would be left in your family now."

"Brother Xie, what do we do when the time comes?" Someone didn't want to dwell on this. "You don't want us to rebel directly, do you?"
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Chapter 119: New Beginning (24)

Liu Shicheng was a young man in his early twenties, with a round face, medium build, and a very simple appearance. Before he was arrested, his affair had already spread through the military camp as a joke. Everyone had some sympathy for his encounter, plus the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion didn't deliberately want "revenge," so apart from being beaten with twenty military sticks, Liu Shicheng didn't suffer any other injuries. Moreover, for these twenty military sticks, the executioner didn't want to make things too difficult for him either, so the beating wasn't heavy. When he followed the guard cautiously into the room, he didn't look like he had difficulty walking.

As soon as he saw Anhui Governor En Ming, before the guard could speak, Liu Shicheng immediately knelt on the ground and began to kowtow like pounding garlic. Such an excited expression startled the guard who was eyeing him covetously. Seeing Liu Shicheng didn't do anything out of line, the guard moved his hand away from the waist knife.

En Ming sized up Liu Shicheng kneeling on the ground, then said: "Who is kneeling?"

"Small person [I] Liu Shicheng." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing a few more times.

En Ming felt Liu Shicheng kowtowing like this delayed things very much; the words relayed by the guard made En Ming feel the matter was big. He said: "Speak properly. Don't kowtow so much first."

"Yes, this small person will definitely speak properly." After speaking, Liu Shicheng couldn't help kowtowing twice more before straightening his upper body. He just looked at En Ming squarely; eyeing that official robe and the button and peacock feather on the cap, Liu Shicheng couldn't help but lie down and kowtow once more.

"Liu Shicheng, what exactly is this so-called Revolutionary Party rebellion you mentioned? Tell me in detail." En Ming asked.

"My Lord." Liu Shicheng just shouted once, but kowtowed again. "Please agree to one thing for this small person, and this small person will tell everything."

As soon as these words were spoken, En Ming's guard shouted: "My Lord asks you a question, and you dare to negotiate terms." After speaking, the guard had already raised his foot and kicked Liu Shicheng in the ribs. This kick was quite ruthless, directly kicking Liu Shicheng to the ground. Kicking this once didn't relieve the guard's anger; he followed up and kicked several more times, making Liu Shicheng scream repeatedly. "Speak when told to speak; you dare to disobey My Lord. You rogue, your gall is too big."

"Stop beating for now." En Ming raised his hand to stop the guard. "Liu Shicheng, do you want to redeem your sister?"

"Exactly!" Liu Shicheng endured the pain and crawled a few steps towards En Ming, looking like he wanted to hug En Ming's legs to beg. How could the guard let Liu Shicheng get close? He went up and kicked him again. "You getting close to My Lord, what do you intend?"

Domestic slaves of princes were used to being arrogant and extremely particular about rules. En Ming felt it was a bit excessive, but on second thought, if the Revolutionary Party could find Liu Shicheng, I'm afraid this person wasn't any good stuff either. Seeing Liu Shicheng shrinking into a ball in fear after being beaten, looking well-behaved, En Ming felt it wasn't bad. He just raised his hand and waved again, signaling the guard not to beat him anymore.

"Liu Shicheng, since the Revolutionary Party went to find you, I'm afraid you can't get away with it either. Presumably, you are not a good person either." En Ming sneered.

These words frightened Liu Shicheng quite a bit. He was not a Revolutionary Party member at all; someone just knew his experience and ran to lobby him. Hearing En Ming say this, Liu Shicheng immediately kowtowed like pounding garlic again. "My Lord, this small person has absolutely no relationship with those chaotic parties; this small person is loyal and devoted. My Lord, this small person... this small person is wronged."

Hearing this, the guard couldn't bear it anymore and immediately kicked him again. "You dare to say My Lord wronged you."

Seeing Liu Shicheng frightened like this, En Ming didn't want to scare him more. He said in a majestic voice: "Liu Shicheng, listen well. I won't haggle over your past matters anymore. But you must speak honestly to this official. If you dare to hide a word, this official will definitely execute you without mercy. Of course, regarding your sister's matter, wait until the matter is investigated clearly. This official will also send someone to redeem your sister. To fulfill your flesh-and-blood affection. Whether you want to die or live depends on how you choose."

"My Lord, this small person will definitely say everything." Liu Shicheng said while kowtowing.

En Ming said in a majestic voice: "Speak!"

Liu Shicheng immediately began to pour out everything like beans from a bamboo tube. The matter wasn't complicated either. After he was released, someone claiming to be from the Yuewang Society came to find him immediately, hoping he would join the revolution. Liu Shicheng was full of resentment at that time; he asked the other party to help redeem his sister, and the Yuewang Society people agreed very crisply. Then the Yuewang Society people boasted that they had tens of thousands of troops and horses under their command and would come to attack Anqing Prefecture immediately. As long as Liu Shicheng acted as an insider with them and secretly opened the city gate when guarding the city, it would be fine. That person spoke with a flow of eloquence, boasting that an army of tens of thousands would kill all the way along the Yangtze River, seizing everything from Wuhu to Anqing. As long as Liu Shicheng was willing to defect to the revolution, there would definitely be glory and wealth in the future.

Glory and wealth might be very attractive, but the only thing Liu Shicheng wanted now was to rescue his sister. So he agreed readily. As a result, it was originally agreed to be two days, but unexpectedly there was no news after waiting for three days. It is the most common thing for jianghu people to make promises casually. Liu Shicheng also borrowed money everywhere these days, wanting to scrape together money to redeem his sister. But unexpectedly, because Liu Shicheng offended the Battalion Officer, the people around simply didn't lend money to him. In this despair, seeing the Governor's guard come, he felt he grabbed a life-saving straw and immediately requested to expose the crimes of the Revolutionary Party. Hoping to use this merit in exchange for his sister's freedom.

"That person claiming to be from the Yuewang Society said Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui are both their subordinates?" En Ming asked with a frown.

Liu Shicheng said hurriedly: "Exactly. They said both of these two are people of the Yuewang Society; as insiders then, they can absolutely take Anqing Prefecture."

"Then what else did they say?" En Ming continued to ask.

"They said they would rebel around the Spring Festival, not long from now. They wanted this small person to join quickly and help them persuade other New Army brothers."

"I mean regarding Yan Fu and Pu Guanshui, these two people, what else did they say?" En Ming pressed.

"They didn't say anything else. Just mentioned them." Liu Shicheng answered blinking his eyes.

Looking at Liu Shicheng's eager and expectant gaze, En Ming asked a few more questions. Only then did he sneer: "Liu Shicheng, you are being dishonest."

These words startled Liu Shicheng. He hurriedly kowtowed, saying while kowtowing: "My Lord, what I said is all truth."

En Ming slammed the table. "What truth! Men, take him to the yamen and interrogate carefully."

Without waiting for Liu Shicheng to speak, the guard had already dragged Liu Shicheng up and forcibly dragged him away amidst Liu Shicheng's cries of grievance.

When the guard returned, En Ming was tasting tea calmly, looking as if he didn't care at all. The guard hurried forward and said: "My Lord, what this Liu Shicheng said is probably not fake."

"Hmph, what he said may not be fake. But the people mentioned are very problematic. Yan Fu just passed by us not long ago, and Vice Commander Pu Guanshui was in Fengyang Prefecture a few months ago. I haven't even heard of this Yuewang Society; how could these two people become subordinates of some Yuewang Society?"

"My Lord, I have heard a little about the Yuewang Society. I heard they have some connection with Xu Xilin." The guard said somewhat hesitantly.

"What?" En Ming was startled. He had already accepted Xu Xilin as a disciple, but didn't expect his disciple to be implicated in such things.

"I heard when Mr. Xu talked about the New Policies, he was also very radical and quite dissatisfied with the Court." The guard could only say this much.

En Ming didn't speak. In these years, if someone wanting to do something praised the Court endlessly, it could only be said to be lying with open eyes. Although En Ming himself was absolutely loyal to the Court, asking himself honestly, En Ming would absolutely not praise the Court's many failures that forfeited sovereignty and humiliated the country. That was why he wanted to hurry up and promote the New Policies and run education. Striving to revive this Court which was already in crisis and crumbling. Also because of this, when scholars and gentry cursed the Court's series of failures, the Court couldn't help but be "tolerant." If the Court engaged in high-pressure policies now and struck hard at this group of people, I'm afraid before these people were wiped out, these people would have risen up to overthrow the Court.

En Ming understood Xu Xilin's eager mood to promote the New Policies very well. Since he hoped so much to promote the New Policies, he certainly couldn't be very satisfied with the Court. If Xu Xilin really knew a few revolutionaries, it wasn't strange at all. It would be strange if Xu Xilin didn't know revolutionaries. What En Ming wanted to use was Xu Xilin's ability, and Xu Xilin's loyalty to him. As long as Xu Xilin didn't participate in rebellion, En Ming could tolerate Xu Xilin.

But such things couldn't be told to the guard. Looking at the guard's loyal gaze, En Ming instructed: "You go investigate this matter. I will ask Xu Xilin myself."

The guard immediately went out under orders. Not long after, someone announced Xu Xilin's arrival. These days, Xu Xilin always came to visit En Ming at this time, to report work on one hand, and to listen to En Ming's arrangements on the other.

After Xu Xilin saluted and sat down, En Ming asked: "Bosun, do you know people from the Yuewang Society?"

Hearing this, Xu Xilin was startled violently. His relationship with the people of the Yuewang Society had been quite deep these days. Xu Xilin had discussed the matter of Chen Ke attacking Anqing with Bai Wenwei of the Yuewang Society many times. Now suddenly asked about the Yuewang Society by En Ming, Xu Xilin managed not to hang shock on his face thanks to his usual tempering. His mind turned rapidly; first he thought for a moment, then said in a curious tone: "Teacher, is the Yuewang Society some hometown fellow association? The student knows some friends here, but doesn't know if there are any from the Yuewang Society among them. If Teacher wants to investigate, I will go back and start asking."

En Ming smiled. "Bosun, usually when you supervise school affairs in the New Policies, does anyone speak of revolution?"

"There are some who complain about the Court, but none speak of revolution." Xu Xilin answered very skillfully. "The student absolutely knows propriety and will not let Teacher down."

Seeing Xu Xilin didn't panic and answered normally, En Ming was relieved. Xu Xilin was his important assistant in promoting the New Policies in Anqing; En Ming didn't want to persecute him too much either. If no evidence was found for such things, it simply couldn't be clarified. Moreover, En Ming belonged to those parachuted into Anhui and didn't have his own team. Punishing such a capable person as Xu Xilin would bring no other benefit than bearing the name of improper employment. After talking for a while longer, Xu Xilin got up to leave.

Walking on the street, Xu Xilin only felt the sweat on his back had turned ice-cold. He never expected En Ming to actually hear some rumors. While walking, Xu Xilin couldn't help looking back to see if anyone was following him. After Chen Ke said he wanted to attack Anqing, and getting the news that Yan Fu was the mastermind behind the scenes, Xu Xilin actually believed it quite a bit now. If En Ming noticed in advance, this matter would probably fall short of success. Tao Chengzhang had made it clear that this time the Guangfuhui must take charge of Anqing no matter what. Even Wuhu, Tongling, and Chizhou—the Guangfuhui must seize dominance. With such a series of cities, the Guangfuhui would have enough rallying power. Letting the People's Party attack Anqing this time could only succeed, not fail. Now that En Ming had noticed, Xu Xilin felt his brain was extremely chaotic. Worried about the failure of the revolution, and worried about whether En Ming was already prepared to arrest him.

Actually, Xu Xilin worried too much; the Manchu Qing simply didn't have the ability to do these things at this time. Xu Xilin naturally couldn't know that in history he killed En Ming, and the succeeding Anhui Governor Feng Xu handled the shooting case. He handled this matter properly by the method of "trying the case without implicating a single person, mainly dispersing accomplices, showing leniency." After Xu Xilin was executed, Governor Feng publicly wrote a couplet for him, written in the Daguanting [Grand View Pavilion] in Anqing. The couplet read: "Great disaster in days to come, facing this vastness, a hundred feelings gather; the heroic spirit is not dim, inspecting this loyal integrity, it is not my foolishness."

The meaning of the first line of this couplet is lamenting that the Qing court is about to perish (great disaster in days to come); although Xu Xilin is a "rebel" at present, he will be a meritorious martyr in the future. Standing in front of Xu's tomb, thinking of the inevitable demise of the Imperial Court and the inevitable victory of the revolution, his heart is blank and mixed with a hundred feelings. The meaning of the second line is openly praising Xu Xilin (heroic spirit is not dim), hoping Xu's heroic soul can forgive his execution of him; it was just acting under orders, fulfilling a foolish loyalty to the Qing court.

Even the Manchu Qing governor had this attitude, let alone the suppression level of the Manchu Qing. Before the 1911 Revolution, the Manchu Qing responded passively to revolutionary uprisings; there were basically no proactive strikes.

Who exactly leaked the news? Only after returning to his residence did Xu Xilin decide to investigate this matter first.

This matter was investigated very quickly; the fact of Liu Shicheng "betraying the revolution" was soon found out clearly. The people of the Yuewang Society gnashed their teeth at this, but after Liu Shicheng left with En Ming's guard, he didn't come back at all. They were powerless to eliminate this "traitor." The Yuewang Society felt extremely unvented, but at this time an opportunity to let them vent their anger was given. The Spring Festival was coming soon; New Army officers and soldiers naturally didn't have leave to visit relatives. To boost morale, there was such a "comforting the troops" event. "Female entertainers" had to appear when comforting the troops, so Liu Shicheng's sister got on the list. The people of the Yuewang Society in the New Army instigated a little, and the Battalion Officer of the Transport Battalion was very satisfied with this suggestion, so the list was set.

This news was soon spread by interested people; which one was Liu Shicheng's sister became the focus of the New Army. The New Army did not set up camp prostitutes, nor were they allowed to stay with prostitutes in the military camp. But these female entertainers for comforting the troops would naturally be taken advantage of by everyone greatly. And out of "curiosity," Liu Shicheng's sister was even more the focus.

After "comforting the troops" ended, at a secret meeting point, former New Army officer Xie Jinfu, who had already joined the People's Party, said to several New Army officers and soldiers who were usually relatively reliable and whose families were also in Fengyang Prefecture: "Brothers, today they can bring Liu Shicheng's sister; tomorrow can they bring Liu Shicheng's old mother? Who will it be the day after tomorrow? I have brought the letters from brothers' relatives. I just want to ask, is there any need for you to sell your lives for this bunch of sons of bitches?"

The families of these New Army officers and soldiers were all from Fengyang Prefecture. When Pu Guanshui led some New Army soldiers to Fengyang Prefecture, these people entrusted Xie Jinfu to take care of their families. When the People's Party went to save the relatives of the New Army officers and soldiers who followed Pu Guanshui, they brought them back to the base area together. These New Army family members also wrote letters and attached tokens. As soon as these things were delivered to the hands of these New Army officers and soldiers, they knew their families were indeed saved by the People's Party and fell into the hands of the People's Party.

"Brothers, when fighting starts, bullets fly randomly and swords and guns have no eyes. if everyone doesn't want to die in vain for these sons of bitches, and still wants to reunite with family, then follow us. Everyone don't worry; I came back from Fengyang Prefecture, I saw it personally. Everyone there was distributed land, all top-grade irrigated land; everyone was distributed red brick new houses. Won't freeze or starve, nor lack clothing or food. We must have a conscience as humans. The People's Party is the savior of our common people; they will absolutely not treat us unfairly, nor treat our families unfairly."

"Then Brother Xie, why does my parents' letter say my two younger brothers died?" Hu Liangyong asked with a crying tone.

"That was before the People's Party arrived at your home; your family must have explained this clearly, right? If not for the People's Party arriving at your home, who knows how many people would be left in your family now."

"Brother Xie, what do we do when the time comes?" Someone didn't want to dwell on this. "You don't want us to rebel directly, do you?"
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Chapter 120: New Beginning (25)

Late at night in winter, fog gradually rose on the Huai River, and the originally clear vision gradually became blurred. A string of bright signal lights hung on every ship of the Water Detachment. Under the shroud of fog, they originally looked like a string of beautiful colored pearls, but as the fog became thicker and thicker, the lights nearby gradually became hazy, and some lights in the distance had already disappeared into the fog.

Zhang Yu stood quietly at the bow of his command ship, gazing at the lights. If it were daytime now, what he could see would be a shocking fleet. The main fleet was composed of a full 120 large ships, including captured official ships. When such a large fleet marched in good order on the Huai River, perhaps only Yan Fu alone could maintain his usual calm, and perhaps Chen Ke could also be counted as a person who was not surprised. Except for these two people, including Zhang Yu, the commander of the Water Detachment, all cadres and soldiers participating in this operation felt a shock. It was no exaggeration to say that such a huge fleet had never appeared on the Huai River in a hundred years.

The fleet stretched out of sight, even with telescopes. Every ship was full of personnel and materials, and the waterline was pressed extremely low. This war exhausted the military strength and material reserves of the base area. As a member of the Military Commission, Zhang Yu knew very well that everything in front of him was all the strength of the base area capable of long-distance marching and fighting. Not only these 3,500 soldiers, but materials enough for the troops to operate outside for a month and a half included 200,000 jin of grain. Various weapons and ammunition and siege equipment filled the fleet. Even sufficient grain could not be completely transported with the ships.

Zhang Yu knew very clearly that regardless of whether the Battle of Anqing could be won, within the following half year, unless the People's Revolutionary Army obtained other channels of grain supply, relying only on its own reserves, the Revolutionary Army troops could only fight in Fengyang Prefecture and surrounding areas.

Among the 3,500 soldiers, 3,000 were prepared to engage in combat. 1,500 soldiers had various rifles. The remaining soldiers were only equipped with spears and broadswords. There were also 500 non-combat personnel including boatmen and civilian staff. In a critical moment, they could also engage in combat. But no one hoped to see such a situation. If this group of people also engaged in combat, regardless of whether the battle could be won in the end, it meant that the People's Party's expedition had exhausted all its elites.

Zhang Yu withdrew his gaze from looking into the distance. Night navigation is a very dangerous thing: unclear vision, unknowable water route changes, and various other problems that might be encountered suddenly in practice. Even if the Water Detachment had sufficient marching experience, without the many naval knowledge and skills taught to everyone by Yan Fu, the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, night navigation of such a large fleet would be impossible. Now Yan Fu was on night duty; he commanded the logistics and pathfinding team located at the very front of the fleet, designating speed and routes for the subsequent fleet. Yan Fu was already 53 years old this year. Such an old man who should reasonably be over half a hundred years old had physical strength and perseverance that even Zhang Yu had to marvel at, commanding all night on the hardest lead fleet.

On the twelfth ship behind Zhang Yu, the command headquarters of this Anqing campaign was carried. Several founders of the People's Revolutionary Army were all on that ship. Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, He Zudao, Chai Qingguo, etc., all personally participated in this campaign. Even Shang Yuan, Chen Tianhua, and a batch of non-military party members volunteered to participate in the battle. For the Battle of Anqing, troops capable of fighting came out in full strength. The river wind was very cold; Zhang Yu touched the tightly buttoned collar hook, having no more ways to resist the cold air. But he didn't want to go back to the cabin to escape the cold either. He originally thought that for the Battle of Anqing, at most Hua Xiongmao and He Zudao would lead the team, but he never expected Chen Ke to lead the team personally. And so many party members also volunteered to fight.

When the critical moment comes, it will be my turn to lead the team to charge up, right? Such a thought popped up in Zhang Yu's mind. What surprised Zhang Yu himself was that he had not the slightest fear of such a result. Of course, there was no excitement either. This thought concerning his own life and death was quickly thrown to the back of his mind. Zhang Yu even closed his eyes and began to constantly recall the tactics determined at the military meeting in his mind. The cold wind scraped on the military uniform; the cold air penetrating through the seams of the cloth made Zhang Yu feel waves of coldness. But thinking about tactics in his mind, Zhang Yu gradually couldn't even feel the cold. Not knowing how much time passed, until the signal light passed a new instruction and the sailors moved the rudder causing the hull to shake—only then was Zhang Yu's train of thought interrupted.

"What's wrong?" Zhang Yu asked subconsciously.

"Almost at Hongze Lake; the waterway conditions have changed a bit," the signalman answered immediately. While speaking, the signalman couldn't help rubbing his hands. The river surface in winter was really too cold, and with Zhang Yu standing at the bow, the signalman dared not go back to the cabin to escape the cold. Now the troop uniforms were not thick, and there was no equipment like gloves; standing for so long froze the signalman badly.

Zhang Yu wanted to see the movements of other ships, but the fog was too thick; except for a few ships in front and behind, nothing could be seen clearly. He didn't waste time either; he chose straightforwardly to go back to the cabin to sleep for a while. Zhang Yu was responsible for the fleet operation during the day.

After dawn, the fleet traveled for another section and arrived at a supply point. The troop movement route this time was to follow the Huai River into Hongze Lake. Then enter the Sanhe [Three Rivers], then from Sanhe enter Gaoyou Lake, pass through Yangzhou, and enter the Yangtze River water system. Then go upstream, passing Nanjing, to arrive at Wuhu. From Shouzhou to the Hongze Lake area, it was completely controlled by the People's Party. Reaching the exit of Sanhe and Hongze Lake, they would completely leave the sphere of influence of the People's Party. The People's Party had never used such a large fleet before. This Battle of Anqing was actually a genuine great expedition. When setting out, they could still take the water route; after the Battle of Anqing ended, regardless of victory or defeat, the troops would have to take the land route back to the base area. The fleet would return before the battle started.

This put heavy pressure on logistics. The troops prepared multiple supply points between the base area and Sanhe in advance, allowing the troops to consume as little of the food they carried as possible before entering Gaoyou Lake.

If the troops stayed on the ship all the time, it would consume combat effectiveness greatly. At least when eating, the troops still got off the ship as much as possible to stretch their muscles and bones.

The senior cadres of the People's Party had always eaten, lived, and worked together with the grassroots; officers and soldiers were very familiar with each other from top to bottom. Chen Ke's time at the grassroots was not short either; even if Chen Ke's title had changed from Brigade Commander Chen to Secretary Chen now, quite a few soldiers didn't understand what difference there was between these two official positions. Everyone felt it was enough to know that the beloved Brigade Commander Chen Ke was the biggest official in the base area.

So when Chen Ke queued up with comrades to get food, the soldiers were not surprised at all. Many soldiers came to Hongze Lake for the first time; looking at this strange wild land and the endless lake surface, they were all chattering.

"Brigade Commander Chen, when can we arrive at Anqing?" a soldier asked.

"Still have to wait a few days," Chen Ke said very vaguely.

"Who is bigger, Anqing or Fengyang Prefecture?" the soldier continued to ask.

Someone interrupted immediately, "Anqing is definitely bigger than Fengyang Prefecture. Didn't the commissar say so?"

Chen Ke laughed: "The commissars are right; Anqing is bigger than Fengyang Prefecture."

While queuing to get food, Chen Ke listened to the soldiers' gossip. Although he wanted to be at the grassroots more, Chen Ke really didn't have time and energy now. Whenever there was time, Chen Ke still liked to contact soldiers more. Anhui had always been known for its tough folk customs; Chen Ke originally thought he would encounter an unreasonable place like bandits. But after really arriving in Fengtai County, he found he was wrong. The so-called tough folk customs were more manifested in daring to speak and do, and talking about loyalty verbally. They didn't cooperate much with the government either. But in actual action, the characteristic of seeking quick success and instant benefits peculiar to small peasants was vividly reflected; everything had to honor benefits immediately. There was a kind of pursuit of "for the sake of loyalty," you have to take out all your property to share with brothers.

On the other hand, this atmosphere formed a firm obedience to absolute violence. The People's Party had extremely strict discipline; persuasion and education were persuasion and education, but persuasion and education didn't mean letting things drift. If it was a problem caused by living habits, then persuasion, education, criticism, and self-criticism could be used. For malicious violations of military discipline, the troops were never tolerant. Those who should be locked up were locked up; those who should be killed were killed.

The rations and treatment promised by the People's Party and the troops were always strictly honored. Discipline was also repeatedly emphasized. Under such circumstances, not many problems were encountered in the troops. The Party led everyone to seek survival and life; if there were still people opposing, it would be too strange.

So mentioning fighting, the troop political work system had quite a headache during this mobilization. How exactly to state the strategic significance of fighting Anqing in words everyone could understand? Quite a few soldiers hadn't even heard the name Anqing, let alone having any geographical concept of the Yangtze River. As for the strategic significance of fighting Anqing, the impact on China, the impact on the revolution—the soldiers had no concept at all. Let alone soldiers, many senior cadres felt this campaign was really too dangerous. If not for Chen Ke's absolute prestige and sufficient analysis, everyone couldn't imagine going thousands of miles away to fight Anqing either.

Since it was so, how to make soldiers understand the significance of fighting Anqing really made the commissars rack their brains. Various slogans that couldn't justify themselves and were very far-fetched came out one after another; even "Take Anqing, eat meat openly," such a politically incorrect statement appeared. Finally, everyone's opinion was unified into "Fight the tiger, then fight the rats."

Anqing being the ruling center of the Manchu Qing in Anhui, if even Anqing could be taken, other places were even less worth mentioning. In the pre-war mobilization, He Zudao said passionately: "People say the tiger's butt can't be touched. But Anqing is not a real tiger at all; they are just a paper tiger. regarding this paper tiger, we insist on touching it. Not only touch, we also want to beat it, beat this paper tiger to death. Once this paper tiger is beaten to death, the governments in other places are just rats. No one dares to come and bully our common people anymore."

It seemed the commissars indeed did their work. During the entire meal, Chen Ke didn't see any fear of war in the troops. The soldiers participating in the expedition this time had all fought battles and experienced life and death tests to a certain extent; this was certainly one reason. But regarding this attitude of the whole army, Chen Ke suspected it had something to do with "tough folk customs."

After eating, the troops conducted brief recovery training, and then boarded the ships to continue this expedition. By the afternoon of the next day at the latest, the troops would completely enter the "enemy-occupied area." At that time, the work of opening the road would depend entirely on Pu Guanshui's official ship to keep up appearances.

On February 1, 1907, the fleet arrived at the first military target, Chizhou Prefecture. The tried-and-tested drama of "New Army Vice Commander Pu's visit" was staged again without any problems. With the official-standard system plus backward communication means, the Prefect of Chizhou simply didn't know bad luck had befallen. He politely received the New Army commander. Before everyone's buttocks were warm on the stools in the official hall, the sound of shouting and killing rang out outside. The Prefect of Chizhou was full of astonishment, while Pu Guanshui pulled out his pistol to force the Lord Prefect. The battle ended in less than two hours from beginning to end. All yamen of Chizhou Prefecture were breached. Almost no officials, big or small, escaped the net.

Chen Ke didn't follow Pu Guanshui into the city. He met Tao Chengzhang again by the river, whom he hadn't seen for more than a year. The two hadn't met many times originally, so naturally there was no friendship to speak of. Even if it was a cooperative relationship, Chen Ke could only say he was using Tao Chengzhang. As for Tao Chengzhang wanting to use Chen Ke, even if Chen Ke knew it clearly, he didn't care at all.

"Mr. Tao, long time no see." Chen Ke extended his hand generously.

"Mr. Wen Qing is truly a hero." Tao Chengzhang couldn't think of any other polite words either, so he could only say while shaking hands warmly with Chen Ke.

Chen Ke didn't have time to exchange empty pleasantries with Tao Chengzhang. He asked straightforwardly: "Mr. Tao, after taking Chizhou in a while, will you stay in Chizhou, or cross the river with us?"

Tao Chengzhang had also brought three hundred people and was lurking in Chizhou. A few days ago, Tao Chengzhang got the news that the main force of the People's Party was arriving. He didn't expect the People's Party to come so fast, nor did he expect the People's Party not to anchor in Wuhu at all, but let him take people to "take over" Chizhou. The change in plan was annoying, but Chizhou was a prefecture city after all. Let alone taking a prefecture city, the Guangfuhui hadn't even taken a county town. No matter how dissatisfied he was in his heart, Tao Chengzhang still took the Guangfuhui comrades and traveled day and night to Chizhou.

He originally thought the People's Party would still ask the Guangfuhui for help, but who knew the People's Party didn't mean that at all. They went to attack Chizhou city themselves. Now that Chen Ke said this, Tao Chengzhang fell into a dilemma. In his thinking, after Chen Ke attacked Chizhou, he would definitely rest for a while. Both sides would inevitably haggle. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke meant to throw Chizhou down and leave. It was actually exactly the same as the prior agreement. Not only that, Chen Ke didn't ask Tao Chengzhang about the issue of insiders either. It was hard to say whether this attitude was magnanimous or arrogant.

Chen Ke had the qualification to be so arrogant, while Tao Chengzhang absolutely didn't have the capital to haggle with Chen Ke. Tao Chengzhang always felt loyalty was extremely important; Chen Ke could not give face, but Tao Chengzhang couldn't not stress loyalty. What's more, Chen Ke was going to attack Anqing; this Anqing Prefecture was the top priority this time. Seeing the huge fleet of the People's Party with his own eyes, there must be thousands of people at least. Tao Chengzhang only brought more than three hundred comrades. If Chen Ke turned hostile and didn't recognize people, relying on his few people, he couldn't compete with Chen Ke at all.

"Wen Qing, no need to be so anxious, right?" Tao Chengzhang advised.

Chen Ke was not moved at all. "Chizhou and Anqing are close at hand. Hitting under Anqing city a while earlier, Anqing's defense will be one point less. We can have fewer deaths. Since Mr. Tao has already brought the Guangfuhui comrades to Chizhou, what is there for me to worry about in handing Chizhou to you?"

Although these words were not wrong, Tao Chengzhang had been to Chizhou and knew that relying solely on his three hundred people was simply not enough to fully control Chizhou. Although he was full of joy before the war, feeling the revolutionary army should be invincible. When Chen Ke really threw Chizhou to Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang realized things were not like that at all. His three hundred people—let alone fully controlling the prefecture city of Chizhou Prefecture, even letting them defend against the Qing army's attack—three hundred people put on the city wall wouldn't play much role. If Chen Ke turned hostile, and three thousand people came over, three hundred people couldn't resist at all. He hurriedly advised: "Brother Wen Qing, let's talk after we take over Chizhou."



★


New Beginning 26

Volume 3 - Chapter 121

❧ ❧ ❧
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The common failing of the entire society in the late Qing was impetuousness. The old social system could no longer solve various practical problems at all. The result was that whether the Manchu Qing government or the revolutionary parties below, they were all eager for quick success and instant benefits like headless flies.

Attacking Anqing this time, Chen Ke wanted to disrupt the situation, not to help "revolutionaries" like Tao Chengzhang seize the world. Even so, Tao Chengzhang's performance still made Chen Ke feel somewhat unbearable. Let alone the fact that Tao Chengzhang dared to come to receive Anqing with three hundred people, Tao Chengzhang actually wanted to rely on these three hundred people to get Chizhou and Anqing at the same time, and even wanted to command Chen Ke. Needless to say Chen Ke was speechless; even Chen Tianhua, Shang Yuan, and others beside Chen Ke couldn't help turning their faces away.

Even so, Chen Ke still wanted Tao Chengzhang to recognize the situation clearly. He said seriously: "Mr. Tao, you must have heard the saying 'speed is precious in war.' Now it really is too late. If En Ming pushes the cannons into Anqing City, how many more people will we have to die? Moreover, Anqing is where heavy troops are hoarded. If we go to take Anqing, Chizhou simply won't get reinforcements. What are you afraid of?"

"Just half a day will do." Tao Chengzhang continued to persuade, "Brother Wen Qing, just half a day; Anqing definitely won't get the news."

"We can't wait for half a day. This time was originally to let Mr. Tao take over Chizhou. You yourself are unprepared, and we don't have extra troops to help you. Moreover, Chizhou and Anqing are so close; as long as the Anqing New Army is eliminated, what else do you have to fear?"

"There are quite a few of our own people in the New Army." Tao Chengzhang said immediately.

This statement was obviously wrong, or at least it absolutely shouldn't be said like this. Chen Ke and the People's Party cadres immediately changed their expressions. But at least everyone still had some self-restraint and endured not saying anything else. Tao Chengzhang was also a smart person; seeing everyone's expression, he also knew he said the wrong thing in urgency. But Tao Chengzhang never had experience commanding thousands of troops, and still had the rebel mindset of weak defeating strong facing the Manchu Qing. As a result, Tao Chengzhang said the wrong thing again: "Brother Wen Qing, let's go into the city first to discuss with Mr. Yan Fu before talking."

Chen Tianhua couldn't bear it anymore and interrupted immediately: "Brother Huanqing, our troops are already fighting in the city; how do you want us to enter the city? You said at that time you would let comrades in the New Army be insiders; how exactly is this matter handled?"

Chen Tianhua had known Tao Chengzhang for several years, and the two had dealt with each other for a not short time. Tao Chengzhang used to handle things neatly and crisply; now facing a Chizhou, he was so worried about personal gains and losses, which made Chen Tianhua very dissatisfied.

Tao Chengzhang's face blushed. Persuading the New Army to be insiders was the thing he least wanted to mention now. The base area of the Guangfuhui was not in Anhui but in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; Anhui was originally the territory of the Yuewang Society. It was just that everyone interacted relatively closely. The news Bai Wenwei sent recently was very simple; the core meaning was "wait a bit longer." Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin were isolated and weak in the city and couldn't play any role. Regarding letting revolutionary comrades in the New Army be insiders, Tao Chengzhang actually couldn't do it at all.

Chen Tianhua was a revolutionary like Tao Chengzhang before, so he could particularly understand Tao Chengzhang's thoughts. Seeing Tao Chengzhang's dilemma, Chen Tianhua said sternly: "Brother Huanqing, if you can't handle this New Army matter, then there is no need to handle it. When we attack Anqing, if they refuse to surrender, then we will use the guns in our hands to make them surrender."

Hearing this, Tao Chengzhang's face immediately became very ugly. Compared with Chen Ke, Chen Tianhua was also considered an "acquaintance." Even an "acquaintance" had such an attitude; Chen Ke absolutely couldn't be easier to talk to than Chen Tianhua. But Tao Chengzhang still wanted to make a final effort. "I want to talk to Mr. Yan Fu about this matter."

Seeing Tao Chengzhang still prepared to grab the last life-saving straw, Chen Tianhua was very disappointed. "Brother Huanqing, Mr. Yan Fu is now scheduling the fleet to set off immediately."

"If Mr. Tao wants to see Mr. Yan Fu, we will send someone to take you there." Chen Ke finally interrupted. Chen Ke made this decision just to maintain the "United Front." Chen Ke didn't know the specific method of how the Party maintained the United Front back then. But making someone unable to step down face to face was obviously not a friendly practice.

As soon as Tao Chengzhang walked away, the party cadres beside Chen Ke looked at Chen Ke one by one. Chen Ke ordered: "Prepare for transfer now. As soon as the battle ends, take the captives to Anqing immediately. Comrades, from now on it's all hard battles; everyone won't be relaxed anymore. Is everyone prepared?"

As soon as these words came out, everyone understood that Chen Ke absolutely had no intention of compromising with Tao Chengzhang. Everyone immediately became spirited. "Don't worry, Chairman Chen. We will definitely be able to take Anqing and capture En Ming alive."

Yan Fu had his usual serious expression. After listening to Tao Chengzhang begging the People's Party to stay in Chizhou for a while longer, Yan Fu didn't even think and rejected it directly. "Huanqing, let me tell you two things. First, although I am Chen Ke's teacher, I am not the Chairman of the People's Party. Chen Ke is the Chairman of the People's Party. Second, the resolutions of the People's Party are decided jointly by the Party Committee; the decision of the Party Committee is the final decision of the People's Party, and party members must obey the decision. As a member of the People's Party myself, I must obey organizational discipline; there is no such thing as doing whatever I want. I can understand Huanqing's mood. What I can tell Huanqing is only that you hurry up and make a decision: stay in Chizhou now, or cross the river with us. Once crossing the river, the fleet will immediately go south and return. At that time, even we won't have ships to use; I have to tell Huanqing this first so you know."

Tao Chengzhang never expected Yan Fu to find such an unreliable reason as "obeying organizational discipline," and was speechless for a moment. This couldn't be blamed on Tao Chengzhang either; although everyone talked about "discipline" in these years, this discipline was always for others to obey. When it came to themselves, everyone talked about their respective seniority, strength, and power in the organization. It could be said to have nothing to do with discipline. In Tao Chengzhang's worldview, this was Yan Fu deliberately fooling him.

But if Chen Ke "fooled" Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang could still resist a bit. Since Yan Fu said so, Tao Chengzhang could only accept. While he was silent and thinking, Yan Fu was not idle; he constantly issued orders, mobilizing the fleet to be ready for sailing. Facing such a cold reception, Tao Chengzhang was a talent after all, and usually very assertive, only temporarily disrupted in his habitual steps by the People's Party's straightforward attitude. This couldn't be entirely blamed on Tao Chengzhang either; after all, before seeing it with his own eyes, he really didn't believe the People's Party already had such power. Now there was no other choice; he calculated again and again and made up his mind.

Calling the comrades beside him, Tao Chengzhang first sent people to contact the Guangfuhui comrades who hadn't arrived temporarily immediately, letting them hurry to Chizhou. Then he ordered the Guangfuhui comrades who had already arrived in Chizhou to enter in formation immediately after the People's Party yielded Chizhou. Because there was no time to bring notices, Tao Chengzhang dictated the content of the notice to reassure the people. Strictly ordered comrades not to loot the common people, and to maintain order in Chizhou. Anyone encountering bandits looting during the chaos could be shot on the spot to warn others.

Tao Chengzhang ordered loudly one by one like this, which was quite methodical. The comrades didn't think as much as Tao Chengzhang. Having obtained the city of Chizhou with difficulty, the revolution was no longer flowers in the mirror or moon in the water; the revolution had a city. Although they knew taking Chizhou was not the credit of the Guangfuhui, these comrades still accepted the orders excitedly and left.

Yan Fu heard Tao Chengzhang's orders clearly. Yan Fu knew Tao Chengzhang's thought of wanting to show his capability very well. It was just that Tao Chengzhang thought wrong. As the principal of the Beiyang Naval Academy, Yan Fu was proficient in military affairs. Since being forced to leave the army after the Gengzi Incident, the only thing he could look up to was the Military Commission meeting of the People's Party. The complexity of modern military operations was simply not what Tao Chengzhang could imagine. The "capability" shown by Tao Chengzhang was as simple as children playing house in Yan Fu's view. Yan Fu originally didn't lack the intention to take care of Tao Chengzhang a little, but hearing this deployment, that bit of kindness immediately vanished.

Tao Chengzhang didn't know Yan Fu's thoughts. After giving orders, he felt the major event had been handled, so he said to Yan Fu: "Mr. Yan, I will cross the river with you."

After the battle ended, the troops of the People's Revolutionary Army rumbled out of Chizhou, and the members of the Guangfuhui also rushed into the city. The People's Revolutionary Army formed a two-column formation, while the Guangfuhui wanted to rush in like a swarm of bees. The teams of both sides immediately blocked the city gate. The one leading the team at the gate was Chai Qingguo; how could he regard the Guangfuhui highly? With an order, the Revolutionary Army troops pushed those people of the Guangfuhui aside.

"What are you doing?" How could the Guangfuhui expect the People's Party troops to be so fierce? Someone actually tried to grab Chai Qingguo to argue. Chai Qingguo didn't understand the gibberish southern dialect very well to begin with, and even less expected to be grabbed to argue. Moreover, the marching time was tight. Both sides exchanged a few sentences in words they completely didn't understand. Chai Qingguo couldn't bear it anymore; he slapped away the hand grabbing him and was about to leave. Perhaps the force was too great; the person opposite staggered and fell to the ground. This annoyed the people of the Guangfuhui, and several people came up immediately.

Fortunately, Chen Tianhua and Tao Chengzhang had already seen the friction and rushed over at this time, so the matter didn't get bigger. Chen Tianhua only heard the person from the Guangfuhui who was knocked down just now shouting: "A small soldier, what are you arrogant about?"

He quickly explained: "This is not a small soldier; this is Brigade Commander Chai Qingguo of our People's Revolutionary Army. His military rank is equivalent to the Commander of a New Army Mixed Brigade."

Hearing this, not only did that person dare not make a sound, but even Tao Chengzhang was startled. The attire of the People's Party troops was almost exactly the same; the only difference was the shoulder badges and the marks on the back of the uniform. With such a large group of dark blue soldiers passing by, Guangfuhui members who didn't understand the People's Party military system couldn't see any difference at all.

Chai Qingguo didn't want to waste time here at all; he ran after the team without saying a word. Chen Tianhua didn't want to waste time either. He asked Tao Chengzhang to command the Guangfuhui to enter the city later, and he himself also ran towards the river following Chai Qingguo.

"Mr. Tao, how did so many people defect to the People's Party? They look even more mighty than the official army." The people of the Guangfuhui were already confused. Tao Chengzhang couldn't answer this question at all either.

The troops boarded the ships extremely fast. After Tao Chengzhang led three hundred people to occupy the Chizhou Prefecture Magistrate's Yamen, he ran to the riverside again. He saw less than two hundred people left on the shore boarding the ships. When he and Chen Tianhua boarded the ship together, the river bank was already empty. The sailors shouted chanties and rowed hard. The fleet sailed towards the next target, Mawo Town east of Anqing Prefecture City.

Being on Chen Ke's command ship, Tao Chengzhang's biggest feeling was "clean and tidy." The fleet didn't look like it had experienced a long march at all; the cabin was almost spotless. The muddy footprints stamped by everyone getting on and off the ship were actually cleaned up by Chen Ke leading the comrades personally. This strange practice made Tao Chengzhang extremely uncomfortable. What game was Chen Ke playing?

And what made him even more unaccustomed was the uniform dark blue military uniforms in the entire cabin. Obviously, these cloths were not good cloth and had been washed many times. Some cloths had been washed white, and there were quite a few patches. But these simple-styled military uniforms were so neat and tidy, combined with uniform short hair, giving Tao Chengzhang a huge pressure.

Chen Ke and other cadres were all looking at the map; no one cared about an extra Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang looked at the map carefully from the side; he saw the map was colorful, completely different from the government maps he had seen, looking more like foreign maps. Being treated as non-existent was very annoying. Tao Chengzhang's shrewdness was not bad; he could endure loneliness and stayed honestly on the side.

Before evening, the fleet finally arrived at the destination. What shocked Tao Chengzhang even more was that he thought the fleet would anchor by the river, but unexpectedly, after unloading materials, the fleet set sail one by one and went downstream with the current. He couldn't hold back anymore and grabbed Chen Tianhua asking: "Xingtai, where is the fleet going? Back to Chizhou?"

Chen Tianhua looked at Tao Chengzhang with a slight sympathy. "The fleet is going back to Fengyang."

"Then how will you go back after fighting Anqing?" Tao Chengzhang immediately thought that the People's Party wanted to occupy Anqing and not leave.

Chen Tianhua was a smart person; seeing Tao Chengzhang's expression, he knew the general idea. He laughed: "Don't worry, Brother Huanqing. After fighting Anqing, we won't stay; we will go back by land. The fleet leaving first is not for anything else; when fighting Anqing, the news will definitely leak. Many waterways along the way are still controlled by the Manchu Qing. If the fleet doesn't leave now, and gets blocked in the waterway then, it won't be able to return to Fengyang at all."

Tao Chengzhang knew these words made sense, and what use was it for him to worry again? He simply smiled open-mindedly: "It seems the People's Party is burning one's boats [crossing the Rubicon]."

Chen Tianhua did not deny it; he just nodded silently.
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Mawo Town was a small town by the Yangtze River, and usually a place where ships docked. The residents never expected such a magnificent fleet to arrive suddenly, followed by groups of people in dark blue clothes rushing over from all directions with swords and guns. Speaking of their clothes, they looked a bit like the new uniforms of the New Army. coupled with organized discipline and muskets in hand, the residents thought they were New Army soldiers they had never seen before. After all, Mawo Town was only a dozen li away from Anqing; the New Army wouldn't dare to loot on a large scale under the nose of Anqing. The common people with such reasonable cognition were originally not too afraid. But unexpectedly, these people first arrested the tax collectors and other government people in the town, and then those people looking kind and pleasant shouted with a Northern Anhui accent: "We are the People's Revolutionary Army, revolution has started! We are here to attack Anqing, rebelling!"

Hearing these people were here to rebel and attack Anqing, and seeing everyone had weapons in hand, the villagers were scared pale. They ran home as fast as they could. Once inside, the villagers closed their doors and windows tight. Thus, Mawo Town soon fell into the hands of the People's Party.

Tao Chengzhang was very puzzled by the People's Party's hasty handling method, but on second thought, he understood. According to Chen Ke, the People's Party would leave after attacking Anqing, so the People's Party simply wouldn't waste effort dealing with such a small town. Sure enough, after small troops occupied several key points, the main force began preparing to march to the east of Anqing city.

"Xingtai, is the war starting just like this?" Tao Chengzhang couldn't help asking. The Guangfuhui had also launched some uprisings, but the scale was far from comparable to the war scale before his eyes. Either it was a battle of a few elites flying like moths into the fire, or it was a relatively large form that completely belonged to inciting common people to "make trouble" in essence. Those backbones of the Guangfuhui couldn't even maintain basic order; once the official army moved out and suppressed slightly, the common people immediately scattered in an uproar, crying for their fathers and mothers. Such an orderly march of thousands of people before his eyes was a rare thing for Tao Chengzhang.

"Yes." Chen Tianhua answered simply, then continued to bury his head in walking. Seeing Chen Tianhua like this, it was inconvenient for Tao Chengzhang to ask more; he simply closed his mouth and continued marching. During the march, Tao Chengzhang paid attention to observing the surroundings. If the People's Party left after fighting Anqing as agreed, then this combat experience would be an extremely rare experience for Tao Chengzhang, an experience that could be used in future revolutionary military struggles.

But looking left and right, Tao Chengzhang couldn't see anything special. Because the people around were all in exactly the same dark blue military uniforms, all burying their heads in marching with the same attitude of keeping their mouths shut. Except for those soldiers wearing white armbands and a circle of white cloth sewn on their hats commanding the march of each column, no one spoke. Tao Chengzhang wore a black short coat today, which was specially prepared for convenience in combat; it wouldn't be conspicuous in other places. But inside the People's Party, everyone was in dark blue military uniforms; such a person in black clothes among thousands of soldiers in dark blue military uniforms appeared very conspicuous. Even Tao Chengzhang, who had no angle of comparison, could feel it.

"It seems I have to customize a batch of our own military uniforms," Tao Chengzhang thought. Thinking of this, his thoughts immediately ran elsewhere. Although the members of the Guangfuhui were not poor people and were considered wealthy households locally, none of these comrades was the head of their own family. Even if they had the heart to bankrupt their families to invest in the revolution, they couldn't do it. Moreover, revolution itself costs money; these people need to eat and drink, and travel expenses are needed to contact those revolutionary comrades. The number of revolutionaries in the Guangfuhui was extremely small, and they had no military capability; they had to hire people to fight, which was a large sum of money. Just a few uprisings in recent years had spent all the borrowed money. This time Tao Chengzhang gritted his teeth and made up his mind to gather nearly a thousand people. Bringing 300 people to Chizhou for the first time had already spent all the funds. Looking at the huge fleet of the People's Party and the thousands of people in front of him, how much money would this cost?

Tao Chengzhang once thought Chen Ke was not a real revolutionary; he had thought so since meeting Chen Ke more than a year ago. At that time, as soon as Chen Ke followed Xu Xilin to Shanghai, he immediately put aside the possibility of joining the Guangfuhui and buried himself in doing business, and the business was even very big. To do business, Tao Chengzhang saw Chen Ke getting along famously with compradors like Qi Huishen and You Gou, and hooking up with the British through these compradors. This was also one of the main reasons why Tao Chengzhang was unwilling to continue developing Chen Ke into the Guangfuhui.

The team of thousands appearing in front of Tao Chengzhang now undoubtedly proved that Chen Ke was a revolutionary. Tao Chengzhang also saw with his own eyes that the eldest young master of the Qi family, Qi Huishen, appeared in the team wearing a dark blue military uniform. Miss You Gou, who was once very famous on the Shanghai Bund, disappeared without a trace with Chen Ke a year ago; there were many rumors that You Gou eloped with Chen Ke and the others. Presumably, You Gou had also joined the People's Party and officially became a member of the revolutionary party. This person Chen Ke could actually develop party members through doing business, delaying neither making money nor revolution. Thinking again about the embarrassment of the Guangfuhui revolutionary comrades, Tao Chengzhang suddenly wanted to grab Chen Ke right now and ask carefully how exactly Chen Ke managed the revolution!

Chen Ke didn't know what Tao Chengzhang was thinking at all; he even forgot that there was such a person as Tao Chengzhang in his team. An hour ago, Chen Ke could already see the outline of Anqing City. The city wall like a thin line on the horizon looked very low, and the big flags erected on the city wall looked as slender as toothpicks. As they marched, Anqing City became clearer and clearer. Chen Ke had very good eyesight; he could even faintly see small black dots moving on the city wall. The scouts of the reconnaissance troops had already been sent out, and the sky was gradually darkening; war could start at any time.

Because he had never received formal military training, Chen Ke naturally couldn't be good at formulating operational plans, especially formulating a military plan for an expedition thousands of miles away. Just before the battle started, Chen Ke looked up at Anqing City from time to time, and a sudden extreme lack of self-confidence arose in his heart. He had a feeling that perhaps the plan he formulated might suffer a huge setback.

Up to now, the campaign of the expedition to Anqing was completely within the scheduled plan, and no errors occurred in any step. It could even be said that the process of the war was proceeding completely according to the plan. But aren't countless big jokes in military history just like this? Starting with smooth sailing, when it came to the time determining the final fate, due to a neglected factor, the war situation immediately became jaw-dropping. Perhaps he was also repeating the mistakes of history that left eternal jokes?

Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt unable to continue breathing; his legs felt heavy as if lead weights were attached, and he almost couldn't take a step. The guard beside Chen Ke keenly discovered these; he hurriedly whispered with concern: "Chairman Chen, eat something, right? From yesterday until now, you haven't eaten a thing."

Eat something? At first, Chen Ke simply didn't understand what this phrase meant. After understanding the meaning of this phrase, Chen Ke couldn't remember how to eat no matter what. He had long forgotten when the last time he really ate was; probably before entering Sanhe from Hongze Lake. From that time on, Chen Ke entered a state of tension. When intelligence came in, Chen Ke focused on processing intelligence and studying operational plans with comrades. When no news came in, Chen Ke combed through the operational plan in his mind over and over again, trying his best to make the operation completely conform to the military common sense he knew. In such a tense and busy state, Chen Ke didn't know if he had eaten at all.

When his thinking finally connected with the nerve of "eating," Chen Ke suddenly felt a burst of discomfort in his stomach. He immediately covered his mouth tightly, suppressing the sound of retching to the minimum. Chen Ke was the commander of the whole army; if he suddenly bent down and retched, what would the officers and soldiers of the whole army think and see if they knew?

Despite physical discomfort, Chen Ke's brain immediately reacted instinctively and remembered a common sense. He was exhausted to the point of collapse. Collapse leads to the weakening of physical function and thinking ability; one of the manifestations in spirit is indecisiveness and doubting oneself. It seems the old saying that appears many times in *Journey to the West*, "The Emperor doesn't send hungry soldiers," not only has political significance but also more practical common sense.

However, Chen Ke only let his thoughts drift for a moment, then forcibly intercepted the thinking that was about to diverge and expand. The battle was about to begin immediately; Chen Ke determined in his gradually sobering mind that he had no qualification to put his train of thought on those meaningless things. Eating at this time would affect everyone's emotions too much. Chen Ke strode forward, catching up with the marching speed. The battle would break out at any time; the curtain deciding the future fate of Anhui was about to be officially pulled open. Chen Ke raised his head again; in the twilight, the outline of Anqing City could already be seen quite clearly.

Far ahead, a gunshot rang out!

The entire troop seemed to have been cast with a body-freezing spell; everyone was startled. Then another shot, and then another. Everyone was used to hearing gunshots. They could roughly judge it was near the East Gate of Anqing.

"Run forward!" All commanders shouted the same sound. With the order, the rumbling sound that could only be formed when thousands of people ran together became louder and louder, soon becoming the loudest sound east of Anqing City.

The victors of war are mostly the side that can best grasp the process of war. At least until now, the Qing troops in Anqing City had no expectation of war. Until the gunshots rang out, many Qing troops still didn't know what happened. From dusk, the Qing troops on the city wall saw the large group of the People's Revolutionary Army in the distance. But they didn't feel the threat, because this team was really too orderly. Since the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, Anqing hadn't experienced war for nearly half a century. Not even civil uprisings had occurred.

Small-scale civil rebels absolutely dared not attack Anqing, so when that orderly large team appeared on the horizon, the guess result of the soldiers on the Anqing city wall was that it was the Court's troops. But why did the Court's troops come to Anqing? Whose subordinates were this troop marching from east to west? The soldiers and officers on the city wall were also confused. They even discussed for half an hour without remembering to report to the higher-ups. It wasn't until a battalion officer responsible for patrolling the city passed by that this problem could continue. The battalion officer ordered a small cavalry team to go out of the city to meet this team and ask which New Army unit they were.

Then came the exchange of fire, then the total annihilation of the small cavalry team, and then that battalion officer knew the hostility of the troop opposite. The city gate was closed immediately, and the news was reported upwards. The funniest thing in the initial exchange of fire was that the reason the Anqing New Army duty officer executed the correct order was a hundred and eight thousand miles away from being correct. He did this not because he clearly realized that the troop opposite was his enemy. Instead, he thought it was very likely that some trouble occurred with the New Army in the city, and the Court sent troops to arrest some New Army officials. Out of the instinct of a "military officer" rather than a soldier, this battalion officer issued the "correct" order. In his view, no matter what, these people couldn't be allowed to rush in and arrest people.

Night fell. In the view of this battalion officer, the people under Anqing city became increasingly indistinguishable. Not knowing how long passed, suddenly a burst of firelight exploded from under the wall, followed by bright gunshots. Bullets hit the battlements of the city wall, knocking out chips of bricks. And several soldiers guarding the battlements screamed and fell to the ground. Everyone on the city wall subconsciously lay on the city wall. A few of the hit soldiers weren't killed immediately; their screams were exceptionally shrill in the night.

En Ming was alarmed by that burst of sound like firecrackers. Spring Festival was coming soon. The sound of setting off firecrackers was not strange, only this burst of "firecracker sound" was exceptionally strange. En Ming didn't pay too much attention either. A moment later, the guard hurried to report that a strange army appeared outside the city, numbering more than a thousand. En Ming was greatly puzzled by this; he hadn't received any document saying such an army would pass through Anqing by land. Where did this army pop out from?

"My Lord, I'm afraid this is the rebel troop Liu Shicheng mentioned last time." The guard said anxiously.

"Nonsense! Thousands of people, can they pop out from underground? Scouts were sent out a few days ago, and haven't heard of any people gathering to make trouble around." En Ming couldn't help scolding.

Theoretically speaking, the judgment En Ming deduced according to the common sense of this era was correct. If it were the revolutionary party of this era, it would be impossible to organize a team of thousands of people silently and then suddenly appear near Anqing City. If they had this strength, these revolutionary parties could definitely not be unknown near Anqing.

En Ming's guard also felt he might be too nervous and wanted to establish merit too much. He even reflected on whether he should restrain himself. Since the abolition of the imperial examination, the promotion of domestic slaves became easier instead. When the old imperial examination existed, En Ming couldn't create any good opportunities for domestic slaves. But now that the imperial examination was abolished and the new school system hadn't been established, this was the best opportunity to use power in hand at will to place his own people. Once this village is passed, this shop is gone; En Ming's guard also wanted to use the opportunity of the New Policies to get himself an official position. He came from Prince Qing's Mansion after all; for this domestic slave proficient in officialdom ways, he firmly believed that even an inconspicuous small official position, he could make a name for himself.

While master and servant were considering the future based on their own standpoints, a new notification arrived. The first notification being slow wasn't because someone deliberately interrupted information. But passing news to the Governor really had to go through too many procedures and pass too many gates. And the second one to notify was a company officer. Perhaps because someone had already gone in to notify, the Governor's Yamen paid enough attention; or perhaps the strange "firecracker" sounds constantly ringing outside the city indeed effectively improved the efficiency of the Governor's Yamen notification system. In short, when this company officer stumbled in to report that rebels were attacking Anqing City, En Ming finally believed that indeed rebels had come to attack.

"Invite New Army Commander Yu Dahong to come." En Ming shouted, trembling almost all over.

Almost at the same time, at the riverside about five li west of Anqing City, a troop jumped off the boat. The troop didn't rest at all and began to reorganize immediately.

The People's Revolutionary Army attacking Anqing this time had a total of 3000 people, organized into three teams. Except for the military hospital and logistics units, each team had nearly 900 people. Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, and Zhang Yu each led a team. Chen Ke simply didn't keep any reserve team. Chen Ke had made it clear before the war that the command headquarters and the guard company were the reserve team. Whichever unit couldn't hold up, Chen Ke would lead the team up personally. To tell the truth, this posture of striking with full force actually made the three commanders agree very much, but none of the commanders of the three teams hoped to become the object of "support." This distribution method, in a sense, pulled out the three giants in the army respectively; whoever fought this battle well meant who could have higher prestige. If Military Commission Chairman Chen Ke was allowed to personally lead the guard company to "reinforce," the end need not even be thought about.

Responsible for attacking the west of the city were Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui. At the Military Commission meeting, Chen Ke said clearly. The Horse and Artillery Camp [Cavalry and Artillery Camp] in the west of the city must be neutralized, especially the Artillery Camp. The Artillery Camp of the Anqing New Army did not store shells; the shells were all in the armory inside the city. Once the Artillery Camp was allowed to enter Anqing City, the plan to attack Anqing could be considered failed basically. The People's Party troops had not received training in artillery warfare; engaging in an artillery battle with the enemy during siege warfare would be a nightmare. So Chai Qingguo, who acted most decisively, and Pu Guanshui, who was familiar with the Anhui New Army, received this task. Because in the People's Party troops, Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui were people who had seen artillery. Moreover, Chai Qingguo had even personally experienced the taste of being bombarded by cannons.

As soon as the troops finished reorganizing, Chai Qingguo strode to the front of the team and shouted loudly: "I, Old Chai, manage military affairs; I won't talk about military administration matters. If everyone dies here, the family will naturally be supported and buried by our People's Party. What I want to say is, whoever says they are not afraid of death, I, Old Chai, am the first not to believe. I fought with the Beiyang Army and foreign devils. I also tell everyone, I lost at that time. Thousands of brothers around me died. How did I, Old Chai, survive? I told everyone long ago: I am not unafraid of death, but I simply don't think about death. When fighting starts, the only way to not die is to eliminate the enemy opposite. Then fight according to the methods taught to everyone on ordinary days, go kill the enemy."

The impassioned voice spread extremely far; 900 soldiers heard it clearly. Everyone had experience of breaking forts at least three times or more; they were not new recruits. Now attacking such a big city as Anqing, everyone's breathing became rapid. And Chai Qingguo talking about death straightforwardly stimulated everyone's nerves even more.

"Our task is to knock out the Anhui New Army Horse and Infantry Camp [Cavalry and Infantry Camp]; we absolutely cannot let those cannons enter the city. The Anqing New Army is not prepared at all now; their camp is not even as strong as the landlords' forts. Everyone has fought so many battles; standing there motionless is being a target for others, certain death. Everyone charge in with one vigor. Fighting, charging forward you might die, running back you will definitely die. I, Old Chai, will absolutely not let deserters without balls live. But after we beat the enemy to death and make them surrender, everyone will absolutely not die. Those who don't want to die, charge forward. Heard it?"

"Heard it!" the soldiers shouted subconsciously.

Chai Qingguo was a fierce general; he never hid behind when attacking forts. Of course, it must be stated that the party members and cadres of the People's Party never hid behind soldiers either. Being called a fierce general in such a general environment was not easy. This was not unrelated to Chai Qingguo's strict enforcement of battlefield discipline.

Now that this fierce general had spoken, the troops knew this was absolutely no joke. Just looking at the high city walls of Anqing City, everyone also understood what kind of arduous battle they were facing.

"Now! Set off!" After a roar, Chai Qingguo took the lead to start advancing towards the destination, the Anhui New Army Horse and Infantry Camp.
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In the entire team of the People's Revolutionary Army attacking the Cavalry and Artillery Camp, except for the scouts, Chai Qingguo walked at the very front of the team. He knew the power of artillery better than other comrades in the troops. Chai Qingguo escaped with his life with difficulty under the artillery of foreign devils and the Beiyang Army. Even though six years had passed, he could still clearly recall the earth-shaking explosions and the miserable state of flesh and blood flying across the charging brothers when shells landed among them.

"Old Pu, are you sure the Anqing artillery has no shells?" Although he had asked many times, Chai Qingguo couldn't help asking Pu Guanshui walking beside him again.

"How could shells be stored in the military camp? Moreover, this time the Artillery Battalion is temporarily stationed at the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city. It's almost New Year now, and there are no naval ships in Anqing. They have cannons and shells. Our luck is good." Pu Guanshui said while walking.

"But the credit for capturing the cannons was taken by Zhang Yu." Chai Qingguo was somewhat indignant about this.

Whether it was intelligence provided by Pu Guanshui or intelligence investigated by the People's Party, it showed that the station of the Anhui New Army in Anqing was divided into three parts. The infantry was stationed in the military camp inside the city; the station of the Artillery Battalion and the artillery position were at Yingjiang Temple in the east of the city; and the west of the city was the station of the Cavalry Camp. In the initial plan, Zhang Yu's detachment was responsible for attacking the Artillery Camp near Yingjiang Temple, while Chai Qingguo was responsible for attacking the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city. Hua Xiongmao was responsible for threatening Anqing City. Once these two camps were taken, the People's Revolutionary Army would present a posture of pincer attack from east and west.

As a result, when they arrived at Chizhou, they received the latest news that the station of the Artillery Battalion had actually moved to the west of the city. The reason was very special. This year there was a flood in Anhui, and many common people died. Seeing that the Spring Festival was coming soon, En Ming prepared to let the monks of Yingjiang Temple perform a three-day religious ceremony to release the souls of the disaster victims who died in the flood. With people coming and going, En Ming was afraid that the officers and soldiers of the artillery would mix in and cause trouble. Facing such a lively event, it was simply impossible to lock this group of soldiers in the house and not let them out. En Ming simply ordered the artillery to temporarily move to the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city, leaving only some soldiers guarding the emplacement. This could solve the problem from the bottom. At least in the latest news, the superficial reason for moving the Artillery Camp was this.

Hearing Chai Qingguo's dissatisfaction with not being able to attack the New Army artillery position personally, Pu Guanshui laughed: "Who else in our troops understands cavalry better than you, old brother?"

Hearing these words which were not really a compliment, Chai Qingguo was not very happy. "What use is it that I understand cavalry? How many people in our troops have ridden horses? Even if we seize those horses, we can't use them immediately."

The conversation ended here; both closed their mouths and buried their heads in rushing. The troops marched extremely fast; in less than an hour, they saw a looming building ahead. Pu Guanshui pointed in that direction: "The Cavalry Camp is there."

Chai Qingguo was an old hand at cavalry; he knew very well that in the dark night, the cavalry team basically couldn't implement a large-scale charge. As long as the camp gate was blocked to prevent the cavalry from coming out, the rest would be easy to handle. With an order, the troops immediately accelerated their marching speed.

The Cavalry Camp of the Anhui New Army was completely unprepared for the rapidly approaching People's Revolutionary Army. The entire camp now presented a situation of loose outside and tight inside. The Yuewang Society linked up everywhere. Because the Artillery Battalion had a higher education level, the number of people inclined towards revolution was also the largest. As a result, they were suddenly transferred to the Cavalry Camp station. Not only that, but the officers in the Cavalry Camp first invited the officers of the Artillery Battalion to drink, and then dispersed the soldiers of the Artillery Battalion for accommodation, making it impossible for the Artillery Battalion to make any moves.

At this time, Xiong Chengji was accompanying the Battalion Officer of the Cavalry Camp and several other officers drinking together. Although drinking was not allowed in the army, that was only "people other than officers are not allowed to drink on their own." As long as it was related to officers, the regulations in the military camp could be accommodated again and again. Everyone had been drinking for a while; seeing those officers of the Cavalry Camp were a bit drunk and heated, they started to talk more. The Battalion Officer of the Cavalry Camp raised his wine glass. "Thinking of relatives every festive season; Spring Festival is coming soon. Come, come, come, everyone drink this cup."

Xiong Chengji didn't love drinking, and his alcohol capacity wasn't large either. But facing the enthusiastic toast from a superior with a higher rank than himself, he had to drink. After this cup of wine went down to his stomach, he only felt the alcohol hitting his head.

"Commander Xiong, you are a learned person who has attended military academy. I have something to ask you." The Battalion Officer put down the wine glass and asked with a grin, "How long do you think this world of the Great Qing can last?"

Xiong Chengji was startled by these words. The Battalion Officer of the Cavalry Camp was Yu Dahong's confidant; he couldn't be inclined towards revolution no matter what. regarding such obviously probing words, Xiong Chengji could only lower his head and remain silent.

Seeing Xiong Chengji's embarrassed look, the Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer couldn't help laughing out loud. "Haha, Commander Xiong, don't be like this. Who doesn't know that everyone is saying now that the world of the Great Qing can't hold up anymore. The revolutionary parties in this Artillery Battalion are the most."

Since the other party spoke so directly, Xiong Chengji had to say: "What is Your Excellency saying? I eat the Court's rice and attended the Court's school. How can I be disloyal to the Court?"

The Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer didn't care about these words at all. "Commander Xiong, I don't care what happens to this Court. But our Anhui New Army is Commander Yu's team; we have to follow Commander Yu's lead. This point cannot be mistaken."

"That is natural, that is natural." Xiong Chengji hurriedly nodded repeatedly with a sudden realization look.

Seeing he had already beaten [warned] Xiong Chengji, the Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer laughed heartily again. "Come, pour wine." The soldier next to them quickly poured wine for the officers, and then retreated to the side properly. Watching the New Army officers exchange cups and brag, this soldier named Li Shipeng felt a kind of disgust from his heart.

Li Shipeng went to the base area with Pu Guanshui and was one of the New Army comrades who joined the People's Party earliest. Because he was responsible for delivering letters back, he returned to Anqing two months ago. Because the Cavalry Camp needed people, he was kept and couldn't return to the base area. Now he was "promoted" to be the attendant of the Cavalry Camp Commander.

Li Shipeng's reason for defecting to the People's Party was very simple: he knew the People's Party saved his whole family, and this kindness had to be repaid. Not to mention his family members were all in the base area; he had to follow the People's Party no matter what. But in the two months back in Anqing, he missed the time in the base area more and more. Life in the base area was indeed very hard, but after the flood, whose life wasn't hard? The base area had something completely different from the Anhui New Army.

When in the base area, Li Shipeng didn't understand what exactly that special feeling was. After returning to the Anhui New Army, the contrast immediately made it clear. Although the leaders above also made decisions in the base area, which of these things wasn't for the interests of the common people? Building water conservancy, rush planting and harvesting—wasn't it all for everyone to survive and live better? After breaking forts, which time wasn't saving the lives of thousands of common people immediately?

And the leaders doing these things were afraid everyone wouldn't understand why they had to work so hard, so they had to explain everything clearly to everyone. Li Shipeng originally thought doing so was a bit too affected. Waiting in Anqing, Li Shipeng was surrounded by officials who only cared about their own interests. If he hadn't seen the cadres of the People's Party, Li Shipeng would have accepted it; in this world, people who only domineer for themselves are everywhere, aren't they? Until Li Shipeng saw with his own eyes that "big officials" like Chen Ke helped the canteen workers carry tables because they went to eat a little earlier. This was not buying people's hearts, because of that natural attitude, and the practice of these "big officials" not making a noise afterwards and queuing up honestly. Compared with this bunch of officers asking people to pour wine in front of him, it was really heaven and earth. Learning that the People's Party was coming to attack Anqing, the comrades also received orders for action. Li Shipeng was also eagerly looking forward to it. But with communication blocked, he could still only pour wine for people here.

The officers were having a banquet; the soldiers didn't have this condition, nor this financial power. The soldiers at the gate of the Cavalry Camp shrank their hands one by one, hiding in the leeward place. Cursing secretly in their hearts, but daring not say it out loud. In these years, if you scolded the Court, it might be okay, but scolding your own superior... although everyone looked like brothers on ordinary days, those who heard it might expose the matter sometime, and then you would wait to wear small shoes [be given a hard time].

Spring Festival was coming soon. In this freezing weather, while avoiding the wind, the soldiers wiped the money bag hidden in their underwear chest from time to time. The New Army claimed to have generous salaries; that was the New Army in Beiyang. The Anhui New Army completely lacked Beiyang's financial resources; income was far less than Beiyang. Moreover, there were many names for spending money in the New Army. Not to mention honoring superiors, just ordinary soldiers treating each other to meals and various fellow villager gatherings inevitably cost money. You ate someone else's meal today; don't you have to invite someone next time? Plus a big city like Anqing with many fresh things, how could these New Army young people resist so many temptations? Salary was paid monthly. Whenever spending, they always felt there would be a surplus next month; when next month came, they felt there would be a surplus the month after next. Going back and forth like this, not much of the monthly salary could be saved. When New Year came, thinking of sending some money to family, they found not much money was left.

In the New Army, to earn more money, one had to become an officer. But in these years, how to get promoted without bribing superiors well? Even if superiors were bribed well, superiors had superiors. With a word from those big officials, their own confidants were promoted. Honoring superiors, it was good enough not to be made difficult. At least those who were quite favored wouldn't be arranged to keep watch in this big winter. Hearts full of complaints, where was the mind to keep watch properly? When Chai Qingguo's large force divided into three teams and approached the gates of various camps, they actually didn't encounter any encounter battle.

"What is all this?" Chai Qingguo, who was always bold, couldn't help worrying a bit. If it were the camp of the People's Revolutionary Army, the farthest secret sentry could even be placed two li away. Letting his large force touch the camp gate directly—if such a thing happened in the People's Revolutionary Army camp during wartime... according to Chai Qingguo's temper, he would dare to shoot the guard in public.

But there was no time to think so much now. Chai Qingguo would absolutely not underestimate the New Army. The battle with the Beiyang Army left too deep an impression on Chai Qingguo. With a wave of his hand, the assault team had already rushed up. These were capable soldiers; holding guns, they rushed straight to the gate at the trained 100-meter sprint speed.

"Who goes there?" It wasn't until people rushed in front of them that the guards hiding from the wind had time to shout. Before they could figure it out, dark gun muzzles were aimed at them. "Don't move! Move and I'll shoot you dead." The Revolutionary Army soldier shouted.

Seeing the other party was for real, the New Army guards dared not act rashly, but didn't want to put down their guns either. The soldiers following up snatched their guns, pressed these guards to the ground, looped their hands with prepared hemp rope loops, and tied them up.

But not every gate was so smooth. There were also officers standing guard. Seeing someone coming, the officer reacted relatively quickly and immediately pulled out his gun to shoot. The gunfight started instantly. Other troops who had already occupied the camp gate immediately began to storm the military camp. Led by the former New Army soldiers, various units pounced fiercely towards key places such as horse stables, fodder yards, barracks, and armories. The battle started.

Gunshots rang out loudly outside. The officers of the Anhui New Army Cavalry Camp who were drinking were all startled. The Cavalry Camp Battalion Officer was surprised, Xiong Chengji was stunned, and a look of pleasant surprise couldn't help appearing on Li Shipeng's face. They only heard chaos outside soon, and then several soldiers ran in, looking panicked. "My Lord, a large group of people came from nowhere outside and have already seized the camp gate."

The Battalion Officer knew something big must have happened outside. He had drunk a lot originally, and the alcohol had gone to his head. Hearing this, the Battalion Officer lost his measure. At this time, the gunshots had stopped, and it was noisy outside. The Battalion Officer shouted to his guards: "Quick, go out and see what exactly is going on." The guards and orderlies in the room immediately went out of the barracks. Xiong Chengji also got up preparing to leave, but the Battalion Officer grabbed Xiong Chengji's wrist with a cold face. "Commander Xiong, wait a moment."

Xiong Chengji understood a moment later; the Battalion Officer suspected he was playing tricks. He simply didn't resist and sat back on the stool. Seeing Xiong Chengji didn't resist, the Battalion Officer was just about to speak when his neck was suddenly strangled from behind. The person who acted was Li Shipeng. At the same time, the four people who came in to report just now had pulled out pistols and started shooting at the several Cavalry Camp officers present. The incident happened in a rush, and it was close-range shooting. The officers of the Cavalry Camp were killed by pistols in a blink of an eye. Xiong Chengji was startled by this sudden change; he immediately jumped back from the stool, retreating a few steps to stand by the wall.

The Battalion Officer grabbed the arm strangling his neck with both hands, eyes staring like cowbells. Those few soldiers didn't stop either; one had already circled to the side and shot through the Battalion Officer's temple with one shot. After killing the Battalion Officer, that person shouted: "Go!" Including Li Shipeng who let go of the Battalion Officer's corpse, several people rushed out of the door. Although Xiong Chengji was frightened, he didn't panic. Seeing those few people didn't mean to attack him, he steadied his mind and also rushed out of the door following them.

The Cavalry Camp was already in chaos. Shouts of "Hand over guns and not kill!" "Hand over guns and not kill!" were everywhere. The New Army usually issued guns but not bullets; except for a few officers, the soldiers' guns were just empty guns. Not to mention these guns were also locked in the armory. Because there were New Army officers and soldiers who defected to the People's Party leading the way, the attacking troops were not chaotic at all. The fodder yard, horse stables, and armory had been seized. Quite a few New Army soldiers were blocked in the barracks and couldn't come out at all.

Some of those who could come out didn't know what happened at all. The Battalion Officer's personal guard team tried to resist; they just fired two shots before being hit by a volley from the People's Revolutionary Army opposite, killing or wounding several people.

There were also those who resisted stubbornly. Those who had already lain down to sleep in the barracks were considered lucky; they were just captured directly. Quite a few officers were leading soldiers in gambling; seeing someone attack, the officers immediately forced the soldiers with guns to rush out holding benches, wooden sticks, and other things, but were beaten back by a volley.

The Revolutionary Army began to use big megaphones to persuade surrender. "Brothers of the New Army, you have been surrounded by us. Put down your weapons and surrender quickly. We People's Revolutionary Army treat captives well; we will absolutely not kill captives, nor rob your property. Don't sell your lives for those officers anymore. When have they ever cared about your lives?"

"Capture the officers and send them out. We guarantee you won't be made difficult."

Hearing the words outside, the officers were angry and furious one by one. An officer stood at the window and cursed: "F*ck your grandma! I will never..."

Before the word "surrender" could be shouted out [Note: Text implies he was refusing to surrender], a burst of gunfire went in, immediately killing that unlucky officer. Seeing the officer dead, the soldiers in that barracks dared not resist anymore. "We surrender! We surrender!"

"Raise your hands and walk out one by one," the Revolutionary Army shouted.

Although the New Army said surrender with their mouths, heaven knew who was outside; no one dared to come out. Pu Guanshui picked up the big megaphone. "I am Anhui New Army Commander Pu Guanshui. I have joined the revolution. Everyone rest assured; we won't kill our own brothers."

The New Army officers and soldiers inside the room could all hear Pu Guanshui's accent, but still dared not believe it. Then familiar accents reported their names one by one. When they confirmed that not only Pu Guanshui but also other brothers had joined the Revolutionary Army, most New Army barracks surrendered.

Only one barracks refused to surrender, and they even extinguished the lights, making it clear they would resist to the end.

In front of a group of captives, the troops of the People's Revolutionary Army showed the results of training. They unknowingly circled to the window, and several ignited hand grenades were thrown in through the window. With several loud bangs in succession, the windows were blown open from the inside, and thick smoke rolled out of the room. The captives were scared pale; under such a violent explosion, don't expect any survivors in the room.

Sure enough, the Revolutionary Army soldiers who rushed in dragged the people inside out; most were blown to bloody pulp. Even those not dead were screaming low or high. It made those who surrendered feel a kind of rejoicing besides fear. If they hadn't surrendered, the ones lying on the ground now would be themselves.

"Send the signal!" Chai Qingguo ordered smugly. Three iron buckets specially made in the base area were erected. With banging sounds, three huge green fireworks bloomed in the high sky.

Watching the agreed signal, the people in the general headquarters breathed a sigh of relief in unison. Not long ago, Zhang Yu had already easily taken the artillery position at Yingjiang Temple and captured all the defenders. Now capturing the West City Cavalry Camp meant Anqing lost its biggest mobile force. Not only that, the posture of pincer attack from east and west would also make it difficult for the Anqing defenders to attend to both head and tail.

Tao Chengzhang knew this was the signal of victory. While happy, he was also a bit strange. "Brother Wen Qing, why not press on to fight into the city? If we stormed the city gate just now, presumably we could fight into the city."

"If we fought in just now, the Anqing New Army in the city would inevitably flee everywhere. We are unfamiliar with the roads in the city, so we would easily suffer losses instead. Moreover, we are not here to seize Anqing City; our purpose is to completely destroy the several yamen of the Anqing provincial capital. If En Ming and the others and part of the New Army escape, that would be letting the tiger return to the mountain. Fighting Anqing is to completely eliminate all enemies in Anqing. Now that the government and New Army in Anqing City are alarmed, they absolutely cannot abandon the city and leave. They think defending the city is exactly giving us the opportunity to annihilate them."

"But they occupy the city wall; I'm afraid the siege casualties will be too great," Tao Chengzhang couldn't help saying.

"Such a city wall is not too difficult to breach." Chen Ke turned his head to think towards Mu Fengxiao, the commander of the Engineer Battalion and now the captain of the demolition team, while speaking.

Mu Fengxiao nodded. "I'll go prepare now." After speaking, he strode out of the headquarters.

Chen Ke's face was calm, but he was somewhat disappointed in his heart. If only there were shells on the artillery position. That way, they could blast open the city gate with cannons, and the Qing army's defense line would be shattered immediately.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke immediately corrected himself in his heart. "I started thinking wildly again." While reflecting on himself, he said to the guard: "Get me some dry food." At this time, Chen Ke felt he finally had some appetite.
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Chapter 124: New Beginning (29)

The news that the People's Revolutionary Army was going to attack Anqing City was first known by the Anqing New Army in the city. More than half of this credit should go to the lobbying and linking of the Yuewang Society in the New Army. Another small half should go to the hard activities of the party members sent by the People's Party. Before En Ming confirmed that an unknown armed force was attacking Anqing, at least one-sixth of the ordinary New Army officers and soldiers had learned that "it is possible that a revolutionary party called the People's Party wants to attack Anqing."

What was laughable was that although so many New Army officers and soldiers knew this news, the supreme commander of the Anqing New Army, Yu Dahong, the Commander of the 31st Mixed Brigade of the Qing Army Ministry, knew nothing about it. When the bewildered Yu Dahong arrived at the Anhui Governor's Yamen, he saw the Governor's Yamen was already heavily guarded. Entering the living room, he immediately saw Governor En Ming pacing back and forth in the room like an ant on a hot pan.

As soon as he saw Yu Dahong enter, En Ming immediately approached Yu Dahong and asked menacingly: "Commander Yu, who exactly are the rebels outside? How many troops and horses did they bring?"

Yu Dahong had also just learned the news; he knew nothing about the situation outside the city. However, saying "I don't know" straightforwardly to the Governor at this time carried considerable risk. Yu Dahong gave a common answer in officialdom: "My Lord, we are investigating the news now; someone will come to report in a while."

En Ming was really panicked at this time; he actually took Yu Dahong's evasive words as true. "Commander Yu, how long will it take to get a report?"

Hearing this, New Army Commander Yu Dahong cursed secretly in his heart: "How the hell should I know such things. If you have this leisure time, let me go see what's going on quickly!" Although cursing in his heart, Yu Dahong still had to speak pleasantly to the Anhui Governor: "My Lord, I will return to the barracks now and send someone to protect the Governor's Yamen immediately."

Hearing Yu Dahong say this, En Ming immediately added: "The Provincial Administration Commissioner's Yamen and the Gunpowder Depot must all be guarded tightly to strictly prevent thieves from making trouble."

What En Ming said was all told to him by Yu Dahong before. At that time, En Ming had not been in office for long and was still willing to ask for advice. When he discussed with Yu Dahong how to suppress various disturbances, Yu Dahong told En Ming these basic points. Yu Dahong was very self-restrained; listening to En Ming's words, he answered with a very approving look on his face: "Yes, sir." As if this were En Ming's own original idea.

Seeing Yu Dahong express his attitude like this, En Ming also felt it was inappropriate to keep Yu Dahong here. He hurriedly said: "Then Commander Yu, go quickly."

As soon as he left the Anhui Governor's Yamen, he saw several officers and soldiers waiting at the gate, who turned out to be Yu Dahong's adjutant. Yu Dahong had just ordered him to inquire about the news; he didn't expect him to return so quickly.

The adjutant immediately stepped forward to report: "My Lord, the thieves have blocked the Zongyang Gate in the east of the city; they probably captured Yingjiang Temple. There are movements of thief soldiers at Jinbao Gate, Yuhong Gate, and Tong'an Gate in the west of the city. There is no movement at Jixian Gate in the north of the city."

"Where are these thieves from?" Yu Dahong cared more about this.

"This subordinate has not found out clearly yet. However, this subordinate heard the thieves making noise under the city wall; it sounded like Northern Anhui accent."

"Northern Anhui?" Yu Dahong was somewhat confused. Anhui could actually be divided into three parts: Northern Anhui, Western Anhui, and Southern Anhui. The folk customs and accents of these three places could be said to be completely different, and there was not much communication between them. Learning that the thieves under the city were from Northern Anhui, Yu Dahong was even more puzzled; how did thieves from Northern Anhui fight their way to Anqing?

But the most important thing now was not to figure out where the thieves came from. Yu Dahong said: "Go back immediately now, assign the New Army."

The troops of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army were fighting on the front line, while the headquarters located one kilometer behind the East Gate troops seemed quite idle. Now there was neither telephone nor telegraph. Information transmission relied entirely on signal troops. Even though the People's Party used lamp signals, the communication speed was far from that fast. Those non-combatant party members, such as Chen Tianhua and Shang Yuan, had all been enriched to the front line. Besides Chen Ke and Tao Chengzhang, only a dozen combat staff officers and communication staff officers remained in the headquarters. Although they were called staff officers, they were actually doing practical work.

Tao Chengzhang asked: "Brother Wen Qing, what do you plan to do next? Just wait until dawn like this?"

Chen Ke said with a solemn face: "I actually hope that New Army Commander Yu Dahong in the city thinks so."

With a *pfft* sound, Tao Chengzhang was amused. The guard glared at Tao Chengzhang with dissatisfied eyes; the atmosphere in the entire headquarters was solemn, and Tao Chengzhang's laugh was a bit too abrupt.

If according to the plan, from now until 3 a.m., the Revolutionary Army must bury explosives at the breach point. Detonate at 4 o'clock, then the troops swarm in from the breach. Part of the troops will force back the enemies on the city wall, and the main force will attack several most important departments in the city. It was now 9:30 p.m., which meant that within the remaining five and a half hours, the demolition team must finish installing the explosives. To cooperate with the demolition team's work, the troops on the east and west sides also had to constantly harass the enemy and attract the enemy's forces. In this time period, if the enemy could shrink inside the city and not come out, that would be best. But fighting a war is never a matter of wishful thinking; Chen Ke dared not make such naive plans.

Tao Chengzhang originally came to learn military affairs too. He asked: "Brother Wen Qing, according to what you said, the number of troops is insufficient, and so many city gates have to be defended; how to allocate forces?"

Chen Ke also wanted to let Tao Chengzhang increase some military knowledge. After all, Anqing would rely on the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui to maintain it in the future. If they collapsed at the first blow under the siege of the Manchu Qing, it wouldn't be a good thing for the People's Party either. So Chen Ke simply explained: "At night, we use the method of burying landmines and equipping small groups of troops for blocking. Make the enemy unable to distinguish how many troops are outside, and dare not rush out from the main gate."

While speaking, a muffled explosion sound came from the distance, followed by a series of gunshots. It came from the north. Chen Ke knew that was the sound of the base area's landmines exploding. In order for the plan to attack Anqing to succeed, the troops specially carried bounding mines [jumping mines] which could be described as "frenzied" in this era.

The troops ambushing at the North Gate had only four platoons, less than 60 people in total. Shang Yuan volunteered to join this unit. Shang Yuan still remembered Chen Ke saying earnestly: "Comrade Shang Yuan, weapons are not the only condition determining the victory or defeat of war. Since you are going to work in Hebei in the future, you will inevitably face the superior Beiyang Army. If you have the wrong idea of weapon determinism [theory of weapons alone], it is absolutely harmful."

Shang Yuan didn't quite understand what exactly Chen Ke meant by this cliché at first. He followed the troops in the dark to set up a minefield outside the North Gate of Anqing, and then withdrew to prepare a sniper position. Not long after, as the city gate opened wide, a team of seventy or eighty Qing soldiers ran out of the North Gate holding torches. Not long after, they entered the minefield and triggered the tripwire. Then a small flame spurted from the ground first. Shang Yuan's eyesight wasn't too good; he didn't see something being pushed into mid-air by gunpowder. That was the explosive body of the mine. What Shang Yuan could see was a sudden flash appearing in the Qing army team, followed by a loud noise. The sphere that jumped three or four feet above the ground exploded violently. When the hard ceramic sphere was fired, positions for inserting iron pieces were specially left on the outside. Accompanied by the blast wave, metal and non-metal fragments flew everywhere in the air. Either piercing deep into the human body, or slicing off a large piece of flesh, or simply penetrating the human body.

How could the Qing army expect to encounter such an attack? One bounding mine blew over a dozen people. The killed ones were quiet, and the living ones were scared silly. Some lucky Qing soldiers were temporarily uninjured; they were first scared out of their wits, and then ran around like headless flies. As a result, they triggered another bounding mine. After the loud noise, the troops immediately began to shoot. Knocking down the Qing soldiers who could still stand one by one.

Under such a sudden fierce blow, this team of seventy or eighty Qing soldiers suffered heavy casualties. Shang Yuan saw that at most twenty or so Qing soldiers could run back. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army unit of less than 60 people, combined with two bounding mines and a burst of shooting, solved fifty enemies. Such a combat achievement made Shang Yuan feel very shocked. Shang Yuan's first thought was: if the battle continues like this, the Qing army is nothing at all. But Shang Yuan was not an ordinary soldier after all; Chen Ke's words before the battle, which could be described as "inexplicable," were immediately recalled by Shang Yuan. Chen Ke's attitude of opposing "weapon determinism" was by no means pretending to be profound; Shang Yuan understood Chen Ke's good intentions very well. After arriving in Hebei, it would be impossible to have an arsenal of the current scale of the base area, nor would it be possible to get a large amount of weapon support. Chen Ke was afraid Shang Yuan would be confused by the huge power of weapons.

The soldiers of the troops didn't think as much as Shang Yuan. Seeing so many enemies solved in one go, everyone cheered. The commander of the unit was a political commissar named Xu Licheng. He quickly ordered the soldiers of the unit to quickly clean up the battlefield. The weapons carried by the Qing troops coming out of Anqing City definitely had bullets. The North Gate unit was considered to have few people and heavy tasks, so those dispatched were all elites. Chen Ke specially chose soldiers who had used the Anhui New Army's new-style rifles. Only half of the people in the unit had guns. As long as everyone quickly collected weapons from the eliminated Qing troops, the small unit could achieve having a gun for everyone, and the combat effectiveness would double immediately. The commissar's order to clean up the battlefield quickly was implemented immediately. Through the safe passage in the minefield, the soldiers quickly collected a batch of weapons back. For the seriously injured Qing troops, the commissar's order was "let them wait for death themselves." A few lightly injured Qing troops were picked out and brought back for interrogation.

Just such a small battle, and the troops immediately had a gun for everyone. And they were high-quality weapons used by the New Army. Everyone was overjoyed. While checking weapons and distributing ammunition, everyone shouted and made noise, creating a false impression of having many people and great power. After simple bandaging, the captives were interrogated. The captives were just some ordinary soldiers and didn't know any news. They had no value to be sent to the headquarters. After tying them up and gagging them, the unit, now with a gun for everyone, immediately adjusted the position deployment, ready to welcome more intense battles.

"Ambush outside the North Gate?" Yu Dahong was stunned by this news. Facing the "thieves" of completely unknown origin, Yu Dahong originally thought the other party was just a mob. In his view, dealing with this mob, just one charge could solve the problem. The thieves at the East Gate looked numerous and powerful; he was afraid they couldn't be broken through temporarily in the dark night. So Yu Dahong let the officers and soldiers at the West Gate rush out to try. Seeing no thieves at the North Gate temporarily, he specially chose an elite force, letting them go out from the North Gate and circle to the west of the city to strike the flank of the thief soldiers. Unexpectedly, a team of 80 people rushed out, and in a moment, more than half were killed. There were also seven or eight wounded among the New Army soldiers who fled back for their lives. Equivalent to a "Peng" [Squad/Platoon-sized unit? Context implies bigger, ~14 men per Peng, so 80 is ~6 Pengs. Text says "One 'Peng' unit basically completely accounted for"? No, 80 men is much more than a Peng. Maybe he means a larger unit or the text uses Peng loosely. Actually "One 'Pai' (Platoon)" is ~3 Pengs (~42 men). 80 men is almost a Dui (Company). Let's assume he means a significant chunk]. Just started fighting, and he lost soldiers and generals; how to fight this battle further?

Just at this time, news also came from the West Gate. Thieves hid in the shadows and fired guns continuously. The New Army went out with torches and suffered heavy casualties. "We can only wait for daylight," Yu Dahong thought helplessly. He immediately ordered not to go out again temporarily; the New Army began to step up patrols on the city wall.

"The Anqing city of 1907 was built by Zeng Guofan. The area inside the city is about 3.65 square kilometers. This kilometer is a foreign unit of length. The Anqing New Army inside the city can send at most no more than 2000 people up the city wall. On average, one person has to guard a width of 2.5 meters. About one *zhang* in length. If defended like this, it's just a military joke. City defense is always key point defense and dense patrolling. If we launch a column attack, such defense is like paper, broken with one poke." Chen Ke explained to Tao Chengzhang in detail.

"Column attack?" Tao Chengzhang asked. He was not ignorant of kilometers and meters; Tao Chengzhang once bought an official title to seek to study in a Japanese military academy and had crammed some knowledge. But he had never heard of the term "column attack."

Chen Ke really wanted Tao Chengzhang to understand the key points of attacking and defending cities. Although Chen Ke was not an expert in this field, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had rich experience in attacking cities, and military summary meetings were the focus in the troops. From officers to soldiers, everyone had to participate in summarizing, inducing and refining various methods. As a transmigrator, Chen Ke's biggest advantage lay in knowing quite a few superficial theories. The combination of the large amount of actual combat experience accumulated by the troops in besieging forts and the superficial theories provided by Chen Ke produced explosive effective results. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had actually established its own complete set of theoretical and practical systems for attacking cities.

"Column attack is not one following another. But a column with a small team as a unit." Chen Ke said while arranging a pattern on the map with a few pencils and paperweights. "The characteristic of column attack is breaking through at one point, and then rapidly penetrating deep into the interior of the enemy's position deployment. Cut off the enemy's liaison, divide and eliminate them. Its core point is about control. We don't seek to overwhelm the enemy comprehensively, but all enemies on our attack route must be completely overwhelmed and eliminated..."

Tao Chengzhang listened with rapt attention like a primary school student. What Chen Ke explained was very useful knowledge, using simple language to explain profound things, easy to understand. Tao Chengzhang had traveled north and south and seen the world. He was also very interested in military affairs. Hearing Chen Ke's explanation, he immediately felt enlightened.

At the same time, in the northeast of Anqing City, a team had secretly crossed the moat. A rope was secretly lowered from the city wall, and a black shadow fell along the rope. After the people from both sides met, the comrade who came down from the city briefly introduced the situation. The New Army guarding here were insiders of the People's Party. The Yuewang Society recruiting comrades in the New Army with great fanfare had long been seen clearly by the comrades ambushed inside by the People's Party. The New Army defending this section of the city wall happened to be the section jointly responsible by the insiders of the People's Party and the Yuewang Society.

The demolition team confirmed the news and immediately began to work cautiously. The comrade responsible for being the insider returned to the city wall with the comrade arranged by the demolition team to keep watch. Fan Chuanjia of the Yuewang Society sized up the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army soldier with suspicious eyes. He saw this soldier had short hair but wore a New Army uniform, looking clean and agile in behavior. Fan Chuanjia asked: "Exactly how many people did you bring?"

The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army soldier was a backbone of the reconnaissance troops. He laughed in a low voice: "Didn't Mr. Bai Wenwei explain clearly to you?"

Hearing the name Bai Wenwei, Fan Chuanjia felt relieved for no reason. Bai Wenwei was the actual controller of the Yuewang Society and reached the agreement with the People's Party personally. Since the other party said so, he should be a trustworthy person. Fan Chuanjia wanted to continue asking, but the scout skillfully hinted to Fan Chuanjia that it was better not to attract too much attention now and prepare for the demolition quickly.

Although unhappy in his heart, Fan Chuanjia could only cooperate with the People's Party now. The demolition point was determined like this.

The night grew deeper, and the time soon passed 12 o'clock. Except for the harassing fire of the People's Party ringing out everywhere, substantive combat had temporarily ceased.
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Chapter 125: New Beginning (30)

"Wen Qing, must you leave after taking Anqing?" Tao Chengzhang asked very seriously. If half a day ago, Tao Chengzhang still viewed this matter with a skeptical attitude, now the tone of this Guangfuhui leader had turned into dissuasion.

"We haven't taken Anqing yet." Chen Ke didn't want to waste energy on such meaningless discussions at all.

Tao Chengzhang undoubtedly misunderstood Chen Ke's meaning; he distorted this sentence to mean that Chen Ke hadn't made up his mind whether to occupy Anqing yet. This made Tao Chengzhang feel much more relaxed.

After Chen Ke frankly imparted a lot of knowledge to Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang had changed his original attitude towards Chen Ke. February 1, 1907, was not 100 years later. 100 years later, the knowledge mastered by Chen Ke had spread to every corner of China, and getting this "precious" knowledge didn't require any special price. But in 1907, only those in the upper strata of society could possibly access this knowledge. As for such detailed narration, it was only taught to disciples who had entered the master's inner circle. According to the general understanding of this era, Chen Ke was showing goodwill to Tao Chengzhang, and the purpose of showing goodwill was nothing more than to reach a compromise. The basis for cooperation Tao Chengzhang could provide now was nothing more than helping Chen Ke seize the dominance of Anqing. Tao Chengzhang had no objection to this. Anyway, the biggest local revolutionary faction in Anqing was the Yuewang Society; whether the People's Party or the Guangfuhui, they were undoubtedly outsiders. Joining hands with Chen Ke to dominate the situation in Anqing was by no means a losing deal for the Guangfuhui. More importantly, Tao Chengzhang had recognized Chen Ke's military talent.

Tao Chengzhang did not have the depth of Chen Ke's understanding of the whole world and revolution, so he had been confused by the negative effects brought by this knowledge. "Knowledge is power!" Having obtained new knowledge, Tao Chengzhang felt that as long as the existing things could be applied, if the People's Party and the Guangfuhui joined hands, they would definitely be able to create a glorious revolution after occupying Anqing. Didn't the Manchu Qing occupy these cities? With the siege skills taught by Chen Ke and the thousands of elites already possessed by the People's Party, what city on both banks of the Yangtze River couldn't be taken?

Since Chen Ke said "talk after taking Anqing," Tao Chengzhang didn't ask further. He asked seriously: "What does Brother Wen Qing plan to do next?"

Chen Ke didn't even think: "Give the soldiers a meal. The general offensive will start at dawn."

regarding this statement which sounded very abrupt, Tao Chengzhang immediately praised: "Well said! Wen Qing said it well!"

Tao Chengzhang really praised it sincerely. In the uprisings launched by the Guangfuhui, those "jianghu heroes" who came to charge and break through enemy lines had to eat and drink well. If one meal was not taken care of well, someone would make trouble. Chen Ke letting the soldiers eat before the battle was extremely important in Tao Chengzhang's view. But the staff officers and guards in the headquarters felt Tao Chengzhang's attitude was really too strange. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had always attached importance to the food of the troops, especially diet during combat. The troops arranged it extremely strictly when conditions permitted. Tao Chengzhang's exaggerated performance made everyone look at him with great disdain.

At 1:30 a.m., the feint attack that had harassed Anqing for most of the night finally ended. The exhausted soldiers retreated to safe positions and began to eat. The pre-war meal of the People's Party was very simple: two salted duck eggs, half a mantou, and a bamboo tube of water. The food in the east of the city was all hot food transported from the cooking squad near the command post. The troops strictly forbade noise, so no one spoke. Silently finishing their portion of rice, at this time, dark blue simple tents were set up; in the night, these tents were not conspicuous at all. Under the low-voiced orders of squad and platoon leaders, soldiers crawled into the low tents to rest one after another. Everyone knew that siege warfare would be carried out before long. The Qing troops on the city wall did not show special combat capabilities, which reassured the soldiers who were originally excited but somewhat apprehensive. Everyone was tired too; after eating, they soon began to get sleepy. These soldiers with a lot of war experience soon entered dreamland.

Commanders at all levels did not sleep. Being selected was not only because they had stronger physiques than soldiers, but these commanders had more enduring willpower than soldiers. The general headquarters was not far from the front line. Squad and platoon leaders were responsible for the front-line positions, while company commanders in the east of the city rushed back to the headquarters. The originally deserted headquarters soon became lively. Since everyone couldn't sleep, at least some food like hot soup had to be provided. A group of commanders gathered around the map with bowls in hand.

Chen Ke's finger pointed to important locations on the map one by one. "Provincial Administration Commissioner's Office, Governor's Yamen, Huaining County Yamen, Anqing Prefect Yamen, Anqing Inner Arsenal, Gunpowder Depot. Everyone confirm the target you are responsible for."

These commanders had worked their way up with Chen Ke step by step from disaster relief. Following Chen Ke to determine combat targets again gave everyone a long-lost sense of familiarity. After all, Chen Ke hadn't been directly responsible for military operations for a long time. This Anqing campaign was almost a war promoted by Chen Ke alone. Up to now, whether the thousand-li water march or the pincer attack on Anqing City from both sides, the war had always been proceeding on the track pre-planned by Chen Ke. This kind of plan, which everyone dared not even think about originally, had reached the final stage of actual combat, entering the actual siege warfare where these middle and high-ranking commanders had sufficient experience. Everyone's admiration for Chen Ke had turned into an indescribable firm belief. Everyone didn't even think about the possibility that the war might fail.

Chen Ke pointed to these key departments in Anqing City, and the commanders responsible for attacking these places immediately stood up to repeat the operational plan they were to undertake.

In the west of the city, hot food was transported directly from the kitchen of the Cavalry Camp. Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui were also formulating battle plans. The west of the city was not the main direction of attack; the feint attack in the first half of the night was carried out in the east of the city. But starting from 3:30, the troops in the west of the city had to launch feint attacks on three city gates simultaneously. To mobilize the troops in Anqing City, making them transfer troops to support the west of the city as much as possible.

Chai Qingguo was not so conservative. After the night's battle, he was not optimistic about the combat effectiveness of the Anhui New Army. "Old Pu, say, what if we take the city gate in the west, what should we do?"

Pu Guanshui was a very orthodox soldier. Since the plan asked him to feint, he placed himself on the stance of resolutely executing orders. Hearing Chai Qingguo ask this, Pu Guanshui was stunned. "Our military strength is insufficient to begin with; executing a feint attack is already very inadequate. Let alone whether we can take the West Gate, even if we take one of the three West Gates, if the Anqing defenders attack from the other two gates and detour to our rear, what do we do?"

Chai Qingguo was very disdainful of Pu Guanshui's conservative attitude. "We captured so many guns; the New Army has no bullets, but we do. Can't these 900 guns defeat the New Army?"

Pu Guanshui couldn't be so optimistic. "How many in our troops have practiced with this new-style rifle? This isn't something you can hit just by having a gun. Insufficient training won't do."

Chai Qingguo still didn't think his idea was wrong. He said: "If we can't hit from far away, we hit up close. Since we want to hold the captured city gate, firing guns is enough. It's not like we want hand-to-hand combat. As for the New Army rushing out as you said, there are more than thirty people in our gate who know how to ride horses, plus those from the Yuewang Society, totaling seventy or eighty. It's enough for me to lead such a cavalry team." Having captured so many horses, Chai Qingguo was already itching to use them.

Pu Guanshui was very helpless about Chai Qingguo's attitude. He paused before continuing to persuade: "Brigade Commander Chai, fighting a war is not just about what you think works. Since we have an operational plan beforehand, we have to execute the plan strictly. Otherwise, why did we spend so much effort formulating this plan?"

"Alright, alright, I can't out-talk you. Then let's follow the plan." Chai Qingguo didn't have the guts to break discipline himself; his idea of letting cavalry guard the city was purely impromptu. Seeing Pu Guanshui didn't cooperate, Chai Qingguo gave up this self-assertive idea.

But Pu Guanshui didn't treat Chai Qingguo's suggestion completely as wind past his ears. He thought for a while and asked: "Brigade Commander Chai, if you lead this horse team of seventy or eighty people, how big a momentum can you feign?"

"Hmm?" Chai Qingguo was quite puzzled by Pu Guanshui's strange question.

Pu Guanshui told Chai Qingguo his idea. "Roads are hard to walk at night; this is a disadvantageous point. But the Qing troops on the city wall can't see our actions clearly either. If Brigade Commander Chai..."

After listening to Pu Guanshui's suggestion, Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing out loud. "Haha, you scholars are indeed different. I know night roads are hard to walk. I'll take people to scout the way first, and talk about this matter after returning."

The night of February 1, 1907, was a difficult night for the residents in Anqing City. Bandits from unknown places surrounded Anqing City; gunshots hadn't stopped since nightfall. Nearly fifty years ago, Anqing suffered torment in the fires of war; the gunshots awakened the fear of elderly residents again. Every household closed their doors and windows; almost everyone was sleepless all night. The soldiers of the Anhui New Army hadn't experienced any substantive battles either; when the battle suddenly descended, no one was really ready to fulfill the duties of a soldier. Although sent to the city wall and streets, the performance of these New Army soldiers was less like soldiers and more like a group of "armed common people."

The government could implement a curfew to forbid common people from colluding with each other. But they couldn't forbid officers and soldiers from exchanging intelligence with each other. Since quite a few people already knew the news that the People's Party wanted to attack Anqing, these news spread wildly among officers and soldiers. The small-scale battle at the North Gate, where fifty New Army brothers died in an instant, spread like wildfire. The "People's Party," originally rumored to be thousands strong, soon became tens of thousands strong. The two muffled loud noises of the North Gate battle turned into the People's Party using cannons to bomb dozens of brothers to death. Someone was already secretly asking how to save their lives in battle. New Army soldiers served for pay; establishing merits and careers was all for eating better and more pay. Since they encountered a strong enemy, there was absolutely no reason to lose their lives for the Court. If not for the New Army's daily drills being passable, the situation would probably be even more chaotic.

Brigade Commander Yu Dahong's mood became extremely bad. He originally thought the outside was just a mob; sending people out from the city gate could disperse them. Unexpectedly, the opponent's firearms were sharp, and quite a few rifles sounded like official army equipment; there were enemies outside several city gates. This confused him; who exactly was outside? Since they couldn't rush out, Commander Yu Dahong simply prepared to wait until daylight. Seeing unclearly at night, daytime should be fine, right? But the opponent kept feinting at the Zongyang Gate in the east, making everyone unsure what to do. His own artillery was all at Yingjiang Temple and had already been taken by the opponent. There was a burst of gunfire and explosions at the Cavalry Camp in the west of the city; as a result, after the sound ended, all gates in the west of the city were blocked. Presumably, the Cavalry Camp was also destroyed. Such a military force suddenly appeared in Anqing City; Yu Dahong didn't know how to respond anymore. He even suspected the other party was some rebellious New Army unit preparing to seize Anqing.

After midnight, the thieves outside the city seemed tired and finally stopped firing. Commander Yu finally felt relieved. Anqing's city walls were very high; although the naval forces were not there, they should be back soon. As long as they held out until that time, with attacks from water and land, there was no worry the thieves wouldn't retreat. But the Governor's Yamen sent people over to ask repeatedly, annoying Commander Yu to death. Finally, Commander Yu simply had someone say he went to patrol the city, and only then returned to the bedroom to lie down fully clothed.

Not long after lying down, someone ran in from outside. "My Lord, someone outside the West City is persuading surrender. The Cavalry Camp rebelled!"

Commander Yu Dahong was already a bit sleepy; hearing this, he was scared awake immediately. "What?"

The one who came in was a battalion officer from the west of the city. Under the light, his face was pale with fright. "My Lord, the Cavalry Camp indeed surrendered to the rebel bandits. The rebel bandits claim to be some People's Party. Quite a few people from the Cavalry Camp are helping them persuade surrender under the city wall."

"Then you guard the city well; what are you doing here at my place?"

"Their persuasion failed. Seeing the West City refused to open the gates, the main force has already gone to the north of the city."

"How do you know they went to the north of the city?" Yu Dahong asked hurriedly.

"This subordinate heard clearly; the main force ran with earth-shaking noise. Straight towards the north of the city."

Yu Dahong was very apprehensive about the matter of 50 people being killed in one go at the North Gate. Although there was no movement at the North Gate up to now, how many thieves were hidden in the dark night? Yu Dahong was very worried about this, so he placed quite a few troops at the North Gate. Now the rebelled Cavalry Camp and the thieves combined forces to rush to the North Gate; he dared not neglect anymore. "Pass the order down, transfer two reliable teams from the North Gate [Wait, text says "Transfer from North Gate to North Gate"? Or "Transfer two reliable teams to North Gate"? Text: `从北门先抽调两队可靠的队伍到北门防守`. This might be a typo in source for "From East Gate"? Or "From somewhere to North Gate". But context says "North Gate has quite a few troops". Maybe he means "Transfer two reliable teams *from* North Gate *to* somewhere else"? No, he fears North Gate. Wait, later he says "Also, transfer two teams from East Gate to West Gate." Let's re-read carefully. `从北门先抽调两队可靠的队伍到北门防守`. It says "Transfer from North Gate... to North Gate defense". This is contradictory. Maybe "From *Reserve* to North Gate"? Or "From *East* to North Gate"? Let's look at the next sentence. `看好了下头的那些兵...`. Then `另外，从城东给我抽调两队人，到西门来。` (Transfer two teams from East to West). So the North Gate part is confusing. Maybe he means "Take two reliable teams *at* the North Gate to *defend* the North Gate" (focusing defense)? Or maybe the source meant "From South/East to North". Given the confusion, I will translate literally or assume he reinforces North. Actually, later Pu Guanshui hears troops moving. Let's assume he reinforces North and West. I will write "Transfer two reliable teams to defend the North Gate" and skip the "from North Gate" if it seems like a typo, or translate literally "Transfer two reliable teams from the North Gate to defend the North Gate" (redeploying within?). Let's check context. He is worried about North Gate. Maybe he means "Transfer two reliable teams *to* the North Gate". I will assume typo.] Watch the soldiers below closely; if anyone wants to defect to the thief soldiers, they can be killed immediately. In addition, transfer two teams from the east of the city to the West Gate for me."

Just after finishing speaking, Yu Dahong felt uneasy again. He stood up from the bed. "I will give the order personally."

Pu Guanshui, leading soldiers in ambush by the moat, listened to the disturbance on the city wall; a troop of considerable scale had begun to move. When the sound subsided a little, Pu Guanshui said to Xiong Mingyang beside him: "Commissar Xiong, it depends on you."

Xiong Mingyang nodded. He didn't speak either, just quietly took off his clothes, leaving only a pair of underpants. Taking a bowl of wine from the soldier behind him and drinking it in one gulp, Xiong Mingyang crawled forward until he reached the edge of the moat, and quietly slipped into the water. Anqing was by the Yangtze River, with a big lake to the north; there was no shortage of water sources at all. So the moat was several zhang wide, and the water was quite deep. The water in winter was very cold; slipping into the river water, Xiong Mingyang only felt pain on his skin as if countless small needles were pricking. He continued to swim forward without making a sound.

The soldiers ambushing by the river watched Xiong Mingyang disappear into the pitch-black moat water. Everyone held their breath. Not knowing how long passed, until they vaguely saw a figure seem to crawl across the moat. Arriving under the city wall, then a white thing was waving. This was the agreed signal; after Xiong Mingyang crossed the moat, he would wave a white cloth. People with good eyesight saw Xiong Mingyang wave for a while, then quietly slip back into the moat. After another while, Xiong Mingyang climbed up the river bank from this side, still crawling back to the departure position.

"Can cross. There seems to be no one on the city wall. Comrades prepare; follow me immediately." Xiong Mingyang said. Although he tried his best to endure, his teeth still couldn't help chattering.

Soldiers already handed over clothes. Xiong Mingyang didn't take them at all; while breathing out cold air, he said: "I'll get used to it after freezing for a while."

Half of the assault team were party members, and the other half were activists for joining the party; they were all soldiers with good swimming skills in the Water Detachment. Commissar Xiong had already set an example, so everyone didn't say more. First, a long ladder was quietly transported to the river bank. Everyone took off their clothes one after another. Put clothes, guns, and hand grenades into wooden tubs. More than thirty tough men carried the ladder, dragged the wooden tubs, and slipped into the water.

This plan was extremely risky. If it failed, these thirty-some people would be in danger. Pu Guanshui had ordered people to prepare dozens of temporary shelters, which were sacks filled with soil placed on table surfaces. Once the enemy on the opposite wall discovered the movements of Xiong Mingyang and others, these temporary shelters would be immediately transported to the river bank, and riflemen would shoot at the enemy on the wall to cover the return of the assault team.

But the enemy on the city wall might think no one would really swim across the moat in winter, so the number of enemies on this section of the wall was small to begin with. Plus Chai Qingguo's horse team attracted the enemy's attention, the city wall was unexpectedly quiet now.

"Let this silence continue!" All soldiers on this side of the moat, including Pu Guanshui, couldn't help praying. The assault team had quietly crossed the moat. The long ladder was slowly erected, making a not-too-loud-not-too-soft collision sound when contacting the wall surface. Then the assault team members began to climb up the ladder. Pu Guanshui had good eyesight; the foremost assault team member had already climbed halfway, and would reach the top of the city wall in another three or four meters. Just at this moment, someone on the city wall shouted: "Who is it!" Then torches lit up.

"Quick! Push the tables!" Pu Guanshui ordered anxiously in a low voice. According to the plan, if the assault team encountered problems, they should retreat immediately, and Pu Guanshui would provide fire cover. When the comrades on this side of the moat stood up ready to act, they heard Xiong Mingyang's voice ring out on the other side of the moat: "F*ck his mother, Comrades, charge!" With this roar, fierce explosions suddenly rang out on the city wall. That was the sound only People's Party hand grenades had. The sneak attack turned into a forced attack just like that.

Pu Guanshui had seen the toughness of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army many times. As early as when this troop was still called the Insurance Corps, fighting forts in Fengyang Prefecture, comrades responsible for feint attacks turned feint attacks into forced attacks more than once, and could succeed in forced attacks. Pu Guanshui was extremely satisfied with such morale. The problem was that what was on the city wall now was not those bumpkin landlords in forts who didn't even have a few decent rifles. Inside the city were two or three thousand trained Anhui New Army soldiers.

Facing such a backbone act, Pu Guanshui was immediately placed in a dilemma. If he didn't support Xiong Mingyang, they would immediately face the enemy's siege. But the preparations up to now were all preparations to shoot at the enemy on the city wall. When Xiong Mingyang commanded the assault team to attack the city, shooting at the enemy on the city wall would very likely accidentally injure the assault team members. If military reinforcement was implemented, then Pu Guanshui, who opposed Chai Qingguo turning a feint attack into a forced attack not long ago, would personally change the original plan.

Pu Guanshui's dilemma did not last too long. The first assault team member had successfully climbed onto the city wall, and the soldiers behind followed onto the city wall one by one. Then came the explosion of hand grenades first, followed by the sound of rifle shooting. And the screams of the injured. The battle intensified instantly.

It was absolutely impossible not to save the dying. Pu Guanshui gritted his teeth and shouted to the cadre beside him: "Third Platoon Leader, you lead the team over to support immediately."

"Yes!" The Third Platoon Leader didn't hesitate at all. "Third Platoon, fall out!"

With this order, dozens of soldiers ran out rumblingly. "Take off clothes! Carry ladders! Into the water!" the Third Platoon Leader roared. After roaring, he took the lead in unbuttoning his coat, took off the military uniform, and threw it on the ground.

Xiong Mingyang didn't know his action had greatly changed the original deployment. At the same time as being discovered by the enemy, Xiong Mingyang immediately made a judgment in his heart: "Turning and fleeing is death; meeting them bravely is also death." This thought was just a matter of a flash, and then Xiong Mingyang immediately made a decision almost instinctive to a true soldier. Attack!

Once this order was given, the assault team members didn't pause at all. According to the tactics practiced many times, the grenadiers had already pulled the fuses of the hand grenades and threw the grenades onto the city wall. Soldiers climbing the long ladder didn't need to worry about making noise, and the climbing speed accelerated by more than double. Not long after, the assault team rushed onto the city wall.

At 3:05 a.m. on February 2, 1907. The siege battle of Anqing had entered a fierce level.
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Chapter 126: New Beginning (31)

In the pitch-black night, the series of explosions from the West Gate city wall startled the nearby Anhui New Army officers and soldiers. Did the thief soldiers climb onto the city wall so quickly? Whether Battalion Officers, Commanders, or Squad Leaders, a kind of annoyance arose in their hearts. At this moment, they invariably thought of the angry expression of Anhui New Army Brigade Commander Yu Dahong. Although Lord Yu was not harsh to everyone on ordinary days, Lord Yu was by no means a tolerant person. If the news of thieves attacking onto the city wall was known by Lord Yu... almost all officers were pale with fear by their own assumptions.

The Battalion Officer responsible for the defense of the west of the city was under the city wall at this time. In desperation, he couldn't care about so much anymore. Under the illumination of the torch, the Battalion Officer grabbed a junior officer beside him casually and ordered in an anxious voice: "You hurry up and make the two teams of brothers who went to the west of the city come back." This junior officer immediately took the order and left.

Next, the Battalion Officer shouted while gesturing to the soldiers around him: "Quick, you guys, rush up." The Battalion Officer's original intention was to let these soldiers rush over as soon as possible to eliminate the thief soldiers on the city wall. However, the command in desperation only had a counter-effect. A dozen soldiers obeyed the order and ran towards the city stairs leading directly to the city wall with torches in a swarm. These soldiers were not very willing to face the thief soldiers on the city wall directly; they slowed down almost simultaneously at the entrance of the city stairs. On ordinary days, these military actions were commanded by junior officers, but the officer commanding this team of soldiers had just been sent by the Battalion Officer to deliver orders. Who goes first, who goes last? Listening to the loud noises of hand grenade explosions on the city wall one after another, none of these soldiers were willing to go first. A group of soldiers actually stood there stupidly like this.

A momentary pause on the battlefield can lead to extremely evil consequences. The Anhui New Army soldiers only stopped for twenty seconds or so, and another team of New Army soldiers had already rushed towards the city stairs under the leadership of an officer. Some of the soldiers stopped at the entrance of the city stairs began to make way, while some were still dazed. Thirty or forty people were squeezed into a pile, unable to move, on the road leading to the city wall where fighting was taking place at such a critical moment.

Xiong Mingyang climbed up the long ladder using both hands and feet. The long ladder made for the Anqing city wall was relatively slender, shaking badly as soon as someone got on it. Only one soldier could climb at a time. Xiong Mingyang squeezed away the soldier ranked in front of him to get the opportunity to climb. At this time, four assault team members had already gone up to the city wall, each carrying eight hand grenades. Only explosions on the city wall were heard one after another. The rifle shots interspersed in the explosions were all fired from other places towards the breach on the city wall.

At this time, Xiong Mingyang only felt his mind was clear; all distracting thoughts were thrown to the nine heavens. If he couldn't climb onto the city wall at the fastest speed, thinking about anything was useless. According to the experience accumulated during training, Xiong Mingyang neither pursued faster nor sought more stability. Following the trembling long ladder, he climbed up using hands and feet without stopping. Whether it was the gunshots and explosions on the city wall or the panicked shouts of the New Army inside the city, Xiong Mingyang heard them clearly, but his heart was as calm as a lake, even having a detached silence.

The soldiers of the assault team saw their captain climb up the long ladder like flying, reaching the top in a blink of an eye with a free and easy movement. Then Captain Xiong Mingyang pressed on the battlement of the city wall and leaped onto the city wall lightly. He climbed the long ladder in only half the time of an ordinary soldier. The soldiers looked at each other, and immediately someone climbed onto the ladder, imitating Captain Xiong Mingyang's appearance, climbing upward desperately.

There were no lights on the city wall at the breach originally, and now it was filled with thick smoke. The pungent smell peculiar to hand grenade explosions almost made Xiong Mingyang cough. The four soldiers who had already gone up the city wall leaned against the wall with hand grenades in their hands. Since they climbed the city, as long as an enemy shot this way, they fought back with hand grenades. There were no enemies around anymore, at least no enemies had the courage to dare to shoot at these soldiers. Instead, the inside of the city was brightly lit. Xiong Mingyang lay on the inner side of the city wall and looked down; not far away, a pile of New Army soldiers were squeezed at the entrance of the city stairs. "Follow me!" He shouted loudly and took the lead to rush over there.

Once people squeeze together without order, it will be like tangled hemp; the more anxious, the less easy it is to straighten out. Some Qing troops at the entrance of the city stairs were anxious to go up the city, some wanted to sneak away, and some simply stood there waiting foolishly, hoping to muddle through without advancing or retreating. The chaos at the entrance of the city stairs didn't get orderly after three minutes. In the fourth minute, several things fell from the sky, hitting heavily on the shoulders or heads of the Qing troops.

"Who the f*ck is throwing things randomly?" Some Qing troops who were hit reacted relatively quickly; they couldn't help looking up and cursing at the city wall. Three seconds later, a series of explosions blew the thirty-some Qing troops at the entrance of the city stairs into flying flesh and blood.

Since the reinforcements sent by Pu Guanshui didn't need to consider concealment, they crossed the moat in less than ten minutes. After the long ladder was set up, the speed of climbing the city far exceeded Pu Guanshui's imagination. Just as Pu Guanshui was considering what to do next, Xiong Chengji ran over and said urgently: "Vice Commander Pu, let our Yuewang Society brothers go up the city to persuade surrender."

After the People's Party took the Cavalry Camp, the members of the Yuewang Society came out one after another to express they were comrades of the Revolutionary Party. Before the battle started, Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui got a list of important cadres of the Yuewang Society in the New Army. Pu Guanshui was very familiar with the New Army; since this group of revolutionary comrades was willing to serve the revolution, Pu Guanshui turned a blind eye to this group secretly calling some low-level soldiers Yuewang Society members. Chai Qingguo questioned the combat effectiveness of the Yuewang Society very much; he let the Yuewang Society and their subordinates form a separate army to watch the battle from the side. Pu Guanshui had no objection to this.

Xiong Chengji was a graduate of a regular military academy after all, and usually admired Pu Guanshui very much. He volunteered to follow Pu Guanshui. The fierce gunfire in front of him made Xiong Chengji, a famous revolutionary in Anhui revolutionary history, both excited and fearful. He was not afraid of fighting, but the swiftness of the People's Party's attack far exceeded Xiong Chengji's imagination. Xiong Chengji worried that those comrades in the New Army would be involved in the flames of war and lose their lives for nothing.

regarding Xiong Chengji's application, Pu Guanshui didn't even think. He pointed to the two long ladders on the other side of the moat and said: "Then you take people across the moat and climb the city from here now."

"..., Yes." Xiong Chengji didn't answer very smoothly. Pu Guanshui had always been Xiong Chengji's superior. Hearing Pu Guanshui say this, Xiong Chengji immediately felt Pu Guanshui wanted the Yuewang Society comrades to go up the city to help fight.

Pu Guanshui saw Xiong Chengji standing still and asked strangely: "Is there anything else?"

Xiong Chengji immediately stood at attention and answered: "Please issue us weapons and ammunition, Vice Commander Pu. Let us join the battle."

"You are going up the city to shout propaganda; what do you need weapons and ammunition for?" Pu Guanshui asked subconsciously. After saying this, he understood Xiong Chengji's meaning. Pu Guanshui pointed to the city wall. "If you want weapons and ammunition, seize them yourself. I'll say it upfront: you can't fight hard battles now; follow behind our troops to seize. Don't snatch with our troops."

When Pu Guanshui said this, he felt it was only right and natural. But hearing these words in Xiong Chengji's ears was really a bit hurtful. Obviously, Pu Guanshui didn't treat the Yuewang Society as his own people at all, and despised the combat effectiveness of the Yuewang Society very much. Suppressing his indignation, Xiong Chengji took the order and left.

In the original plan, the battle in the west of the city was a feint attack against three city gates. Try to attract the enemy's forces as much as possible. After the demolition and breakthrough in the east of the city, the enemies in the west of the city would have to transfer forces to the east. At this time, the troops in the west of the city would start a forced attack. The current situation became that Chai Qingguo's horse team mobilized the enemy's forces to turn to the north of the city, and the sneak attack assault team had already seized a small section of the city wall. Listening to the sound, Xiong Mingyang had already commanded the troops to spread to both sides, and at the same time began to implement fire suppression on the enemies in the city.

"It seems I have to execute Chai Qingguo's plan unexpectedly." Up to now, Pu Guanshui had no other thoughts. The current situation had reached a point where retreat was absolutely impossible. There was no other choice but to exert continuous pressure on the enemy.

Under the city wall of more than two kilometers in the west of the city, three troops were assigned, and there was no way to communicate in time. As soon as the assault team started the battle, the other three troops began to attack according to the original plan. Gunshots rang out loudly in the west of the city. Actually, there were not many sounds of real rifle shooting; many sounds were made by putting firecrackers into iron buckets. The crackling sound sounded both lively and scary.

In order to make the enemy have the illusion that the main force of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was in the west of the city, the troops in the west were equipped with some mortars. Cast from wrought iron, with a large muzzle and short barrel. Rather than calling it a cannon, it was better to call it a large grenade launcher. Fixed charge propellant sewn with cloth. The explosive part launched was not a shell but a specially made long-fuse explosive pack. First load the fixed charge propellant, then put in the specially made explosive pack somewhat like a mortar shell. Breech ignition. With a muffled sound, a stream of thick smoke mixed with sparks spewed from the muzzle, and the explosive pack was sprayed onto the top of the city wall. A moment later, a muffled explosion came from near the impact point.

The explosive charge of this explosive pack was much larger than a hand grenade, and the power was much greater. In the light of the explosion, Pu Guanshui could even see from afar that New Army soldiers on the city wall were lifted into the air from the city wall by the blast wave, drawing an arc and falling directly into the moat outside the city. After a dozen of these explosive packs were fired onto the city wall, the firing on the city wall immediately became dumb. A burst of cheers immediately rang out in the attacking team under the city wall.

Almost at the same time, the three troops attacking the three city gates of the West City all sent out assault teams. The team members wore only single layers of clothes, carried rifles and hand grenades wrapped in oilcloth, carried long ladders and went into the water. This was not the troops intentionally disobeying military orders; the People's Revolutionary Army hadn't learned too many tactics either. Seeing the enemies on the city wall had lost resistance, the troop commanders and soldiers began the battle almost instinctively according to the combat habits of these days.

A round of explosive packs just now blasted onto the city wall. Because of the separation by the moat and the distance, the soldiers under the city wall did not feel the vibration of the shock wave. But the assault team members who had already attacked onto the city wall were all affected by the shock wave. Everyone felt their ears buzzing and chests tight. Some people even vomited. Xiong Mingyang also felt discomfort in his chest. He suppressed the feeling of wanting to vomit and shouted to the support troops who had already gone up the city wall: "Third Platoon Leader, you guard here. Assault team, follow me down the city."

Because they didn't expect to rush onto the city wall so smoothly, the troops simply didn't have a plan for mutual support, nor did they have a predetermined signal communication method. Now expanding to both sides would risk accidental injury by friendly artillery. Xiong Mingyang didn't think holding fast to this section of the city wall was a good idea now. When studying in the military academy, Chen Ke once said: "Facing chaotic enemies, we must carry out in-depth strikes resolutely. At this time, even a small force can play a huge role. If we just stick to the positions already seized, it only gives the enemy time to adjust troops. When the next attack unfolds, the troops will suffer great losses."

The enemies under the city wall were completely in chaos. First Xiong Mingyang went up the city wall, then three city gates were attacked simultaneously, including by artillery. Looking down from the battlements, the New Army under the city wall either stayed in place at a loss or began to run around everywhere. "The thief soldiers have cannons!" "The thief soldiers have entered the city!" Hysterical shouts rang out in a piece.

"Third Platoon Leader, give us half of your hand grenades." Xiong Mingyang shouted again.

The Third Platoon Leader was stunned. Hand grenades were sharp weapons for close combat and field battles. If he gave them to Xiong Mingyang, the Third Platoon Leader dared not believe he could guard such a long city wall.

Seeing the Third Platoon Leader hesitant, Xiong Mingyang cursed at the start: "What the hell are you afraid of! As long as you don't rush down, half the hand grenades remaining is no problem to guard this city stair. Can the enemies on the city wall still hold? Our troops will be able to rush up immediately." While speaking, Xiong Mingyang had already started pulling hand grenades from the Third Platoon Leader's waist.

The Third Platoon Leader was helpless and had to order the troops to hand over half of the hand grenades to the assault team.

"Comrades, charge with me. The target is that house in front!" Xiong Mingyang stood at the battlement by the city stairs, his arm pointing straight at a courtyard in the distance. He didn't know what place that was, but Xiong Mingyang noticed that most of the enemy troops were coming here from that direction. At this time, relying on any rational analysis was completely ineffective; the instinctive intuition of soldiers on the battlefield made Xiong Mingyang issue the combat order.

"Yes!" The soldiers of the assault team responded.

Then, everyone followed behind Xiong Mingyang and rushed down along the city stairs. The thick smell of blood became heavier and heavier. The entrance of the city stairs was piled with messy corpses of Qing troops; they were all blasted to death by the round of hand grenades led by Xiong Mingyang just now. Stepping on slippery blood, the assault team killed their way into Anqing City.

Neither Xiong Mingyang nor the assault team knew that their attack target was the location of the Battalion Officer guarding the west of the city. There were ten times as many New Army soldiers as themselves there. Of course, even if they knew, Xiong Mingyang would not change his order. This was the truly valuable target. Towards the chaotic enemy, the assault team stormed up.

Seeing a group of people wearing different military uniforms rushing down from the city wall, the New Army soldiers were panicked at first, then under the hysterical cursing of officers, the New Army managed to organize a round of shooting at the assault team. Four or five soldiers were hit, and three of them were knocked to the ground immediately.

"Throw three rounds!" Xiong Mingyang ordered. While shouting, he pulled out a hand grenade, pulled the fuse, and threw it into the figures opposite.

The New Army soldiers never expected that their round of shooting not only didn't make the opponent retreat at all, but on the contrary, the group of people opposite stood almost arrogantly in front of the rifle muzzles and threw many dark things at them. The New Army soldiers immediately fired a second round subconsciously. Before they could observe the battle results, violent explosions exploded around the New Army formation. The formation formed with difficulty collapsed instantly. Under the attack of three rounds of hand grenades, the core force of the New Army collapsed completely. The remaining soldiers dragged their guns, or simply threw away the guns in their hands, screaming and wailing as they fled.

Almost at the same time, the attacks launched simultaneously by the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army at the three city gates in the west of the city all succeeded. The vanguard troops had already stormed onto the city wall. Subsequent troops were also following up swiftly.

The messengers of the three troops rushed to Pu Guanshui almost at the same time. "Commander Pu, should we open the city gates after taking them?"

Pu Guanshui risked everything at this time too. His eyes stared round, and the refined demeanor he maintained intentionally or unintentionally was thrown to the nine heavens. He shouted loudly to the three messengers: "What open the city gates for? We don't have any follow-up troops. You go back and tell your commanders: after occupying the city gates, no one is allowed to open the city. Guard the city gates and city walls well for me. Before Chairman Chen's troops contact us, no one is allowed to lose the position!"

The messengers immediately ran back to notify.

At this time, only less than 40 people, three platoons, remained beside Pu Guanshui. This was originally a company of troops. The company commander came up anxiously and asked: "Commander Pu, should we go up now?"

Although Pu Guanshui was emotional, his mind was still clear. After the troops of the three city gates all attacked up, the troops beside him were the last mobile force under the city wall. Before Chai Qingguo returned, he must guard the departure position well. "No one is allowed to move. Wait right here for Brigade Commander Chai's cavalry unit to return."

The company commander looked anxiously at the city wall opposite. At this time, gunshots and explosions of hand grenades rang out in a piece on the city wall and inside the city. An indescribable impulse made the company commander wish he could grow wings on his back and fly in immediately to participate in the battle. But since Pu Guanshui gave the order, the company commander dared not disobey the military order either. He gritted his teeth and ran back to the middle of the troops. "Everyone form up and assemble; those shelters are useless." Although the company commander knew his troops couldn't move out for a while, at least assemble into an attack formation. At least make the maximum preparation before moving out.

When Xiong Chengji went back to reorganize those revolutionaries of the Yuewang Society and told them everyone should go up the city to persuade surrender, someone immediately objected: "Without giving guns, why should we rush up?" "Yeah! This is obviously making us go to die."

Opponents occupied the majority in the Yuewang Society. Xiong Chengji's status in the Yuewang Society was not high at this time; although he wanted to persuade everyone, few people listened to him. To oppose Xiong Chengji, someone had already found the more senior Chang Hengfang. "Commander Fan [should be Chang], you tell us the reason."

Chang Hengfang didn't speak. He stared straight at the city wall, mumbling in his mouth: "Crazy, this group of People's Party people are all crazy."

Attacking a city at night generally doesn't raise fire; firelight will only expose one's position and become the enemy's target. The arguing crowd looked in the direction of Chang Hengfang's gaze. They saw that at some point, the soldiers of the People's Party had already lit torches. Under the illumination of the firelight, dozens of long ladders had leaned against the city walls near the three city gates in the west of Anqing City, and the soldiers of the People's Party troops were climbing up strenuously.

The people of the Yuewang Society looked at the soldiers bravely climbing the city, and no one spoke. Not knowing if it was cold weather or something else, Chang Hengfang suddenly shivered, and then asked in an extremely skeptical tone: "They attacked onto the city just like this?"

No one answered this question. The revolutionary comrades of the Yuewang Society were all appalled by the scene before them. The tall Anqing City simply couldn't hold on for long; the People's Party troops in the west of the city got onto the city wall with just one strike. If not seen with their own eyes, these people would absolutely not believe this was a fact. Nor would they believe there were such fierce soldiers in this world.

"What's the point of looking blindly now?" Xiong Chengji's angry voice broke the silence. "Does everyone want to go up the city or not? The People's Party troops are heroes; are we cowards who don't even dare to go up a city wall?"
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Chapter 127: New Beginning (32)

At 4:00 a.m. on February 2, 1907, accompanied by a loud noise, a big hole was blasted in the city wall in the northeast of Anqing City. The city wall here had long been in disrepair, and the size of the gap even exceeded imagination. The people of the Yuewang Society on the city wall had gone down to flee and take refuge under the persuasion of the Revolutionary Army, so there were no Qing troops near the explosion point, and direct casualties were very small. The huge shock wave transmitted along the city wall, shaking the distant Qing troops into dizziness and losing combat effectiveness.

The moat of Anqing City absorbed most of the shock wave. The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army did not encounter this problem, but the flying bricks and stones posed a considerable threat to the soldiers. When fragments of various sizes flew in all directions like a violent storm, smashing all obstacles in their trajectory, the vibration made the soldiers near the moat feel rejoiceful. Everyone originally felt it strange: why dig shelters in the ground secretly in the middle of the night, and even set up shields woven from bamboo on the shelters? Everyone had experienced blowing up walls many times, but this was the first time for such an exaggerated practice. When someone raised doubts, Brigade Commander Hua specially explained that this was Chairman Chen Ke's strict order. Since it was Chairman Chen's order, everyone obeyed sincerely regardless of whether they could understand it or not. Now everyone knew very clearly that without these shelters, exposed to such stone fragment attacks, it would be absolutely impossible to be safe and sound.

Less than a minute after the stones landed one after another, the sharp charge bugle sounded immediately. "Comrades, for the revolution, charge with me!" Commanders at all levels jumped out of the shelters first, and soldiers followed their commanders, rushing forward towards the gap still shrouded in thick smoke.

At the same time, the troops led by Zhang Yu also began to storm the East Gate.

"Captain Zhang, shall we wait a bit before attacking the city?" Staff Officer Wu Qixian asked before the battle started.

Zhang Yu's gaze cut across the staff officer's face like a knife. "Where is all that nonsense? Blasting the wall is blasting the wall; we still have to fight the East Gate!"

Wu Qixian only felt that Zhang Yu's gaze was full of disdain, as if saying, "If you are afraid of death, don't make a sound."

This silent mockery made Wu Qixian's face flush red. Having his thought of fearing death seen through, that strong sense of shame immediately rebounded into a fierce courage. "Commander Zhang, let me lead the assault team up."

"Next time." Zhang Yu answered coldly.

Whether in the northeast or southeast of the city, the offensive went very smoothly. The enemies in Anqing City collapsed at the first blow. Facing war, the reaction of these New Army officers and soldiers was very sluggish, even much more sluggish than the landlord armed forces in the forts. But this was the result of the post-event military summary meeting. When the battle was going on, how could the soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army think so much? The enemy's slow action was just a good thing. Various units charged and killed fiercely, heading straight for the targets of the first stage.

The Anqing Gunpowder Depot was in the northeast of the city. Before the war, Chen Ke issued a death order: the Gunpowder Depot must be taken no matter what. attacking Anqing this time almost exhausted the ammunition reserves of the troops. In the foreseeable future, the troops simply couldn't rely on purchasing ammunition on a large scale. The Anqing Gunpowder Depot was the largest source of ammunition.

"Kill!" "Hand over guns and not kill!" Hua Xiongmao's subordinates rushed forward fiercely. The grenadiers, each holding a hand grenade, followed closely behind the assault team holding rifles at the very front of the team. Although shouting "Hand over guns and not kill" with their mouths, as long as the enemy in front didn't surrender immediately, the grenadiers would throw a hand grenade directly. Although everyone had long forgotten their own life and death, such focus also made the battle more intense. "Hand over guns and not kill" almost became a battle cry.

After entering close combat, the troops' use of hand grenades was no less than rifle shooting. It was shadowy in the dark night, and trying to determine the enemy's position was really too difficult. But determining the position of the flame from the enemy's gun muzzle in the dimness was very easy. A hand grenade over there could solve the enemy immediately. 8,000 hand grenades were prepared for this battle; every Anhui New Army officer and soldier could average two on their heads. With sufficient ammunition, everyone naturally wouldn't be reluctant to use them. The troops of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army were like a flood, easily destroying all obstacles that dared to stand in front, surging towards the target.

"Report! The troops have arrived at the Gunpowder Depot."

"Report! The troops have taken the East Gate."

"Report! The troops have arrived at the Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner's Office and the Anqing Prefect Yamen."

"Report! The troops are seizing the North City wall."

"Report! ..."

Messengers ran over quickly, conveying news one by one to Chen Ke. Chen Ke looked grim, as if he didn't realize this was good news at all. Instead, Tao Chengzhang beside him was surprised first, and then his face was full of wild joy. "The revolution succeeded!" He couldn't help muttering. This sentence was mostly said by Tao Chengzhang to himself, and a small part was for Chen Ke to hear.

Chen Ke kept a gloomy face all along, as if he didn't hear it.

"No more throwing hand grenades allowed. There is gunpowder inside the Gunpowder Depot; exploding it will cause an accident!" Hua Xiongmao had already gone to the front line.

The surroundings of the Gunpowder Depot were quite open. There were few New Army soldiers guarding the Gunpowder Depot left; only a dozen New Army soldiers were still resisting stubbornly at the gate. But they were just shooting wildly outwards, with extremely poor accuracy, not aiming at all. It looked more like shooting to embolden themselves than to stop the attack of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army.

Hua Xiongmao issued the second order. "Send someone to shout, tell them to surrender immediately. If they don't surrender, we will use cannons to bomb the Gunpowder Depot and blow up these people inside together."

This command, which sounded contradictory, was executed immediately. The commanders asked the grenadiers to retreat, and several commissars with loud voices had already moved forward, shouting loudly: "Brothers in the Gunpowder Depot, listen up! Surrender immediately. If you don't surrender, we will bomb you with cannons. Once the ammunition in the Gunpowder Depot explodes, you will all go to the West Heaven. Why bother? Our People's Party treats captives well. As long as you surrender, we will absolutely not beat you or kill you. Put down your guns and surrender. Our People's Party treats captives well."

This persuasion to surrender had a certain effect. After hearing it opposite, at least the crazy shooting stopped.

"Brothers in the Gunpowder Depot, if you have any requests, speak them out. We want to take down the Gunpowder Depot; let's not say useless things. If you want to surrender, what guarantee do you want?"

The Revolutionary Army soldiers preparing to attack waited anxiously. The soldiers felt they had waited for a good while; some impatient ones couldn't help shouting: "You bunch of turtle grandsons, give a straight word whether you are willing to surrender or not."

As soon as these words came out, other soldiers who were equally burning with anxiety also clamored. "Want to die or live, give a straight word. We don't have time to wait for you."

Seeing the soldiers behave like this, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help smiling bitterly. Actually, it had been less than a minute since the shouting to persuade surrender started.

"We surrender. Will you really not kill us?" A trembling voice came from inside the Gunpowder Depot.

The persuader shouted: "We are here to catch that Manchu dog En Ming. You are all from common people backgrounds, serving as soldiers to eat grain; why would we kill you? As long as everyone puts down weapons and surrenders, we absolutely won't kill captives. After this battle is fought, we will release everyone."

Silence fell inside the Gunpowder Depot again.

Hua Xiongmao pointed to a wall nearby that looked quite solid. "Throw a bundle of hand grenades there." Before the war, the plan for manufacturing cluster grenades provided by Chen Ke was also executed. This was equipment developed for enemy heavy troop group charges. The quantity manufactured was very limited. And it hadn't been put to use until now. Hearing Hua Xiongmao's order, a burly grenadier came out from the crowd. He pulled the fuse, rotated 360 degrees on the spot like throwing a discus, and the five hand grenades tied together drew an arc of forty or fifty meters straight towards the wall of the Gunpowder Depot. The soldiers instinctively all crawled on the ground. After a loud bang, fragments flew everywhere. When everyone raised their heads, amidst the rolling smoke and dust, a big pit was actually blown out of that wall.

Hua Xiongmao raised his hand. "Assault team prepare."

Soldiers holding rifles squatted halfway on the ground with this order. As long as Hua Xiongmao waved his palm, they would rush towards the gate of the Gunpowder Depot.

Just at this moment, shouts mixed with coughing and crying tones came from inside the Gunpowder Depot: "Cough, cough! Cough, cough! Sir, don't bombard with cannons anymore. We surrender, we surrender!"

"Everyone go over carefully and drag them out!" Hua Xiongmao ordered.

"Report! The Gunpowder Depot has been taken!" When this news reached the headquarters, Chen Ke, who had been gloomy-faced all along, finally breathed a sigh of relief.

Tao Chengzhang was a bit curious. The People's Party didn't lack equipment. The battle had been fought for almost two hours; gunshots and explosions had never stopped. Only after taking the Gunpowder Depot did Chen Ke have some relaxed expression.

"Report! The Anqing Inner Arsenal has been taken."

"Has the equipment been damaged?" Chen Ke finally asked actively.

"The equipment is all intact, including the silver vault of the Coinage Bureau which was also occupied." The messenger straightened his back and said proudly.

Chen Ke stood up, the gloomy look on his face swept away completely. "Starting now, the headquarters moves into the city. The location is at the Anqing Inner Arsenal."

The New Army defense system inside Anqing City had collapsed. The New Army officers and soldiers had never seen such fierce enemies. If they were to summarize, these thief soldiers were "insatiable" [pressing forward inch by inch]. The New Army had no actual war experience; their closest thing to war was various drills. And drills had scales. Either capturing the flag or arriving at a certain place. Moreover, the results of the drill were also the officers' business; everyone's striving for victory was just to get some more benefits after the drill ended.

When war really descended, the Anhui New Army realized that war meant people dying. And the enemy was not the New Army comrades practicing with them at all. The enemy were those who came to kill them. When bullets and those hand grenades in the enemy's hands flew towards them like raindrops, when New Army companions around them were knocked down like cutting grass, these Anhui New Army officers and soldiers could find absolutely no reason to fight the enemy to the death. They almost completely followed the instinct to avoid death: retreat, retreat, and retreat again.

But the enemy approached, approached, and approached again with faster speed. The New Army companions falling behind either died or surrendered. Soldiers lucky enough to escape death had no morale at all, fleeing towards the familiar place at the very back. When the dawn's first light vaguely illuminated Anqing City, most of Anqing City had fallen into the enemy's hands. The New Army either surrendered one after another or fled into the final stronghold—that was the military camp of the Anqing New Army.

Anhui New Army Commander Yu Dahong was thoroughly stunned in this nightmare-like night. Originally it was just harassment outside the city, but suddenly fierce attacks began. Then the West City was lost. Just as Yu Dahong's order to mobilize troops from the east was sent out, with a loud noise from the east, Anqing City almost shook. After a good while, news came from the east of the city: countless thief troops had already broken into the city?

How many thief troops were outside exactly? Yu Dahong couldn't figure it out anymore. Based on his war experience, to break through a big city like Anqing, even if there were tens of thousands of troops outside the city, it wouldn't work without fighting for two days. But the dense gunshots and explosions simply didn't stop; the thief soldiers suddenly fought into Anqing City. An unreasonable thought suddenly arose in Yu Dahong's mind: could it be that the thief soldiers outside were invulnerable to swords and guns?

But things having reached this point, Yu Dahong had no other way. He hurried to order the hardcore troops remaining in the military camp to drag the machine guns out quickly and set up barricades on the street; they must hold on no matter what. The thief soldiers came too fast; now there was not even a chance to escape. At this time, Commander Yu Dahong let go of everything instead, began to deploy defenses according to the military knowledge he had learned, and prepared for the final battle.

The sky gradually brightened. The defense line built under the personal command of Commander Yu Dahong and his personal guard team was also roughly completed. He had already sent people to bring Anqing Governor Lord En Ming and his people into the military camp together. En Ming was frightened badly; seeing Yu Dahong, he couldn't even speak. Yu Dahong completely ignored his superior regarding the barricades. If he let this Lord En Ming dictate the battle hysterically at this time, Yu Dahong felt he might as well just surrender.

There were no cannons in the Anqing New Army camp, only six six-barreled machine guns. Now the machine guns were all dragged out and used to defend several intersections. Sandbags used for training were transported out and piled up at street intersections to form barricades. Roughly the positions had been set up. From dawn until now, routed soldiers fled into the final defensive position one after another. Yu Dahong scanned; there were fewer than five hundred people left. The Anhui New Army, which once had nearly four thousand people, now only had this many left.

Soon, some thief soldiers wearing dark blue clothes appeared at the street intersection. Yu Dahong raised his telescope to look opposite. He saw those thief soldiers in dark blue clothes hiding methodically in street corners and other places where they could hide. Every one of them had a rifle, the style actually the same as the New Army's. The posture of holding rifles was not amateur at all.

"Could this group of people really be rebellious New Army? But these clothes look like military uniforms, yet also like ordinary common people's short coats. Very strange." Yu Dahong was very puzzled in his heart.

More and more people wearing dark blue clothes appeared. The two sides faced each other across an empty street. Not long after, Yu Dahong saw red flags in his telescope. The river wind in winter was strong; Anqing was by the Yangtze River. The wind blew up the red flags. The peculiar symbol on them was very conspicuous. Yu Dahong identified it carefully; it was a yellow symbol like a sickle and hammer crossed together. He seemed to have seen it. Thinking carefully, it was actually the flag of the fleet led by Yan Fu not long ago.

"Could it be that Yan Fu actually rebelled?" Yu Dahong thought in confusion.

Just at this moment, someone at the street corner shouted: "Brothers of the Anhui New Army, you have been surrounded. Put down your weapons and surrender; our Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army treats captives well!"

"Zhao Chengli, kill that person for me." Yu Dahong said to a personal guard beside him.

Zhao Chengli was originally a "gunner" [sharpshooter] in the jianghu; he used a gun extremely accurately. Later he committed a crime and was arrested. Yu Dahong heard of this person's reputation, released him from prison, and hired him heavily as a personal guard. Hearing Yu Dahong's order, Zhao Chengli stepped forward without a word, raised his rifle and aimed for a while. Only hearing a gunshot, the person shouting fell backward in response to the sound.

"Good!" All New Army officers and soldiers who could see couldn't help shouting. Being suppressed and beaten by the opposite thief soldiers for half the night, now suddenly seeing Zhao Chengli's precise marksmanship, the New Army officers and soldiers were all refreshed.

Although that thief soldier was killed, the soldiers in blue clothes seemed to be aroused to anger. They just hid a little, and then a team of people already attacked along the wall.

"Machine guns!" Yu Dahong ordered.

The six-barreled machine gunner pushed up the magazine and began to shoot at those people in blue. Accompanied by the sound of "tututututu," bullets began to fly across the street. Deep pits were beaten into the wall surface; white wall skin was shaved off by bullets, flying as fine powder. Those people in dark blue clothes were at a loss at first, but leaning against the wall didn't work either; several people were knocked down in an instant. What dumbfounded the New Army was that this group of people was not scared at all. Instead, someone stopped dodging, pulled out a thing from his waist, and rushed straight towards the New Army. With a "bang" of a gunshot, that person fell in response to the sound. The one who fired was Zhao Chengli.

Even so, those thief soldiers in blue clothes still didn't give up. They tried to lie on the ground, rolling left and right while striving to crawl forward.

"Everyone hit together!" Yu Dahong ordered.

New Army soldiers joined the ranks of shooting one after another. Under the dense rain of bullets, those thief soldiers were hit one after another and stopped moving on the ground.

Yu Dahong watched the battle calmly. Until no moving people could be seen on the street, and no blue figures appeared across the street, he ordered: "Just fight like this for me; everyone hold on. The naval forces will be back soon. We can win then."

After speaking, Commander Yu Dahong rushed towards another direction. Gunshots also began there.

The battle unfolded in broad daylight; the New Army might not necessarily be at a disadvantage.
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Chapter 128: New Beginning (33)

Chen Ke looked at a pile of mechanical equipment in the workshop of the Anqing Inner Arsenal and rarely fell into a nostalgic feeling. It must be said that these steam-powered devices were quite different from electric machine tools. There was a weird feeling in both volume and power system. But this was a relatively complete factory system after all. Chen Ke himself grew up in the family compound of a machinery factory, and his father was on the railway. Since childhood, he had a very familiar feeling with these steel guys.

But this emotion didn't last too long. How exactly to transport these mechanical devices back to the base area was a very difficult thing for Chen Ke. With a glance, he knew that at least one-third of the large pieces could not be transported at all, and another one-third of the equipment was difficult to transport. The large fleet had almost gone; even if local ships were requisitioned, how much could be transported was a big problem.

Chen Ke wandered around the factory without saying a word. The accompanying guards and Tao Chengzhang didn't know what Chen Ke was thinking. They dared not interrupt Chen Ke's train of thought, so they had to wander around with Chen Ke. Just then, a messenger ran in. "Report."

"What is it?" Chen Ke's train of thought switched back to the route of the troop commander-in-chief instantly.

"Chairman Chen, Brigade Commander Chai requests to drag cannons into the city and use cannons to bombard the New Army camp." The messenger had a strange look on his face when reporting.

"What happened on the front line?" Chen Ke asked straightforwardly. This siege battle had proceeded to the end now. Once the battle ended, a city-wide search and arrest would follow. If it weren't a special problem, Chai Qingguo would absolutely not request to fire cannons.

The look on the messenger's face became more embarrassed, but facing Chen Ke, the messenger really didn't have the courage to tell lies. He straightened his back and said: "The troops attacked the Anhui New Army's military camp but didn't take it down for a while." After speaking, the messenger couldn't help adding a sentence: "The troops have done their best; the assault team suffered heavy casualties."

Chen Ke was not angry. "Everyone didn't attack hard regardless of life or death, right?"

"No!" The messenger answered immediately.

"Very good, take me to the frontline headquarters now."

The frontline headquarters was less than two li away from the general headquarters set up in the Anqing Inner Arsenal. Commanders of the three detachments were all here. It was a temporarily requisitioned restaurant; the military hospital was set up in two inns across the street. Marching cauldrons had been set up on the street; white cloth was boiled in boiling hot water. Military doctors and medics were helping the wounded upstairs. Gunshots had also temporarily stopped; if Chen Ke didn't know the situation, he would even suspect the battle had ended.

In the lobby of the restaurant, Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, Zhang Yu, Yan Fu, Pu Guanshui, He Zudao, Li Zhao, and other senior cadres were all there. Everyone was arguing about whether to climb the roof or use cannons to bombard.

"Those sons of bitches set up gunners on the roof too. More than a dozen soldiers have died, and more than a dozen wounded. It won't do without using cannons." Chai Qingguo's voice was extremely loud; it could be heard that he was in a state of extreme anger.

"Your cannon shot will finish the machine guns." Hua Xiongmao's voice was not that loud.

"Are machine guns more important than lives?" Chai Qingguo simply disagreed with Hua Xiongmao's opinion.

regarding Chai Qingguo's accusation, Hua Xiongmao was also arguing strongly on just grounds: "You can't just look at the present; with machine guns, how many fewer people will die in the future?"

Chen Ke could hear that Hua Xiongmao didn't have much confidence when saying this. Indeed, exchanging human lives for equipment was inhumane no matter how you said it.

What surprised Chen Ke very much was that Chai Qingguo actually didn't continue to oppose this opinion. He just shouted chaotically: "But we can't wait forever. Wait until when? Wait until they finish firing the machine gun bullets?"

Just at this time, everyone saw Chen Ke had arrived at the door. Everyone immediately went up to welcome him. Hua Xiongmao walked at the very front; he had some embarrassment on his face. "Chairman Chen, you came."

Chen Ke smiled and said: "What is the enemy's situation exactly? Who will take me to the front line to see?"

Hearing this, the expression on Hua Xiongmao's face was as if he had been whipped. He hurriedly stopped him: "Don't. The New Army is crazy now; as long as they see our people, they fire machine guns desperately. Chairman Chen, you must not go; it won't do if you get injured."

"Then at least let me see the map." Chen Ke said.

Everyone immediately led Chen Ke to a simple map. Pu Guanshui pointed to the map and said: "Around the New Army military camp, here, and here, machine gun positions are set up. Now they are resisting stubbornly."

After reading it, a sneer appeared on Chen Ke's face. "Turtle formation. It's thanks to them having so many bullets."

Everyone didn't understand what Chen Ke meant and was a bit surprised. Chai Qingguo said urgently immediately: "Chairman Chen, you won't let everyone attract the enemy to fire, right? Up to now, almost a hundred brothers have died, including four political commissars. Almost two hundred people were injured. In this half year, we attacked so many forts, and fewer than a hundred people died."

"Brigade Commander Chai, when did I say to attract the enemy to fire?" Chen Ke was a bit puzzled. But now was not the time to entangle in such things. He pointed to the map. "Since the enemy relies on the streets for defense, we will break through the walls to pass. As long as we can cut out from here, their turtle formation will immediately have an opening. In close combat, I don't believe they can be more powerful than our hand grenades." Chen Ke said while sliding his finger along a row of buildings.

"Break walls?" Everyone didn't figure out what this meant for a moment.

"We don't take the street; just punch holes in the walls of this row of residents. We pass directly through the houses. Blow open the wall here and implement a breakthrough." Chen Ke's finger tapped on a residential house on the edge of the New Army position. "If worried that one direction is not enough, then we can break walls from here and here simultaneously, and finally blast from three sides together."

Everyone thought carefully, and only then did they suddenly realize. Chai Qingguo didn't know what to say anymore. He looked at the composed Chen Ke with his mouth agape, and held back for a long time before squeezing out a sentence: "Chairman Chen, I admire you."

Chen Ke seemed not to hear Chai Qingguo's words. He still said calmly: "Everyone take out your pocket watches now and synchronize watches." After speaking, Chen Ke raised his wrist, revealing his wristwatch. "It is 7:30 a.m. now. I require you to leave only the last wall before 8:10. The middle walls can be smashed with iron picks, but the last wall must be blasted with explosives. Various units prepare assault teams well, and blast together at 8:10."

The three commanders all took out the pocket watches distributed by the troops, synchronized their watches, and then saluted Chen Ke together. After Chen Ke returned the salute, the three looked at each other anxiously [Note: probably looked at each other with relief or determination, text says "looked at each other anxiously/worriedly" (互相愁了一眼)? Maybe typo for 瞅 (glanced)? Let's assume glanced/looked], and then strode away with the officers of their own troops.

In an instant, few people were left in the frontline headquarters. Yan Fu was not a subordinate of the three detachment commanders originally. He was originally responsible for commanding the fleet to transport Chai Qingguo's detachment to the west of the city. Now the fleet had been arranged, and he also followed Chai Qingguo into the city. Since he met Chen Ke, Yan Fu didn't want to follow Chai Qingguo anymore. Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Tao Chengzhang simply sat down in the room.

"Brother Wen Qing, this move of yours is really high." Tao Chengzhang couldn't help praising. This was already his unknown-th praise. Chen Ke's performance in military command could only make Tao Chengzhang marvel endlessly. Facing the enemy blocking the street, just break through the walls to pass—Tao Chengzhang really couldn't imagine how Chen Ke came up with such a method in such a short time. The enemy blocked the street, but their bullets couldn't penetrate the courtyard walls, and their vision absolutely couldn't see through what happened inside the courtyard walls. Considering Chen Ke's whims, Tao Chengzhang couldn't help praising again: "Really wonderful."

Naturally, Chen Ke couldn't tell Tao Chengzhang that this was the combat method adopted by the German and Soviet armies in the fierce street fighting of the Battle of Stalingrad "35 years later" in his own time and space. He didn't want to be polite blindly either. Next, as long as the troops could implement this attack method, they could successfully defeat the enemy's last fortress. The battle would be basically over. This also meant that the opportunity for Chen Ke to teach Tao Chengzhang by personal example was only this last time. Once leaving Anqing, it was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to give the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui any substantive support facing the counterattack of the New Army soon after. The more combat knowledge Tao Chengzhang possessed, the greater the role it would play.

"Brother Huanqing," Chen Ke said, "You think I have whimsical ideas. On the surface, it is so, but in reality, it is completely not like this. The enemy blocked the street and only left me one passage. If I had artillery or machine guns, I could compete with them in firepower. But I don't have them now, so I only have two paths. The first path is to walk the path they left for us. The second path is to fight according to what we have on hand."

Tao Chengzhang felt Chen Ke's words made a lot of sense after hearing them, but it was like saying nothing. Instead, Yan Fu had a thoughtful look on his face. Yan Fu's military cultivation was much deeper than Tao Chengzhang's; he already vaguely felt he touched the meaning Chen Ke wanted to express.

"Brother Huanqing, there is a saying in my hometown: one must hold the handle of the knife. That means you have to master the initiative. I have a teacher named Mao who talked about fighting; summarized, it is eight words: You fight yours, I fight mine. The New Army has machine guns and volleys. They can naturally fight on the street. If we can win, we also fight them on the street. Now we can't win on the street, then we can freely choose to fight the New Army on the street or choose to punch holes in the walls. Since punching holes can win, we naturally choose the way that can win."

Hearing this, Yan Fu's face was full of approval, and he couldn't help nodding slightly. Tao Chengzhang suddenly realized at first, and a look of joy couldn't help appearing on his face. But the more he thought about Chen Ke's words, the more he felt something was wrong. In the battle to attack Anqing, Tao Chengzhang had been following Chen Ke. Chen Ke's calm and composed command performance made Tao Chengzhang admire him extremely. When Chen Ke explained the true meaning behind the tactics to him, he felt he learned a lot of things. For Tao Chengzhang, the military knowledge learned in this half day was much more than the military knowledge he learned in his whole life. But reflecting on what Chen Ke said during the breaks in the battle, Tao Chengzhang felt a great incongruity. And this feeling of incongruity became stronger and stronger in Tao Chengzhang's heart as the battle progressed step by step. Until he heard the eight words "You fight yours, I fight mine," Tao Chengzhang suddenly felt he finally grasped the reason for this feeling of incongruity.

"Brother Wen Qing, I want to ask, how do you know the method you adopt is correct? Since yesterday, I have been thinking, if another way of fighting was changed, it might not necessarily be unsuccessful. Why does Brother Wen Qing want to use your way of fighting?" Tao Chengzhang asked.

Chen Ke didn't expect Tao Chengzhang to ask such a profound question. He pondered for a while before saying: "Most people look at problems by looking directly at the result. Then they try to figure out a method that seems to be able to get the result. As to whether this method works, they actually don't care. But everything has the law of the matter itself; once deviating from this law, nothing will work."

Tao Chengzhang was even more confused after hearing this. Everything Chen Ke said had to have laws, but what Tao Chengzhang saw was how Chen Ke specifically commanded the war. Just listening to the notifications coming and going made Tao Chengzhang feel a bit confused; presumably, formulating the operational plan was an even more complicated matter. Tao Chengzhang once thought of revolution extremely simply, just occupying a small piece of place, and then comrades across the country would naturally respond. Not until he personally participated in the war commanded by the People's Party did he really feel that war was completely different from what he once imagined.

Just as he was about to continue asking, the guard outside the door suddenly shouted: "What do you do?"

The three people in the room turned their heads and looked; it was a group of people wearing New Army uniforms but with white cloth strips tied on their left arms. The leader was in plain clothes. Seeing the three people in the room, the leader shouted excitedly: "Mr. Yan Fu, Brother Huanqing, the revolution has succeeded; we finally see this day."

Tao Chengzhang hurriedly introduced that the leader was Bai Wenwei of the Yuewang Society. Chen Ke heard Yan Fu mention this person, but hadn't seen this name in history books; presumably, he wasn't a famous figure in history. But out of politeness, he got up to welcome him.

"Mr. Chen is indeed a striking figure, and so young; really heroes come from youths since ancient times." Bai Wenwei spoke polite words.

Chen Ke didn't want to associate with people like Bai Wenwei, so he simply exchanged false pleasantries. Everyone said a few boring nonsense words. Bai Wenwei finally couldn't hold back and asked first: "Mr. Chen, I wonder what is the meaning of you collecting all the weapons? Mr. Yan Fu is also here; at that time we agreed to split weapons and equipment in half."

Hearing such honest words, Chen Ke knew what these people came for. If anything, Chen Ke didn't dislike this statement. Instead, Tao Chengzhang beside Chen Ke had a not-so-good expression on his face. Hearing Bai Wenwei finish speaking, most of the people behind Bai Wenwei showed a look of "firmly supporting" Bai Wenwei.

Chen Ke's curiosity arose greatly. Maybe these people are those whom the "United Front" needs to unite with in the future? Of course, the premise is that these people must live until Chen Ke has the power to "unite" them. Anyway, everyone has the nose and eyes they should have. If there must be a difference, compared with the members of the Yuewang Society, the members of the People's Party appeared much more "honest and simple." The comrades of the Yuewang Society had a determined look of "must achieve the goal" on their faces. This kind of expression existed in the early days when People's Party comrades braved heavy rain and drove small boats to save disaster victims. After everyone experienced life and death tests, this kind of expression gradually disappeared from the faces of People's Party members.

Since the other party had determination, Chen Ke had to point out his bottom line. He smiled and said: "First, Mr. Yan Fu talked about dividing the things in the warehouse after the war. And the seizures of our army on the battlefield are not included. Second, our army is fighting; if you want things, you might as well fight into the New Army camp. As long as you gentlemen can fight into the New Army camp, we won't want any of the things inside."

From Chen Ke's perspective, there was no problem with what he said. Why should the things captured by the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army risking death be given to others? The Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army had suffered 300 casualties so far, accounting for one-tenth of the participants. The Yuewang Society agreed to be insiders at that time; after the People's Party attacked, the insiders of the Yuewang Society disappeared without a trace. Chen Ke not sending an expedition to punish them was already giving a lot of face. But the people of the Yuewang Society obviously didn't see it this way. Someone shouted indignantly loudly: "Eh?! You say this, the things you grabbed during the battle are yours, then now you occupy the whole Anqing city, this Anqing is yours? It's not reasonable just because you have guns and soldiers. Since you want revolution, you have to have some credit!"

Chen Ke was too lazy to say more. He looked at that person and said coldly: "Without guns, you can at least watch us fight quietly. After we leave, you can toss this Anqing however you love to toss it."

Unexpectedly, after hearing this, although the people of the Yuewang Society still wanted to maintain an indifferent expression on their faces, the corners of many people's mouths couldn't help curling up. Chen Ke looked at the rapidly changing faces of these people, thinking that compared to hypocrisy, he, a person from 100 years later, might indeed be more hypocritical. Judging from the expressions of everyone in the Yuewang Society, it seemed this promise was what they really wanted to hear. The goal of the Yuewang Society was to get Anqing.

Bai Wenwei was afraid Chen Ke was perfunctory with him, so he hurriedly pressed a question: "Then when does Mr. Chen's troops plan to withdraw from Anqing? Our Yuewang Society is the host after all; we have to hold a farewell party."

"We will withdraw tomorrow at the latest." Chen Ke was too lazy to entangle with Bai Wenwei anymore. "Mr. Bai, we are still fighting now. If you have nothing else, go back to rest first. We are really too busy."

Seeing Chen Ke issue an eviction order, Bai Wenwei said urgently: "Mr. Chen, I have one last thing to ask. How do you plan to deal with the captives of this New Army?"

Hearing this, Chen Ke was actually quite happy in his heart. Quite a few New Army officers and soldiers were injured, and the People's Party didn't have so many doctors to treat these people's injuries now. He answered immediately: "Give them all to you. Mr. Bai, you can take your people to receive the New Army captives now."

Watching Bai Wenwei leave excitedly with the people of the Yuewang Society to receive captives, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief gently. The tricky matter was finally handled. What remained was the enemy holding fast in the New Army military camp.

While speaking, three messengers arrived at the frontline headquarters one after another. "Chairman Chen, ready." Chen Ke looked at the watch on his wrist; it was almost 8:10. "Gentlemen of the Yuewang Society, we are about to attack the New Army military camp. You go receive the New Army captives first now. We will talk at the station outside the city tomorrow."

Yu Dahong faced Anhui Governor Lord En Ming with a calm face. Although polite on his face, Yu Dahong was anxious in his heart. While organizing the New Army to fight a defensive battle, he could still concentrate. After stabilizing the situation, he began to look forward to reinforcements again. After losing the ammunition depot, the bullets of the New Army were already very limited. If the thief soldiers attacked regardless of life or death like at night, Yu Dahong didn't know how long they could hold on. What annoyed him even more was that Anhui Governor Lord En Ming seemed to have recovered and began to constantly send people to invite Yu Dahong over. Yu Dahong couldn't decline, so he had to come to see this immediate superior.

En Ming chattered nonsense for a long time like a frightened old lady, a mixture of fear, anxiety, accusation, and expectation. If summarized in one sentence, it was "I am a good person; I am innocent."

Yu Dahong was already annoyed to death by such pages of nonsense, but the rules of officialdom were rules. Commander Yu Dahong could fling his sleeves and leave now, but if he did so, when he held on until the reinforcements arrived, En Ming would absolutely not be grateful for Yu Dahong's life-saving grace, but instead would bear a grudge against Yu Dahong's evil deed of "disrespecting a superior."

The problem was that patience had a limit. When En Ming asked hesitantly if Yu Dahong could think of a way to send En Ming out of danger first, Yu Dahong was already cursing loudly in his heart. "If I could leave, would I still be holding on hard here?" But in this indignation, Yu Dahong suddenly had a thought. He said hurriedly: "My Lord, this humble officer will go arrange this matter now. What do you think?"

Hearing this, a look of pleasant surprise immediately appeared on En Ming's face. "Ah? That couldn't be better. Commander Yu, go quickly, go quickly!"

Then Yu Dahong walked out of the temporary headquarters of the Anhui Governor under the urging of Lord En Ming. As soon as he went out, a Battalion Officer came up urgently. "Lord Yu, those thief troops are doing something strange. The noise inside the nearby residential houses is very strange."

"What's going on? Speak clearly!" Yu Dahong asked in confusion.

The Battalion Officer explained hurriedly: "The thief soldiers don't attack either, just firing randomly. Listening to the sound, they are banging and smashing things inside the residential houses."

"Where? Take me to see." Yu Dahong knew the thief soldiers opposite were by no means a mob. If they played this trick [moth], there was definitely a problem.

Just as Yu Dahong was about to arrive at the street barricade front line, suddenly explosions sounded from all directions. Rolling smoke and dust mixed with flying bricks and stones rushed fiercely into the New Army's street barricade. The explosion was caught off guard; Yu Dahong only felt his heart seemed to be tightly grasped by a big hand, shrunk into a ball, unable to expand no matter what.

What he could see was that quite a few things like bamboo tubes flew out of the smoke and dust. Then, Commander Yu Dahong's eyes went black, and he fainted.
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Chapter 129: New Beginning (34)

Bai Wenwei, the leader of the Yuewang Society, was not a person who didn't know the severity of things. The reason he ran to ask Chen Ke for weapons, equipment, and spoils of war was also out of helplessness. In the battle to attack Anqing, the People's Party troops took away guns and ammunition immediately wherever they went, leaving only damaged broken guns. Not only that, the People's Party struck extremely heavily in this battle, and the Anhui New Army suffered heavy casualties. Originally, the Yuewang Society had a considerable force in the New Army; they always thought they could use the pressure of the People's Party in the battle of attacking Anqing to win over the Anhui New Army and completely control the Anhui New Army after the war. But looking all the way, the Anhui New Army actually suffered nearly half casualties. The original wishful thinking went awry immediately. Some Yuewang Society comrades in the city's New Army were killed or wounded in the battle, which made the people of the Yuewang Society even more indignant; someone had already shouted words about absolutely not letting the matter rest with the People's Party.

As a last resort, Bai Wenwei had to act as this "asking price" character. He was an acquaintance of Yan Fu, and his qualifications were sufficient; Chen Ke would give him some face no matter what. If other comrades of the Yuewang Society came to do this, they would probably fall out with the People's Party immediately.

However, the People's Party acted extremely weirdly. After breaking the New Army camp and completely occupying Anqing, the People's Party began preparing to evacuate on the same day. Its speed was shocking. Bai Wenwei was leading people to receive the captives of the Anhui New Army when he learned the news that the People's Party began to retreat. The lightly wounded of the People's Party and part of the spoils were all sent onto the ships at the Anqing dock.

"May I ask where Mr. Chen Ke is?" Bai Wenwei had grabbed people wearing People's Party military uniforms to ask for the unknown-th time. The answers received were all three words: "I don't know." The People's Party had set up roadblocks; except for the west of the city, the people of the Yuewang Society couldn't enter other areas at all.

"Right! The Provincial Treasury!" When Bai Wenwei remembered this important target, he was already helpless. But he also discovered some strange things. He saw the soldiers of the People's Party lining up neatly, searching the streets for shell casings. After searching many blocks, the roadblocks were removed. Heaven knew what the People's Party wanted useless shell casings for.

"Shell casings, metal items, collect as many as possible. Transport them away quickly. By the way, dismantle that Catholic church for me as a key point. Don't be afraid of people saying we rob; the property of foreign religions is all illegal. Whoever dares to block can be treated as a counter-revolutionary and shot on the spot." Chen Ke hurriedly assigned tasks.

Hearing about dismantling the church, Chai Qingguo immediately volunteered cheerfully: "I'll go, I'll go, I'll take people to go."

"Brigade Commander Chai, remember for me, we want things, not letting you kill people. Don't kill if possible." Chen Ke exhorted.

"Don't worry, seeing foreign devils crying and wiping tears makes me much happier than killing them." Chai Qingguo couldn't help laughing loudly. "But if the foreign devils don't know what's good for them, Chairman Chen, I won't be polite."

"Okay, you see to it yourself." Chen Ke said.

When Chai Qingguo went out happily, Chen Ke turned his head and issued orders to Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui who had just returned: "Comrade Zhang Yu, Comrade Pu Guanshui, the wounded must be transported away. The main force takes the land route back to the base area; it is very inconvenient to bring the wounded. Be fast! Must be fast! After we transport the wounded and materials out of this place of trouble, Anqing, we can plan calmly. But if the fleet doesn't leave now, it won't be able to leave later. The fleet matters are handed over to you."

"Yes!" Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui answered with red eyes.

"Do it immediately!" Chen Ke ordered. His eyes looked still clear. But no one would blame Chen Ke; everyone knew Chen Ke actually slept much less than others.

As soon as Zhang Yu and Pu Guanshui went out, Chen Ke immediately turned to Yan Fu and said: "Mr. Yan Fu, let's go to the Anqing Inner Arsenal to see. Whatever can be transported away immediately, transport immediately. In addition, for the workers and technicians of the Arsenal, we have to find a way to get them away."

Seeing Chen Ke so excited, Yan Fu couldn't help smiling. The smoothness of the Battle of Anqing was also far beyond Yan Fu's imagination. He suddenly asked: "Chairman Chen, how do you plan to deal with Anqing?"

"Mr. Yan Fu, let the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui figure it out themselves. Anyway, the Guangfuhui got Chizhou; they don't suffer a loss."

"Chairman Chen, aren't you letting them jump into a fire pit?" Yan Fu was not a revolutionary party member originally, and had no good feelings for the Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui who were revolutionary parties. So his tone was quite peaceful.

Chen Ke laughed: "They are willing themselves; I didn't force them to do this. If they want to run, they can run now."

Yan Fu actually admired Chen Ke's strategic view very much. Before fighting Anqing, he simply didn't expect such a risky thousand-li raid could actually be realized. So his mood was also excellent now. "Leave such matters to the Court to worry about. It is important for us to hurry back to the base area. But Wen Qing, have you done mechanics? You look quite knowledgeable."

"I grew up in a machinery factory since childhood. Later I also learned a little about mechanical manufacturing or something." Chen Ke couldn't help but slip of the tongue.

Yan Fu was not the kind of person who liked gossip. Hearing this, he was very happy instead. "That's just right; let's discuss carefully what to transport back."

It was unrealistic to move Anqing completely. The People's Party didn't have much time, so the room for choice was even smaller. Complete sets of equipment could only be picked if convenient to transport. Fortunately, Anqing didn't lack labor. While the People's Party transported themselves, they also conscripted civilian laborers. By the evening of February 2, the fleet was fully loaded with wounded and materials, sailing downstream with the current.

And on the night of February 2, the People's Party carried out a big arrest in Anqing City. The target of the arrest was all personnel of the Anqing Inner Arsenal. That night dogs barked, men wailed, and women cried. Soldiers of the People's Party broke into doors and forced the technical personnel of the Anqing Inner Arsenal to sign a "Labor Contract" with guns. These people must work for the People's Party for one year. Willing or not, after forcibly pressing their handprints, the families of these people received one year's wages in advance. After capturing the Anqing Provincial Treasury, the People's Party didn't lack money at all.

Another target for grabbing people was the Anqing Girls' School run by Qiu Jin. The literary atmosphere in Anqing was very strong. Not only city people attended the Girls' School, but many girls from enlightened scholar families outside the city also studied here. The Girls' School had a good reputation, plus En Ming promoted it vigorously to implement New Policies. There were more than a hundred female students boarding in the school dormitory. The base area needed teachers; to popularize compulsory education, female dolls also had to go to school, so the number of female teachers was extremely scarce. Chen Ke specially formulated an operational plan for this.

The principal of the Girls' School was Qiu Jin. With Qiu Jin's temperament, robbing people in front of her would cause human lives to be lost. For this, Chen Ke deliberately played a small trick. He invited Qiu Jin to the headquarters and hypocritically arranged guards to guard the Girls' Middle School. As soon as Qiu Jin left, the guarding troops immediately went in to grab people. To prevent the female students from screaming, the soldiers gagged all the female students, tied their hands, and put them in sacks. Chai Qingguo's horse team was waiting outside the door; these female students were thrown onto the horses' backs. Along with the workers and technicians taken away from the Anqing Inner Machinery Institute, the main force withdrew from Anqing City.

Chen Ke was the last to leave. He looked back at this important city on the Yangtze River and suddenly couldn't help laughing out loud. The guard asked curiously: "Why does the Chairman laugh?"

"Nothing, just laughing," Chen Ke perfunctorily said. Actually, the reason for his laughter was very simple: Chen Ke never expected that he would actually engage in the business of stealing men and dominating women [kidnapping].

The people of the Yuewang Society dared not play night battles with the People's Party. The tough combat effectiveness shown by the People's Party in the siege battle last night made them quite apprehensive. Although they were very indignant at the People's Party's act of plaguing Anqing, indignation was indignation; when they prepared to go find the People's Party to reason at dawn, they found the People's Party had gone cleanly. Searching Anqing City with extreme doubt, the people of the Yuewang Society were truly convinced that Anqing City had fallen into their hands.

If one must say, Chen Ke was already very kind. At least one-quarter of the treasury silver was left for the Yuewang Society in the Provincial Treasury. Half of the cannons were also left. Even two machine guns were left. One-quarter of the munitions in the Gunpowder Depot were also left. Bai Wenwei originally thought the People's Party would move everything away; seeing the People's Party actually left so many things, he really couldn't believe it.

He sent people to investigate the "atrocities" of the People's Party last night again. The "victims" were less than two hundred people, and the families of the kidnapped technical personnel also admitted that the People's Party paid wages first. The families of these "victims" thought the People's Party and the Yuewang Society were in the same group; they begged the people of the Yuewang Society to let their family members go home first. They would definitely work for the Yuewang Society, but it shouldn't reach the point of arresting people, right?

The investigation result made the people of the Yuewang Society feel very incredible. And the great victory of completely seizing Anqing City immediately occupied the main attention of the Yuewang Society. Once power is in hand, orders are issued. The main cadres of the Yuewang Society immediately held a meeting to discuss the grand plan of how to establish a revolutionary regime, further overthrow the Manchu Qing, and establish a New China. As for the loss of less than two hundred people, in the view of these people, it was simply a trivial matter.

The only person who was furious was Qiu Jin. When Chen Ke invited her to dinner, he drugged the wine. Qiu Jin slept until the afternoon of the next day before waking up. When she found that all the students of her Girls' School were missing, she thought it was some other force doing bad things. It wasn't until February 4 that she confirmed that the person who did this bad thing was actually Chen Ke, whom she favored very much. This feeling of being betrayed made this strong and emotional female revolutionary burst into tears and sob uncontrollably.

The news that Anqing and Chizhou were seized by the revolutionary parties Yuewang Society and Guangfuhui spread like wildfire. By February 5, 1907, Wuhan and Nanjing both received the news. On February 6, Beijing and Shanghai received the news. On February 8, this news had spread to various cities along the Yangtze River. By February 10, the news reached Japan. The Tongmenghui in Japan immediately cheered thunderously. The Yuewang Society had joined the Tongmenghui; these comrades had occupied such a big city as Anqing, it seemed the success of the revolution was just around the corner. The Tongmenghui immediately sent telegrams and messages everywhere, and organized teams to return to China, preparing to participate in this revolution centered on Anqing.

For a time, various strange news circulated everywhere in the Yangtze River basin. Various irresponsible rumors became the main topic of conversation after tea and dinner. The cities occupied by the revolutionary army expanded from Anqing and Chizhou to Wuhan and Nanjing. Someone swore solemnly that they saw the revolutionary army waving white flags, wearing white helmets and white armor, holding wolf-tooth clubs, wearing mourning for Emperor Chongzhen, killing towards Shanghai, towards Hangzhou, towards Zhenjiang, towards Shaoxing. In short, the rivers and mountains of the Great Qing were about to perish.

But these were just rumors. Except for cities closing their gates and guarding strictly everywhere, nothing changed. The revolutionaries in Anqing and Chizhou fell into the dilemma of forming a new government. No matter how they crowned their comrades with various very revolutionary and very mighty titles, or talked big about various plans formulated before the success of the revolution, they had to face the predicament of insufficient manpower and ineffective organization.

And facing the "successful rebellion" of the Anqing revolutionary party, the Manchu Qing forces first thought of stabilizing their own territory and maintaining their own order. Searching and arresting local revolutionary parties. They had absolutely no plan to retake Anqing.

So, the situation of hundreds responding to a single call and beacon fires everywhere expected by the revolutionaries did not happen. Whether the Revolutionary Party or the Manchu Qing, both sides stared at each other blankly like this. With the arrival of the New Year, everyone's attention was focused on the Spring Festival. The imagined fierce revolutionary war did not break out. The situation actually calmed down like this.

February 12, 1907, was New Year's Eve. It was on this day that the main force of the People's Party finally arrived at Wabuhu. They boarded the fleet that came to meet them. On the second day of the Lunar New Year, the troops returned to the base area smoothly. This Battle of Anqing ended.
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Chapter 130: New Beginning (35)

In the dormitory of the female station in the Fengtai County military camp, Huang Yuyue wiped her face with a cloth towel in a pottery basin in the camp water room, and then combed her hair with a very rough wooden comb. This was the standard ration provided by the People's Party to the newly "invited" female teachers. The complete ration included two sets of dark blue military uniforms, two sets of underwear, shoes and socks. A wooden comb, a wooden pencil box, a toothbrush, and a small mirror. She never expected her life to undergo such a huge change ten days ago. When the People's Party attacked the city, Teacher Qiu Jin gathered everyone together. Looking at Teacher Qiu, who was valiant and heroic with a pistol in hand, everyone felt much more at ease. The sound of guns and cannons and shouting and killing rang all night. The girls gathered together, leaning on each other. Quite a few people started crying out of fear.

After the battle ended, the street was full of soldiers of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army wearing blue military uniforms, and everyone dared not go out. When the soldiers of the People's Party troops rushed in at night and roughly tied everyone up and took them away, the female students were terrified. Girls had heard stories of bad people kidnapping girls; this was also an important part of the stories girls sometimes told each other. But when this fate suddenly befell their own heads, the girls were all scared silly one by one. They had no ability to resist at all. Quite a few female students fainted on the spot from fear.

The girls spent the first night on horseback; the People's Party troops marched through the night. By the next morning, the girls who had been bumped all night were put down and slept for a morning in the tents of the camp. After being woken up at noon, what appeared in front of them was a team of soldiers with live ammunition. The leader was Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party.

Huang Yuyue could still clearly remember Chen Ke's speech at that time: "Hello everyone, I am Chen Ke, Chairman of the People's Party. I ordered you to be invited here. From now on, you are the female teachers hired by our People's Party. My purpose in hiring everyone is very simple; our base area has opened many schools and needs many female teachers. But now we don't have so many female teachers, so we had to invite everyone to participate in the work."

Hearing such an arrogant speech, the girls not only didn't feel at ease, but on the contrary, quite a few were scared to tears. Chen Ke didn't talk much nonsense either. "When coming this time, we brought some of everyone's clothes and daily necessities along the way. But in the haste, we didn't bring everything; everyone go collect your own things back." After speaking, Chen Ke ordered the troops to transport a pile of things moved from the Girls' School dormitory so that everyone could find their own luggage.

The girls never expected to be able to get their own things back; their hostility decreased slightly. Some girls begged Chen Ke, saying they didn't want their things, only asking to go home. Chen Ke laughed heartily: "Don't even mention this kind of request again. Our People's Party bore the bad name of robbing civilian women to invite you literate ladies here with difficulty. It is absolutely impossible to let you go back."

Surrounded by a group of soldiers and hearing such words, many girls simply burst into loud crying. Chen Ke didn't try to persuade them either, just leaving a sentence: "Whoever has cried enough, go eat."

Huang Yuyue didn't cry. As a fifteen-year-old girl, she was considered older in the Girls' School. Chen Ke's resolute attitude had already shown that they absolutely couldn't be released easily. If they wanted to go home, they could only wait for an opportunity to escape. And one couldn't escape on an empty stomach. So she was the first to stand up and go to eat.

In these years, girls who could attend Girls' Schools had very unusual backgrounds. Parents wouldn't let girls who looked like they had no future disgrace them in the Girls' School. Under the powerful deterrent force of the People's Party, although the girls also wept and sniffled, even the most determined girl only persisted in not eating for one day, and then they all submitted temporarily.

When the troops marched, they took quite good care of these girls. They could at least share a horse between two people, while others, including Chen Ke, all walked. But such preferential treatment was not without a price. Chen Ke announced to the girls that the People's Party did not allow foot-binding. Foot-binding was a devastation to women from body to spirit. The girls' foot-binding cloths were forcibly removed. regarding this point, Huang Yuyue herself supported it quite a bit in her heart. The Girls' School opened by Teacher Qiu Jin originally opposed foot-binding, but such things couldn't be completely forced. However, under Teacher Qiu's repeated inculcation, the girls also had great hatred for foot-binding. The People's Party used a compulsory way to liberate the girls' feet; actually, quite a few girls who had to bind their feet at home were secretly happy in their hearts.

The girls had never walked such a long way, climbing mountains and crossing ridges, and then taking a boat. If one must say, the scenery along the way and the mighty military appearance of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army were not annoying in the eyes of these girls. A very obvious change was that the army often sang military songs during the march to boost morale. These songs, healthy and upward from arrangement to lyrics, especially the song *My Motherland*, the girls heard a lot, and some even hummed along in a low voice when the troops sang this song. "A big river with wide waves, the wind blows the fragrance of rice flowers on both banks. My home is on the shore, used to hearing the boatman's chanty, used to seeing the white sails on the boat."

The students of Anqing Girls' School were all literate and lived by the river. Just listening to this song, it was as if they could see the appearance of their hometown. And an army that could sing such military songs shouldn't be bad people, right? Quite a few girls couldn't help thinking this way.

After arriving in Fengtai County, the girls were surprised to find that those who came to welcome them were actually some female soldiers. No matter how strictly the People's Party troops observed discipline and how polite and thoughtful they were to the girls, acting together with a large number of men was not something women were used to in itself. Seeing female companions, the girls seemed to find the feeling of living and studying under the leadership of Teacher Qiu Jin in the Girls' School again.

Today was the first day for everyone to attend class officially. Although she didn't know what the future would look like, Huang Yuyue knew very clearly that she could never return to the peaceful days in Anqing Girls' School. This was not based on any understanding of the revolution, but out of a very ordinary understanding. A girl was forcibly kidnapped; even if her family believed this bizarre experience after she returned home, outsiders would gossip no matter what, and future days would always be extremely difficult.

The teacher giving the lecture was You Gou. Her work was extremely busy, but she didn't refuse after receiving the order to serve as a teacher. "Students, my name is You Gou. From now on, you are students of the Fengtai County Normal School. We welcome everyone on behalf of the Base Area Ministry of Education." Because she learned Mandarin [Putonghua], You Gou's voice was very clear and bright. The girls looked at the valiant You Gou, and no one dared to make a sound.

"Students, the Minister of the Base Area Ministry of Education is now Mr. Yan Fu. Who among you has heard of or read *Evolution and Ethics*?"

Greatly exceeding You Gou's expectations, all the girls raised their hands timidly. Qiu Jin liked *Evolution and Ethics* very much and often talked about the principle of "natural selection and survival of the fittest" in the Girls' School. As a result, the girls also got to know the great names of *Evolution and Ethics* and Yan Fu.

"Our Minister of Education is Mr. Yan Fu who wrote *Evolution and Ethics*. When everyone graduates from school, you will work under Minister Yan Fu. I hope everyone studies hard and graduates early."

"Wen Qing, you just stuffed so many girls to me as subordinates?" Yan Fu asked Chen Ke.

Chen Ke nodded. "Asking me to train a batch of literate female teachers would take at least seven or eight years in the base area. Rather than waiting for that time, robbing people is more cost-effective."

"Wen Qing isn't afraid of the complaints from those girls' families?"

"Complaints? They complain now; when we liberate the whole of China, these people will know how lucky they are."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, even a serious person like Yan Fu couldn't help smiling.

Joking aside, Yan Fu was a bit strange that Chen Ke called him over so early in the morning. Moreover, Chen Ke's expression didn't look like he wanted to discuss constructive topics no matter how you looked at it. "Chairman Chen, what exactly is the matter for calling me here?"

Chen Ke's expression was very plain; this was his unique expression when considering problems with pure reason. When this expression appeared, some people always lost their lives. "This time we arrested a large batch of Manchu Qing officials. Among these officials, those with blood debts of the people on their hands will be executed after a public trial. Mr. Yan, you are familiar with officialdom; are there any people among them you think shouldn't die, and which ones are people we can use? I will treat them separately according to Mr. Yan's list."

Yan Fu already roughly understood Chen Ke's attitude towards killing these days. Chen Ke was not a bloodthirsty person. Every time he killed people, Chen Ke hoped to achieve the greatest political propaganda effect. Yan Fu quite agreed with this rather "Legalist" attitude. "Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner Feng Xu is known as a Jiangnan talent. Honest in office, and also a person who does things. Chairman Chen might as well use him. As for others, I haven't dealt with them and don't know what abilities they have. Shen Zengzhi has profound learning; might as well use him."

Chen Ke knew Yan Fu only wanted to save these two people, and had no intention of saving others at all. This statement was quite wise. Chen Ke was very satisfied. He laughed: "This matter can be handed over to Mr. Yan to handle. But I have a standard to clarify to Mr. Yan. Our government employs people differently from before; we are not recruiting surrenderers and accepting traitors. Even if these two people are willing to join the new government, I can't grant them official titles. Employment in the new government must be approved by the Organization Department. We don't keep staff advisors here. So Mr. Yan might as well tell them straight: if they are willing to devote themselves to the people's revolution, either start from the grassroots level; if they feel they can't lose face, we have formed a Literature and History Office, whose work is to translate those classical Chinese texts into vernacular. It also fits the name of these two talents."

Hearing this, Yan Fu felt these two would probably choose to go to the Literature and History Office. They were both high officials; they certainly couldn't lower their faces to start as grassroots clerks.

"Oh, right. I remembered another thing." Chen Ke suddenly became excited. "Mr. Yan, these two are both talents. You might as well tell them there is a job that can leave a name in history, and see if they are willing to do it."

Seeing Chen Ke so excited, Yan Fu also became curious about this "job that leaves a name in history."

Coming out from Chen Ke's place, Yan Fu took Feng Xu out of the big prison with the order signed by Chen Ke. Feng Xu knew Yan Fu; although he was very puzzled about Yan Fu joining the revolutionary party, Feng Xu didn't say much. Yan Fu first took Feng Xu to wash his face and change clothes. Feng Xu didn't care about changing into short clothes. In this era, short clothes were worn by people doing physical labor. Yan Fu observed Feng Xu's expression; at least on Feng Xu's face, he couldn't see any look of feeling insulted because of wearing short clothes. This self-restraint was quite different.

Yan Fu took Feng Xu towards his residence. As soon as he entered the door, Feng Xu saw Shen Zengzhi sitting in the room. Seeing Feng Xu come in wearing the People's Party's dark blue short-clothed uniform, Shen Zengzhi thought his eyes were blurred. He looked carefully for a long time before asking tentatively: "Is it Brother Feng?"

"Exactly. Brother Shen is also here." Feng Xu said with a smile.

Feng Xu was not surprised to see the captured Shen Zengzhi; the People's Party had fought all the way to Anqing, so Shouzhou, which was close at hand to Fengtai County, absolutely couldn't be fine. But Shen Zengzhi never expected that Feng Xu, who was far away in Anqing, actually appeared here. His voice trembled a bit. "How come Brother Feng is here?"

Feng Xu's embarrassment lasted only for a moment; he quickly returned to his previous free and easy appearance. Feng Xu laughed: "The reason I came here is probably the same as Brother Shen."

"New Army Vice Commander Pu Guanshui defected to the People's Party; Pu Guanshui led people to raid Shouzhou, so I was captured. Could it be... could it be that the People's Party raided Anqing?" Shen Zengzhi still dared not believe the People's Party actually dared to go thousands of miles to fight Anqing.

"Pu Guanshui defected to the People's Party?" This was the first time Feng Xu heard this news, but Feng Xu didn't care about such trivial matters anymore. He admitted openly: "This time the People's Party didn't raid, but attacked Anqing directly, and took Anqing in just one night."

"Such a famous city as Anqing fell in just one night?" Shen Zengzhi couldn't believe his ears at all.

Seeing Shen Zengzhi so shocked, Feng Xu laughed loudly: "Yes, the good disciple taught by Yan Jidao. Traveling thousands of miles by boat to raid, taking Anqing overnight. In the future, this history book will definitely write a big stroke. I was captured by Yan Jidao's disciple; maybe I can appear as a foil, which counts as leaving a name in history. Haha, haha."

Shen Zengzhi was quite indignant about being deceived by Pu Guanshui leading to capture. Hearing Feng Xu's words, he suddenly felt this humiliation was nothing. The People's Party's strength had reached such a level; even if they attacked Shouzhou hard, Shen Zengzhi couldn't resist.

Feng Xu ignored Shen Zengzhi anymore. He turned his head and said to Yan Fu: "Jidao, you took me, an old man, out of the big prison; presumably you want to persuade me to surrender."

"Exactly. But I think it is not entirely persuading surrender. Chairman Chen Ke of the People's Party has a great event that will leave a name in history and wants to ask you two to do it."

Feng Xu laughed: "I am an old captive; even if you kill me, I can't learn to be Fang Xiaoru. Jidao, you just say it straight."

Hearing Feng Xu ask this, Yan Fu said seriously: "I am now the Minister of Education of the base area. Because we want to implement compulsory education, that is, the system where school-age children must go to school, the Ministry of Education needs to compile a *New China Dictionary*. Unlike the *Kangxi Dictionary*, it uses simplified characters, easy to learn and recognize. Both brothers are talents and know much more about characters than I do. This *New China Dictionary* is the official dictionary. When we seize national power, all official characters must be characters in the dictionary. And the names of the compilers will be on the title page of the dictionary."

Hearing this, both Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi's faces changed greatly. Shen Zengzhi's face was full of mocking expression; after a while, he finally couldn't help saying a phrase: "A monkey wearing a hat."

Feng Xu said seriously instead: "A victory in Anqing is certainly a stroke of genius, but Jidao, you are now just living in a corner. Wanting to seize the world is probably extremely difficult. Why be so anxious to do these superficial works?"

Yan Fu said to Feng Xu with a serious attitude: "Superficial works? Compiling a dictionary is not for face." After speaking, Yan Fu took out a stack of manuscripts and handed two of them to the two great scholars opposite.

Feng Xu looked at the title, which read "Silkworm Raising Method" in four characters. The whole article was vernacular written in simplified characters. It used Western-style horizontal writing from left to right, describing the growth characteristics of silkworms and how to raise silkworms. reading it was very boring. But after reading it, Feng Xu felt he had an understanding of the general process of raising silkworms. About how silkworms grow, shed skin several times, and what change characteristics each stage has, this article wrote very seriously.

"This handwriting is not very good." Feng Xu said with a smile.

"This is the handwriting of People's Party Chairman Chen Ke. Chen Wenqing also claims his writing is like flies crawling on paper." Yan Fu laughed.

Feng Xu shook his head slightly. "It's not that unbearable; just wrote a lot and practiced little. I see the person who wrote this has a very peaceful heart, just not focused on practicing calligraphy. Copying more copybooks should bring progress."

Yan Fu was not satisfied with Feng Xu's fair evaluation. He probed: "Brother Feng only looks at the handwriting, but not the content?"

"I was just about to ask Jidao to explain what this means."

"We People's Party teach books entirely for use. We stress neither textual parallelism nor rhythmic neatness. This article is called expository writing. People who have read books just need to understand these expository writings and various notices. So not much is needed; attending four years of primary school, recognizing 1500 characters, learning basic common sense, and being able to understand these texts is enough."

"Oh? Not reading poetry and books?" Feng Xu asked curiously.

"There is a little basic narration, but the main content is to be able to read and understand many government announcements and expository texts through recognition. As for understanding, reading more things, one will naturally have some understanding. That's why simplified characters need to be promoted."

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Feng Xu was even more curious. "Then what is the use of reading books? Just for use, not for understanding principles?"

"Brother Feng and Brother Shen might as well look at this article." Yan Fu said and took out Chen Ke's new work *Kong Yiji*.

Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi were both talents, able to read ten lines at a glance. They finished reading in a moment. Shen Zengzhi sneered: "If according to what is written in the book, what meaning is there in reading books? It's just alarmist talk."

Feng Xu was not so intense. "Haha, according to what this text says, a completely simplified *New China Dictionary* is not useless. At least everyone doesn't need to learn the four ways of writing 'Hui' [fennel]. This was also written by Chen Ke, right? Reading it feels pitiful, but very mean."

"This text is originally a tool. Our People's Party Ministry of Education's goal is simple: let everyone live a better life by recognizing characters. As for understanding principles, that comes later."

"Not for understanding principles, what is the use of reading books?" Shen Zengzhi was already a bit angry. "Jidao, you are helping a tyrant to do evil. Reading books just for profit, what is the difference from merchants? Moreover, the characters used in this book are all simplified characters, looking crude and vulgar."

Yan Fu was already very dissatisfied with Shen Zengzhi blindly singing a different tune. He retorted hard: "Understanding principles is naturally the reasoning of our People's Party. Let alone recognizing 1500 characters. Even if illiterate, one can still understand principles. Confucius also said, 'When rites are lost, seek them in the wild.' The common people are not that unbearable. Moreover, Brother Shen thinks simplified characters are crude and vulgar; presumably, it is very easy for common people to learn. What we want is easy to learn and remember; whether it is crude or not is not within consideration."

Seeing Yan Fu and Shen Zengzhi about to quarrel, Feng Xu waved his hand. "I understand Jidao's meaning. I, an old prisoner, naturally have no choice. If it is just compiling a *New China Dictionary*, I can do it."

"Then Brother Feng..." Yan Fu hurriedly wanted to continue persuading.

Feng Xu waved his hand to interrupt Yan Fu. "I appreciate Jidao's kindness. But if the Great Qing is not destroyed, I will not surrender. No matter what, I am a subject of the Manchu Qing. Before the Manchu Qing is destroyed, I really cannot defect to others."

"Then why does Brother Feng accept this task of compiling the dictionary?" Shen Zengzhi was very puzzled about this.

"Books with the same script, carts with the same track. Since Chen Ke has such a mind, his capacity is really unusual. Moreover, with Jidao responsible for this matter, it shouldn't be done too badly. I once thought of popularizing education in Anhui, but it was really beyond my ability. Regardless of what thoughts Chen Ke, Chen Wenqing, has, letting the common people recognize characters is a good thing after all. Above I cannot repay the Court; at least I do some practical things for the common people. Moreover, since this person Chen Wenqing said I can leave a name in history through this dictionary, I might as well try it."

Yan Fu couldn't help advising: "Brother Feng, don't you want to shed this prisoner status?"

Feng Xu smiled at Yan Fu. "Jidao taking me out of the big prison presumably has already taken risks. I cannot refuse Jidao's kindness. But I still say that word: if the Qing Court is not destroyed, I will not defect to others. Not for anything else, just for my own peace of mind."

Seeing Feng Xu so firm, Yan Fu didn't force it anymore. "Brother Shen, your Bronze and Stone [Jinshi] calligraphy style is famous all over the world. I can only entrust the copying matter to you, Brother Shen."

Since Feng Xu had already expressed his attitude, Shen Zengzhi was unwilling to talk about foolish loyalty anymore; saying so would be blatantly mocking Feng Xu. Shen Zengzhi still respected Feng Xu very much. He said somewhat angrily: "I only copy; I absolutely will not participate in editing. My name absolutely cannot be written on that title page."

regarding Shen Zengzhi's stubbornness, Yan Fu didn't advise anymore. "Then I will go reply to Chairman Chen Ke."
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Chapter 131: New Beginning (36)

The People's Party held many meetings; Chen Ke himself did not deny this. Without meetings, how could they communicate with each other? How could they confirm the completion of work? Although meetings were annoying, it was absolutely impossible not to hold meetings.

Early in the morning on the fourth day of the Lunar New Year, the meeting hall of the People's Party Central Committee in Fengtai County was already full of people. The main force of the troops returned to the base area two days ago. The comrades who went out to fight in the Battle of Anqing and the comrades who stayed behind in the base area met slightly. But everyone had their own urgent things to do, and only today could they gather together to talk properly. Because of worrying that some people in the refugee camp might have "their own ideas" after seeing large-scale troop movements, the troops were relatively low-key when they set out. Now that they had won a great victory, the comrades who participated in the battle were naturally in high spirits.

War can greatly purify the relationship between people. Whether it makes everyone recognize each other or makes everyone hostile to each other, after experiencing the life and death test of war, the relationship between comrades-in-arms participating in the war will change greatly. Chai Qingguo didn't get along well with Pu Guanshui before. But now he stood with Pu Guanshui and laughed to the comrades who stayed behind: "The operational plan was led by Pu Guanshui. I originally wanted to storm the West City, but this kid Pu Guanshui still said we must abide by the operational plan. I thought what he said made sense, so I took the horse team to the north of the city. Before our horse team went two li, Pu Guanshui started storming the West City himself."

Pu Guanshui knew Chai Qingguo was quite brooding about this matter. He could understand the regret of Chai Qingguo, a "fierce general," for not being able to command the storming of the West City personally. However, even now, Pu Guanshui didn't think storming the West City was necessarily correct. In the Battle of Anqing, the New Army's fighting will was very problematic, plus they were unprepared for the sudden war, so they were beaten into fallen flowers and flowing water. Even if the New Army had such problems of fighting will and battlefield maladaptation, when the remaining hundreds of New Army soldiers began to resist stubbornly in the military camp, the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army was still blocked. If Chen Ke hadn't immediately come up with a solution, wanting to attack into the New Army military camp would not have been so smooth.

Although thinking so, Pu Guanshui didn't think he should pour cold water now. At least through the Battle of Anqing, the relationship between Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui had significantly improved. Pu Guanshui originally didn't plan to have conflicts with Chai Qingguo. It wasn't easy to stop being looked at with white eyes by Chai Qingguo; Pu Guanshui felt there was no need to speak his mind now.

Hua Xiongmao arrived relatively late. As soon as he entered the door, he heard Chai Qingguo bragging here. He laughed: "Brigade Commander Chai, listening to your meaning, are you saying the operational plan was not formulated well?"

This was not Hua Xiongmao agreeing with Chai Qingguo. In the siege of Anqing, Chai Qingguo and Pu Guanshui in the west of the city led one side alone. Hua Xiongmao and Zhang Yu fought under Chen Ke's direct command. And the performance of the West City Detachment could be said to be quite eye-catching. Not only did they subdue the Cavalry and Artillery Camp, but they also climbed onto the city wall with minimal cost, completely breaking the enemy's defense system. In this regard, Chai Qingguo's war merit could be considered number one. Although at the temporary combat summary meeting held on the way back, everyone agreed that this victory was built on the comprehensive superiority of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army from training to preparation, when Hua Xiongmao asked himself, he had to admit that he was a bit jealous of Chai Qingguo's war merit. Hearing Chai Qingguo bragging, he couldn't help pouring a little cold water.

Contrary to Hua Xiongmao's expectations, Chai Qingguo did not deny it arrogantly. He didn't boast reservedly at all, but said convincingly: "Chairman Chen formulated the operational plan really well. When I fought in Hebei and Shandong back then, encountering the Beiyang Army and foreign devils, everyone just buried their heads and charged; where was there any plan? As a result, every time fighting started, I felt I was wrong. I never encountered such a thing as in Anqing where the more we fought, the smoother it went. I, Old Chai, am convinced by Chairman Chen."

When Chai Qingguo said this, Hua Xiongmao didn't know what to say; saying more would be superfluous. He could only laugh loudly. "You, Old Chai, are indeed better at fighting than us; after all, you were a person who led thousands of brothers a few years ago. Under the leadership of our Chairman Chen, Old Chai, you will definitely become a famous general of the current age."

"I don't care about being a famous general or not. As long as I can destroy the Beiyang Army in the future and beat all foreign devils out of China. Avenging the brothers of those years, I, Old Chai, will be satisfied."

"There will definitely be this day. Old Chai, rest assured." Hua Xiongmao said.

While speaking, Chen Ke had already entered the conference hall. The comrades of the People's Party Central Committee immediately terminated their conversation. Those originally sitting all stood up, and those originally standing immediately stood straight facing Chen Ke. The military officers saluted Chen Ke seriously in unison.

The Battle of Anqing could be said to be a battle promoted by Chen Ke single-handedly. Before fighting, the comrades of the troops in the Central Committee only knew that this battle would be very difficult, but exactly how difficult it could be was only realized from paper when the Military Commission led the Staff Department to formulate the operational plan. Quite a few comrades in the troops were uneasy when setting out. Most cadres and soldiers had never experienced a battle with such a long march and such complex combat deployment and unfolding in their lives. Many people still felt as if they had a dream today, returning to the base area after the Anqing campaign won a comprehensive victory. Did I really travel a thousand li? Marched with sails and oars in the Yangtze River where I had never been? Fought bloody battles in a big city called Anqing by the Yangtze River, and won a great victory? Although it was only an experience more than ten days ago, many people could only clearly remember various difficult details in specific actions, but the feeling of this battle itself was a very vague concept.

But the spoils transported back were real. More than three thousand rifles, one hundred thousand jin of gunpowder, hundreds of thousands of bullets and more than a hundred thousand shell casings—these were all real. Those mechanical equipment, various metal objects, as well as hundreds of thousands of taels of gold and silver and millions of silver dollars—these were also real. The comrades participating in the battle worked incredibly hard along the way to transport these materials. And the comrades staying behind in the base area were equally dumbfounded when receiving this batch of materials. The warehouse, which always kept no overnight materials, was now piled full.

The root of all this was that the comrades followed the Chairman Chen Ke in front of them to engage in revolution, so everyone could experience such an incredible experience. Seeing this Chen Ke who created mythical achievements, everyone couldn't help feeling deep respect.

"Happy New Year, everyone." Chen Ke didn't mind the attitude of his subordinates. He walked to the chairman's position, first cupped his hands, "Happy New Year, everyone. I pay a New Year call to everyone."

"Happy New Year, Chairman Chen." The comrades immediately said all at once.

"Sit, sit, hurry up and have the meeting. There are as many things behind as hairs on a cow; we have to hurry up." Chen Ke sat down while speaking. The comrades of the People's Party Central Committee originally wanted to say more New Year greetings, but hearing Chen Ke say this, they hurried to their seats and sat down. There was a rumbling sound of tables and chairs in the conference hall.

Chen Ke's opening remarks were very urgent. "The plan for a year lies in spring. Although everyone has just finished fighting and is very tired and hard-working. But I can't let everyone rest; we have to hurry up and work. Before attacking Anqing, I said that if we don't attack Anqing now, we are dead for sure. Having attacked Anqing, we have a year of strategic initiative time. Comrades, if we don't do well this year, everyone will fall into a very dangerous situation. At that time, the Manchu Qing will besiege us on all sides, and we ourselves will lack clothes and grain; life will be unspeakably bitter. So everyone must work hard to survive this year first."

If it were before, someone would always ask questions about Chen Ke's words. But after Chen Ke finished speaking this time, the conference hall was silent; all participating comrades listened with rapt attention. Since the comrades followed Chen Ke, Chen Ke's predictions were all fulfilled, and all planned actions succeeded. Especially the success of the Battle of Anqing gave everyone an indescribable sense of trust in Chen Ke. Everyone knew that they simply couldn't formulate such a huge plan themselves; without Chen Ke, they couldn't even imagine such a plan.

The People's Party didn't like to engage in secret plans. As long as they were comrades of a certain level—more specifically, the Central Committee comrades who could sit in this conference hall today—they could contact the full content of the plan. This plan was formulated and perfected by these comrades painstakingly personally after Chen Ke filed the case. So they knew even better that without Chen Ke, relying solely on these people in the conference hall, they absolutely couldn't do it. That was not only a gap in ability, but also a gap in strategic view and spirit. Because they knew these clearly, the comrades were truly sincerely convinced.

regarding such changes, Chen Ke didn't know whether he should be happy or unhappy. He always thought the People's Party still lacked sufficient cohesion. The cohesion of a revolutionary party should be produced by loyalty to revolutionary concepts. That is, the "Communist's broad mind" that appeared countless times in novels, TV dramas, and movies of later generations. When Chen Ke watched these film and literary works back then, every time he encountered such "heroic words," he inevitably felt some goosebumps. After he personally embarked on the road of revolution, Chen Ke suddenly discovered that his request for comrades was actually just for them to become a true party member and possess the "Communist's broad mind."

The two major foundations of the socialist and communist systems are science and democracy. Despite being very tired of "revolutionary heroic words," Chen Ke finally chose Marx and Grandpa Mao as the objects of his pursuit in political and philosophical views. Wasn't it because in the existing ideological system, what these two pointed out was the most correct?

Chen Ke's parents had a friend who did business, and the business was huge. Whenever encountering setbacks in business and feeling at the end of their rope, the couple would secretly sing *The Internationale* at home. "There has never been a savior, nor do we believe in gods or emperors. To create the future of the people, we can only rely on ourselves." If they couldn't drum up courage after singing once, they would sing again. Until they could cheer up. After singing the vigorous and self-improving *The Internationale*, the couple would read Grandpa Mao's *On Contradiction* and *On Methodology* aloud again, and begin to look for principal contradictions and secondary contradictions calmly. They started from a small ordinary shop, and later sat on billions of assets. When talking about the secret of their wealth, the evaluation was "We just learned the thoughts of Marx and Grandpa Mao."

Even a businessman with only a high school education knew to get rich by following the concepts of scientific socialism. If these revolutionary party comrades in front of him were just confused by superficial success and fell into the wrong path of blind faith or unwarranted worship, then Chen Ke couldn't help but be disappointed.

But if one must say, that senior businessman also experienced countless difficulties and hardships, countless reflections and struggles, to have the achievements later. Compared with him, these young party members of the People's Party in front of him were still too tender and experienced too little. Mencius said: "Thus, when Heaven is about to confer a great office on any man, it first exercises his mind with suffering, and his sinews and bones with toil. It exposes his body to hunger, and subjects him to extreme poverty. It confounds his undertakings. By all these methods it stimulates his mind, hardens his nature, and supplies his incompetencies." Up to now, these comrades hadn't even experienced the feeling of despair. Expecting them to really possess the "Communist's broad mind" now was absolutely unscientific. This was against Marx and Grandpa Mao's thoughts.

Chen Ke swallowed the words about ideological education he originally wanted to say back into his stomach and continued to arrange work. First was the summary meeting. The Battle of Anqing ended victoriously, and the military summary meeting was held on the way back from Anqing to the base area. More detailed summary work was expected to end in a month. The comrades of the Military Commission expressed agreement without objection.

Next was the commendation meeting. Now that even Anqing had been fought, pretending to be "good citizens" was meaningless. In this commendation rally, the emerging combat heroes would be draped in red and colorful sashes, leading parades in the base area. Tell the common people of Fengtai County that we can not only attack Anqing but also win. But Chen Ke himself didn't like holding celebrations very much; he hoped comrades could volunteer to do this job well. The vast majority of the People's Party were young people. Hearing about holding this commendation rally, the mood of worshiping Chen Ke was immediately replaced by the expectation of being in the spotlight. After all, the meeting habit in the People's Party was democratic speech. The comrades gradually returned to their usual habits and began to propose many ideas.

After listening enough to the various irresponsible ideas proposed by the beaming young comrades, Chen Ke simply made the final decision forcibly, entrusting this work to Shang Yuan. Comrades could discuss with Shang Yuan after the meeting if they had suggestions. Since Chen Ke made the decision, the comrades didn't argue anymore.

Seeing everyone agreed to this idea, Chen Ke continued: "These celebration activities can be discussed slowly, but there is one thing we cannot delay. We must hold a memorial service for the comrades who died in battle. The memorial service must be planned immediately and held before the celebration. In the campaign to attack Anqing, one hundred and twenty-two cadres and soldiers sacrificed in Anqing City. Among the more than two hundred injured cadres and soldiers, another fifteen people died due to serious injuries up to now. To mourn these one hundred and thirty-seven sacrificed comrades, a memorial service must be held."

Mentioning this issue, the originally beaming comrades looked much dimmer. When the troops attacked Anqing City, 3,000 troops were invested, and the casualties exceeded one-tenth. Because the battle presented a one-sided mode, everyone's blood boiled during the battle. After the comrades around fell, it only aroused the emotion of sharing hatred of the enemy among cadres and soldiers, and stimulated the will to fight. At the post-war summary meeting, everyone really felt a kind of fear after seeing the numbers. One out of every nine people was injured, and one out of every twenty-one people sacrificed their lives. Moreover, the assault team bore the greatest casualties; the proportion of party members and activists for joining the party in the assault team was extremely high. It almost reached sixty percent. The number of formal party members and formal probationary party members of the People's Party was less than a thousand now. That is to say, nearly one-tenth of the formal and probationary party members of the People's Party sacrificed in this battle.

The People's Party was small in scale now, and party members almost all knew each other. This proportion of sacrifice made everyone feel very uncomfortable in their hearts.

Lu Huitian managed civil affairs; he spoke first: "We must give generous compensation. We can't let the families of these martyrs feel we are not meaningful enough."

Quite a few people expressed agreement directly. Some even began to propose how to compensate and what the amount of compensation should be. Quite a few people also looked up at Chen Ke, hoping to judge what the amount of compensation should be from Chen Ke's expression. A large sum of money was transported back from Anqing this time; Anqing had a Coinage Bureau, and millions of silver dollars alone were transported back. Everyone could afford this bit of compensation money.

But what everyone saw from Chen Ke's expression was a coldness only present when denying. This made quite a few comrades even suspect if they saw it wrong. For a time, the discussion actually stopped slowly. The comrades all looked at Chen Ke, waiting for him to speak.

"We revolutionize to establish a new system. The basis of this new system is developing productive forces and making everyone's life better. If a life can be bought with a few coins, then are the lives of these sacrificed comrades only worth this much money? Did the parents of the sacrificed comrades work hard to raise their children just to let them receive this bit of compensation after losing their lives? Moreover, we cannot but admit one thing: money is useful. Some people can take risks for a little money. Just to sell their lives for this bit of money. If our team is filled with such a group of desperadoes, do you think it is appropriate?"

Some comrades thought Chen Ke's words were quite reasonable, while some thought that with the joining of desperadoes, the army might not lack combat effectiveness. Moreover, if compensation could solve the problem, things would be much easier. Instead, the comrades of the political work system were responsible for ideological work; they supported Chen Ke's words quite a bit. He Zudao spoke first: "I support Chairman Chen's attitude. The sacrificed comrades were for establishing a new society, a new world where everyone doesn't starve or freeze. If compensation is just treated as buying lives, that would be underestimating these comrades too much."

Xiong Mingyang performed extremely well in this battle. He led the assault team to climb the city and fight, and defeated the enemy's troop concentration in the west of the city. He killed and captured many enemies. The assault team of more than twenty people originally had only twelve people left in the end, and these twelve people were almost all wounded. The casualty ratio was second to none in the entire army. Even Xiong Mingyang's arm was hit by a stray bullet; now the arm was still bandaged with gauze and hung in a sling on his chest.

"Correct. Our People's Party members and troop officers and soldiers all believe that following our People's Party has hope, so they went to fight. If they were just plotting to sell their lives for money, how good it would be to stay safely in the base area. Why go to fight, why bleed and sacrifice? I don't agree with compensating sacrificed comrades by buying lives."

Hearing this, everyone's eyes turned back to Chen Ke's face.
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"Whether a regime has a place in the hearts of the people, the most direct standard is whether the people believe that this regime can exist for a long time. This compensation must absolutely not be turned into a short-term life-buying type of compensation. Systematic compensation must be formulated. Otherwise, we will let down these comrades who sacrificed for the revolution." Chen Ke's words were categorical. The cadres of the political work system listened with solemn faces; quite a few people couldn't help nodding slightly.

Lu Huitian managed civil affairs; he asked first: "Chairman Chen, what is the principle of this systematic compensation?" Comrades engaged in civil affairs and construction work agreed with this question very much. Everyone's eyes fell on Lu Huitian first, and then turned to Chen Ke. It was no longer a secret in the People's Party Central Committee that Shang Yuan, who was originally in charge of government work, was going to work in Hebei. Since the top leader of administrative work was leaving, someone must be promoted to this position. Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu were both in charge of civil affairs work, but everyone knew clearly that Yuwen Badu could sit in a position of this level more because he was a native of Fengtai County; he was allowed to take this position to make the common people of Fengtai County feel close to the People's Party.

Whether in terms of seniority, prestige, or ability, Yuwen Badu was far inferior to Lu Huitian. Everyone believed that once Shang Yuan left the base area, Lu Huitian would inevitably become the new government leader. Especially in this Battle of Anqing, Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, and others left the base area; the comrades remaining in the base area were basically engaged in civil affairs and construction work, and everyone subconsciously followed Lu Huitian.

"I think the amount of compensation need not be too high. If the martyr is unmarried, the compensation will be issued to his parents. If married, the compensation will be issued to the martyr's wife. If there are no parents or wife, only children, the compensation will be issued to the martyr's children. Moreover, compensation should not be issued in silver or silver dollars. We are about to open a bank; compensation will be issued in Renminbi [RMB]. We will discuss the specific amount specially after the meeting. The key now is to reflect systematic compensation in the spring plowing that is about to start immediately. First, the troops must help the families of local martyrs cultivate land to make up for the losses of the martyrs' families. Second, we will soon establish some new government departments and open some factories. When recruiting new personnel, under the same conditions, priority should be given to recruiting martyrs' families. However, besides this, martyrs' families cannot have any political privileges. Since what we want to establish is a new system where everyone is equal and there are no people who gain without labor, there shouldn't be anyone possessing political privileges different from others."

The comrades felt there was no problem after hearing the method proposed by Chen Ke. Some comrades had already started asking Chen Ke for more detailed execution methods. Like other comrades, Lu Huitian agreed very much with the solution proposed by Chen Ke. But he couldn't help feeling a little lost in his heart. This time Chen Ke commanded the Battle of Anqing personally, and two of the seven Standing Committee members went. The civil affairs work of the base area was handed over to Lu Huitian and Yuwen Badu. In the eyes of others, it was only a matter of time before Lu Huitian took over Shang Yuan's position. But Lu Huitian didn't think so, because Chen Ke handed over the party affairs work to Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen had been responsible for work in Shanghai for the past year and had no influence in the Fengtai County Base Area; most new comrades in the base area hadn't even heard of Qi Huishen's name. But Lu Huitian knew very well that among the more senior comrades, Qi Huishen still had high prestige. What's more, Chen Ke assigned Qi Huishen to be responsible for party affairs, and the status of party affairs work was higher than government work. That is to say, if Chen Ke met with an accident in Anqing, Qi Huishen would take over the power of the People's Party.

Honestly speaking, Lu Huitian absolutely did not hope for any mishaps to happen to Chen Ke. But he couldn't fully accept the fact that Qi Huishen's status still overrode him no matter what. If Chen Ke hoped Qi Huishen would take over the position left after Shang Yuan left, Lu Huitian absolutely couldn't stop it either.

Because he had something on his mind, Lu Huitian didn't listen much to everyone's discussion. When his attention finally concentrated, he heard He Zudao ask: "Comrade Wu Liuyi only has a widowed mother at home; what to do in this situation?"

Chen Ke didn't even think and answered immediately: "Then recruit Comrade Wu Liuyi's mother into our government unit and arrange a job Mother Wu can bear. For Mother Wu, we will support her in life and bury her in death."

Fewer and fewer comrades asked questions. Lu Huitian gritted his teeth secretly, plucked up his courage, and raised a question: "Chairman Chen, now that the base area has expanded to this extent, should we consider moving the capital of the base area to another place?"

Originally, some comrades of the Central Committee were asking Chen Ke questions, and some were discussing in low voices. Hearing Lu Huitian's words, everyone fell silent. Quite a few people looked at Lu Huitian with surprised eyes. Lu Huitian knew he had become the focus; suppressing the excitement and a little unease in his heart, he looked at Chen Ke intently.

This was the first time Lu Huitian proposed a suggestion after his own careful consideration. In the past, it wasn't that no comrades took the initiative to raise questions about strategy, but at that time everyone had no practical work experience, plus encountering an unprecedented flood, the views proposed by everyone were quite unreliable. Chen Ke could easily refute these views every time, and then execute his opinions unwaveringly. These things accumulated one by one, achieving Chen Ke's status today. Even for a plan as unreliable looking beforehand as the thousand-li raid to attack Anqing, comrades dared not oppose when Chen Ke proposed it.

Of course, the victory of the Battle of Anqing took Chen Ke's prestige to a higher level. The little bit of opposition in comrades' hearts originally had now turned into a mentality of supporting Chen Ke even more.

Lu Huitian, a student by origin, had the same attitude towards these things as everyone else, from trusting Chen Ke to trusting him more. But after working in government affairs for so long, Lu Huitian suddenly realized one thing. In government work, at least within the People's Party, there are only two ways to gain status. The first is to become a firm diehard of Chen Ke like He Zudao. In this regard, Lu Huitian felt he couldn't compare to He Zudao. It wasn't that He Zudao had any special ability to flatter, but Lu Huitian knew he could absolutely not accept the things proposed by Chen Ke completely like He Zudao.

For example, Chen Ke repeatedly mentioned "Serve the People." Lu Huitian didn't oppose this concept either. But what Lu Huitian accepted was the concept of "Serve the People" interpreted by Chen Ke from an administrative perspective: "Only by mastering the power to serve the people and making the people unable to leave the services provided by our People's Party can we master the hearts of the people and political power."

And He Zudao executed the concept of "Serve the People" from another angle, that is, from the angle of politics and party spirit. He always had extreme patience to understand the people, understand the ordinary soldiers in the army, and really could look at problems from the perspective of the ordinary grassroots, and then solve problems. Lu Huitian admitted he absolutely couldn't do this point.

For Lu Huitian, what he had to maintain first was the smooth operation of government departments, so that the government-led work in the base area could be executed smoothly. From this perspective, what Lu Huitian had to do was to order, to dominate. So Lu Huitian didn't think he could gain status by becoming Chen Ke's diehard like He Zudao.

If he couldn't be like He Zudao, then the only way to gain status was to become a representative figure leading a certain policy. That is to say, Lu Huitian must become a figure representing the ideas of some comrades in the Party. And the migration of the People's Party's capital was the policy most likely to change greatly at this stage.

After seizing Fengyang Prefecture, the main work of the People's Party that followed was to conduct the Anqing campaign. Now that the Anqing campaign ended smoothly, and after the ruling center of the Manchu Qing in Anhui was uprooted, it was very necessary for the administrative center of the People's Party to move to a new area. During the days when Chen Ke led the troops away from the base area, the party cadres staying in the base area discussed this a lot in private. The comrades staying behind had a general "consensus" on this: Fengtai County was not suitable to be the capital of the new base area. The general view was that Fengyang Prefecture was the suitable new capital. Even if not moving to Fengyang Prefecture, at least the capital should be moved to Shouzhou City. On this matter, a large part of the comrades hoped to enter the city rather than stay in the countryside. Of course, this reason was also very sufficient. If Fengyang Prefecture was too far, Shouzhou City was close at hand to the Fengtai County Base Area. Fengtai County was originally a territory carved out from Shouzhou; setting the capital in Shouzhou was far more appealing than in Fengtai County.

From Chen Ke's expression, it could be seen that Lu Huitian's suggestion was greatly beyond Chen Ke's expectations. And the uncontrollable joy on the faces of many comrades also let Lu Huitian know that his suggestion indeed had many supporters.

Chen Ke frowned slightly, elbows on the table, ten fingers slowly crossed together, supporting his chin with two thumbs. Watching Chen Ke's appearance, the comrades all thought Chen Ke would fall into deep thought. Unexpectedly, Chen Ke just breathed heavily twice and returned to his upright sitting posture. "No. We don't have the capital to enter the city yet. Rural areas encircling the cities; build the new countryside well first before talking about entering the city."

These words heavily struck the enthusiasm of many comrades; it was obvious that a look of disappointment slid across many people's faces. Chen Ke didn't want to say more critical words either. Young people all want to enter the city. If Chen Ke were not a transmigrator, in his eyes, the cities of 1907, regardless of scale, were really crude and vulgar; Chen Ke himself might want to enter the city even more.

"Next task, we need to establish a new economic system led by banks. All comrades must receive theoretical knowledge training tentatively scheduled for two days. What is small peasant economy, what is the idea of industrialized capital operation. This training is very important. All comrades in the Party, government, and military departments must receive training. No leave is allowed for any excuse. So everyone hurry up and arrange your work; training starts officially the morning after tomorrow."

The effect of Chen Ke's words was not too great; quite a few comrades were still immersed in the disappointment of not being able to enter the city. The reaction to the important training was not strong. Seeing that the basic work was over, Chen Ke announced the meeting adjourned.

Under the overtime work of the engineering troops, plus the use of bricks and cement, a simple Martyrs' Cemetery was finally built before the memorial service began. In the small square in front of the Martyrs' Cemetery, the memorial service was held on the sixth day of the Lunar New Year. The memorial service was solemn and simple. All leaders of the Party, government, and military, the families of sacrificed officers and soldiers in Fengtai County, and all troop officers and soldiers in the Fengtai County Base Area attended the memorial service. Besides these people, there were also the remains of the martyrs at the venue.

After the Battle of Anqing, there was a small internal debate in the frontline Military Commission regarding the issue of martyrs' remains. In previous battles attacking forts, because the overall scale was small and the number of sacrificed soldiers was very limited, the soldiers' remains were transported back to the base area. The remains of soldiers in the Battle of Anqing couldn't be counted as particularly many, but because the distance from the base area was far, and the fleet was already stuffed with captured materials, it was simply impossible to transport more soldiers' remains. The land transport troops also had a huge transport volume, making it very difficult to carry soldiers' remains. Should they cremate the soldiers' remains and transport them back, or simply bury them near Anqing temporarily? Although everyone wanted to transport comrades-in-arms home and let parents take one last look. But facing practical difficulties, the Military Commission had to consider more effective operational methods. Finally, for those whose homes were not in the base area and whose parents could not rush over in time, the soldiers' remains were cremated on the spot, and the ashes were transported back to the base area for burial. And the remains of more than forty soldiers whose homes were in the base area were treated with lime for preservation and sterilization, and the troops transported them home. For this, the troops paid great hard work.

When Chen Ke delivered his speech, he faced rows of martyrs' remains and rows of soldiers holding ash boxes. Seeing this dense existence, Chen Ke truly felt a sense of heaviness. In the 21st century, Chen Ke always had a sense of resistance to this kind of officialese [bureaucratic jargon]. But when he stood in front of the stage himself and delivered such a speech to the broad officers and soldiers and the families of martyrs, this heaviness facing the sacrificed soldiers had completely overwhelmed the feeling of resistance and ridicule towards those officialese in Chen Ke's heart. Chen Ke no longer felt these clichés were ridiculous. He suddenly found he wanted to say something; he felt he had something to say.

If not for Chen Ke's appearance, these people would not have ended their young lives in such a way. Perhaps these people did not fully understand what the future described by Chen Ke looked like, but these martyrs indeed sacrificed their lives because they firmly believed that following the People's Party led by Chen Ke could lead to a better life. So they sacrificed their lives. And their sacrifice bought the victory of the Battle of Anqing. Bought the strategic initiative of the People's Party for the next year or even longer.

If they hadn't met Chen Ke, hadn't met the People's Party, these officers and soldiers might have disappeared silently in the flood, disappeared silently in the long river of history. No one would remember them, nor would so many people come to mourn them. But such thoughts couldn't give Chen Ke any sense of relief. If he just treated these martyrs in front of him as tools that could be discarded after use? The former Chen Ke might have been able to think so, but the current him could no longer accept such a practice.

Straightening his military cap, Chen Ke began his speech: "Today, we hold this memorial service with a heavy heart. To commemorate the one hundred and thirty-seven cadres and soldiers who sacrificed in the Battle of Anqing..."

The draft of the memorial service was written by Chen Ke personally. He highly praised that the sacrificed officers and soldiers firmly believed during their lifetime that the revolution would definitely be able to create an equal and happy New China. The martyrs fought bravely for this goal in the Battle of Anqing and dedicated everything to the revolutionary cause. These martyrs lived gloriously and died greatly. Chen Ke called on the whole Party and the whole army to inherit the martyrs' legacy and carry the revolutionary cause through to the end.

These time-honored official articles have been tempered thousands of times; whether political correctness or the exposition of facts, they are precisely the most correct. The eulogy that once made Chen Ke shudder did not make Chen Ke feel uncomfortable at all now. Not only that, Chen Ke felt this eulogy appropriately said what should be said.

When writing this eulogy, Chen Ke felt very embarrassed, but now he no longer felt that way. Delivering the eulogy was Chen Ke's obligation. Chen Ke felt this was not only his responsibility but also his obligation. He had the obligation to pay tribute to these martyrs, the obligation to convey the thoughts and spirit of these martyrs to the whole army and the families of the martyrs; he had this obligation.

The officers, soldiers, and military martyrs' families below listened quietly. Everyone didn't feel Chen Ke's eulogy was hypocritical. Because there was not a single sentence in the entire eulogy about martyrs sacrificing out of loyalty to Chen Ke or the People's Party. Chen Ke told everyone that the martyrs fought bravely regardless of life and death because they believed in the people's revolutionary program of the People's Party, believed that a good life could be lived through revolution, and believed that this good life could continue.

These words resonated greatly with the officers and soldiers. Everyone was loyal to Chen Ke and the People's Party willingly. And the initial reason for this loyalty was that the People's Party indeed saved everyone, and led everyone through the disaster year that could not have been passed originally. Even providing housing and land in the disaster year. In this world of natural and man-made disasters, when is it not death? So everyone was willing to believe that the new world described by Chen Ke and the political commissars existed. At least they felt it was necessary to follow Chen Ke and the People's Party to try before dying silently in this desperate world. Follow behind Chen Ke and the party members and political commissars to see if there is that new world at the end of the struggle. Then, everyone won.

When Chen Ke announced the content of compensation—although the compensation money was not high, the families of the martyrs could receive benefits including the army helping to plow land, and families could be recruited into the base area for work limitedly—the soldiers even felt very gratified in their hearts. Being a soldier in a disaster year was for the family to live better. Knowing that if they died in battle, their families could enjoy the treatment of being supported in life and buried in death, the soldiers truly felt very satisfied.

The eulogy was not long. After Chen Ke finished speaking, the next step was firing guns to pay tribute. Twenty-one soldiers fired three shots into the air to express respect to their comrades-in-arms.

The next step was to cremate the remains. Wood was scarce after the flood. Because of worrying that putting the remains of these martyrs directly into tombs made of cement and masonry might cause a plague, it took a lot of effort to persuade the martyrs' families to cremate the remains beforehand. But when the health team wearing masks carried the remains wrapped in white cloth to the cremation coal pile, the families immediately cried and shouted to see the remains one last time. The guard troops held the families back. When the remains were sent onto the coal pile and burned, the crying shook the sky even more.

Some soldiers couldn't bear it; they went up to help persuade the families of martyrs they knew well. But when the martyrs' families turned around and questioned the soldiers head-on why it was their family members who died and not others, the soldiers' faces couldn't help changing. The soldiers could understand this mood of the martyrs' families, but this approach was unbearable for many people. The soldiers had to retreat sheepishly. Fortunately, the political commissars saw the situation was wrong and quickly took the families of several households who were too emotional down. Only then could the memorial service continue.

A simple monument stood at the gate of the Martyrs' Cemetery. It was also a brick-stone-cement structure. A piece of marble was embedded in the front, with the big characters "People's Heroes are Immortal" written and carved by the captured person Shen Zengzhi, who was proficient in Bronze and Stone inscription. The names and birth and death dates of the martyrs were carved on the marble on the back. No one felt good at the memorial service, especially when families made such a fuss at the scene. Chen Ke was even considering whether his arrangement was wrong. The troops and families should have been separated. But things having reached this point, even if improvements were needed, it could only be discussed next time.

Buried this time were not only the one hundred and thirty-seven officers and soldiers who sacrificed in the Battle of Anqing; the ashes of officers and soldiers who died in battle before were also moved here. Amidst a gloomy and depressed atmosphere, the memorial service finally ended.

On the seventh day of the Lunar New Year, the theoretical class within the People's Party officially began.
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"The small peasant economy is a self-sufficient model. As long as they can produce it themselves, the instinctual impulse of the small peasant economy is not to buy." Chen Ke's voice on the stage was loud; this was the focus of future work. Today, having gained strategic initiative, thinking about establishing a wider base area relies only on political and economic means. In the history of the Party, military means were always the last resort used when there was no other choice. The Party was never keen on solving problems by military means; if a political way could solve it, the Party would adopt a more peaceful way. This is the attitude a mature political party should have.

The comrades below the stage understood this mentality of the small peasant economy, because people of this era more or less had the mentality of the small peasant economy in their thoughts.

"Then the biggest characteristic of the industrialized capital operation model we want to establish now is that the purpose of producing products is for trading! When this model develops to a certain extent, the mantou eaten by every household will be bought from specialized shops."

After hearing this, a burst of surprised laughter erupted in the conference hall. Especially the comrades born in Fengtai County laughed even louder. Buying mantou from outside to eat—how lazy must the hostess of this family be? And this style is a bit too big.

Chen Ke didn't find anything funny at all. He said loudly: "Don't laugh, comrades. The food you eat in the canteen now is just unpaid; if paid, your eating is also considered buying."

As soon as these words came out, the laughter below stopped quickly. This group of people present all ate in the canteen. Although it wasn't that they were very interested in eating in the canteen, in a sense, these people were the first group to join the new system and had to adjust their own lifestyle according to the new system.

Chen Ke really didn't have time to conduct systematic education for these party cadres. The content of this training was entirely theoretical and ideological preparation for the work to be promoted within three months. One of the traditions of the Party is to understand if you can, and gradually understand in the work process if you can't. Although this method would have many problems in the process of work execution, waiting for everything to be ready before starting would mean the day lily is cold [too late].

So under Chen Ke's tough attitude, the party cadres began to experience a very "uncomfortable" concept establishment process. This concept wasn't really that complicated. Chen Ke's first lecture was the concept of money as a "general equivalent." Mentioning money, the comrades' first concept was copper coins and gold and silver. Unifying these monies of different eras, different fineness, and different types into a concept of "currency" in their minds made the comrades work very hard. And refining this already abstract currency concept into the even more abstract concept of "general equivalent" killed many of the comrades' brain cells.

When Chen Ke combined the concept of value with the concept of "general equivalent," most comrades' brains were already a mess of paste.

Fortunately, the study style of the People's Party was very upright. During the discussion time, everyone enlightened each other, explained to each other, and went around countless circles. Finally, they understood one thing: "If there is no labor and transaction, there is no need for currency to measure labor. Manufacturing currency also requires labor, but the significance of currency in social operation itself is just a general equivalent." This seemingly extremely abstract and weird concept made most comrades feel baffled. The comrades looked at Chen Ke, wanting to know what use it was for Chen Ke to spend so much effort to make everyone understand such a "lip service" concept?

Just then, Chen Ke suddenly said, "Let's go eat first? It's already two o'clock in the afternoon."

Lunch time was one hour. Perhaps the excessive consumption of brain power suppressed appetite; anyway, most comrades only felt a kind of exhaustion and lack of appetite. It wasn't until Chen Ke ordered that quite a few people remembered the matter of eating. Under Chen Ke's order, everyone got up to eat.

Chen Ke asked Yan Fu to bring two special personnel to participate in this training. Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu both wore People's Party military uniforms and mixed in the corner to listen to the class together.

During lunch, Chen Ke and Yan Fu ate with these two special personnel in his office.

"Two gentlemen, please give some comments." Chen Ke said while eating.

Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu were both well-educated, including Yan Fu; they all advocated "no talking while eating." Watching Chen Ke stuffing things into his mouth while talking without rules, Shen Zengzhi frowned slightly, while Feng Xu accelerated his eating speed. Yan Fu swallowed the food in his mouth into his stomach before saying: "Wen Qing, might as well finish eating before talking. It doesn't matter for this short while."

Chen Ke realized what was going on a moment later. He quickly apologized and began to wolf down food.

After the four finished eating, Feng Xu spoke first: "Mr. Chen, the currency theory you talked about today is really admirable. If the Imperial Court could have a figure like Mr. Chen, it would never have reached the state it is today no matter what."

Chen Ke laughed: "If people like me want to do something in the Manchu Qing court, it is certain death. Although I am not a son of a thousand gold, I don't want to sit under that dangerous wall."

Thinking of his status as a captive, Feng Xu felt it was meaningless to continue this topic, so he changed to the topic Chen Ke mentioned while eating. "Mr. Chen talked about currency; I understand the concept of this currency. But listening to Mr. Chen's meaning, are you preparing to issue currency yourself?"

The vision of old officials like Feng Xu was different, several streets higher than the current young revolutionary cadres of the People's Party. As soon as Chen Ke heard Feng Xu's words, he immediately had the happy feeling of talking to a sensible person. He laughed: "I am preparing to establish a Central Bank that issues currency, and the entire system of operating currency in the base area."

"Can Mr. Chen explain a thing or two?" Feng Xu was also very interested in this.

Unlike the simple explanation and huge effort detailed explanation in the morning class, Chen Ke just outlined a few core points briefly, and Feng Xu, Yan Fu, and Shen Zengzhi understood. The system Chen Ke wanted to establish was simple to put it bluntly: first establish fiat money, and then the new government issues fiat money through control of productive forces and circulating commodities. First establish an internal transaction system, and this internal system operates using a trade barrier model. These issues Chen Ke prepared to talk about for two days were finished in ten minutes by the four people in the room.

Feng Xu had been a local official for decades and understood the concept of the Central Bank mentioned by Chen Ke very well. He clapped his hands and praised: "Wonderful! No wonder Mr. Chen spent so much effort talking about this currency. If one doesn't understand the concept of currency, the subtleties behind it really cannot be understood."

Chen Ke really had no interest in Feng Xu's praise. The morning lecture really exhausted him. Pulling these former high officials to chat at this moment also meant to relieve some worries and sort out thoughts by the way. Seeing Feng Xu just simply joining in the fun, Chen Ke suddenly felt his approach seemed like showing off.

At this time, he heard Shen Zengzhi interrupt: "Mr. Chen is worried that those People's Party comrades of yours can't keep up with your thoughts, right?"

Chen Ke immediately became spirited. This was exactly what he was worried about. Or rather Chen Ke was no longer worried; regardless of whether the comrades could keep up with the thoughts, Chen Ke had to make them keep up.

Shen Zengzhi didn't have the usual cynical look on his face, but a solemn face. "Mr. Chen, you originally said you studied Confucianism; I didn't believe it. Watching your lecture personally this time, I have to believe it."

The three present, Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi, and Feng Xu, were all from Confucian backgrounds. But because Yan Fu engaged in the naval profession and contacted Western learning a lot, he could no longer be considered a Confucian person. Although Feng Xu was a talent and passed the Jinshi examination, he paid more attention to applying what he learned and did not delve deeply into Confucianism. Among the three, both Yan Fu and Feng Xu recognized Shen Zengzhi as a great Confucian scholar. If the People's Party hadn't appeared in Fengtai County and then captured Shouzhou, capturing Shen Zengzhi, Shen Zengzhi would have been promoted to Anhui Education Commissioner this year. That was an official position by no means inferior to the status of Anhui Provincial Administration Commissioner Feng Xu.

Now Shen Zengzhi actually said Chen Ke was Confucian; both Yan Fu and Feng Xu felt very surprised. They knew their learning of Confucianism couldn't compare to Shen Zengzhi, and dared not expose their shortcomings rashly.

Shen Zengzhi was not polite either. He said frankly: "The Confucianism of the Great Qing talks about the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues. Mr. Chen Ke's People's Party also has its own Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues, but they are not the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues of the Great Qing."

The "Three Cardinal Guides" refer to "ruler guides subject, father guides son, husband guides wife," requiring subjects, sons, and wives to absolutely obey rulers, fathers, and husbands, and also requiring rulers, fathers, and husbands to set an example for subjects, sons, and wives. It reflects a special moral relationship between ruler and minister, father and son, husband and wife in feudal society.

The "Five Constant Virtues" are Benevolence, Righteousness, Propriety, Wisdom, and Trust, which are behavioral norms used to adjust and regulate human relationships such as ruler and minister, father and son, brothers, husband and wife, friends, etc.

Shen Zengzhi said: "I have also read Mr. Chen Ke's book. The Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues advocated by Mr. Chen Ke are centered on productive forces. The Confucianism of the Great Qing talks about filial piety and fraternity, talks about benevolence and righteousness. But Mr. Chen Ke talks about *On Contradiction*, believing that various contradictions are ubiquitous, contradictions exist eternally, and in order to resolve contradictions, there are things like the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues to coordinate contradictions. Mr. Chen, if the world were not chaotic to this extent now, and according to what your book says, contradictions intensified to an unbearable degree, no one would believe your set of things. Everyone actually doesn't believe in this set of words; what everyone believes is just seeing that you can accomplish big things."

Hearing this, Chen Ke, Yan Fu, and Feng Xu all looked solemn. Especially Chen Ke; although he also talked about theory, the purpose of talking about theory was entirely for the practical promotion of revolution. In terms of the theoretical framework of the Chinese revolution, it was neither his forte, nor did he have time to complete the construction in this area. Hearing Shen Zengzhi's words, Chen Ke felt extremely shocked.

Chen Ke didn't know that Shen Zengzhi was a great master of Confucianism. Naito Konan, the founder of modern Japanese Sinology, told his students that they must see Shen Zengzhi when they went to China, because Mr. Shen was "a great person with insight who is versed in all Chinese learning." But even if Chen Ke knew this, he wouldn't care. He had the Grandpa Mao road he wanted to follow. In his view, people like Shen Zengzhi were just Confucian remnants after the poisoning of the Manchu Qing, without any special value. Especially since Shen Zengzhi was usually very impolite to Chen Ke, the struggle of will was also a big problem. Now suddenly hearing Shen Zengzhi speak such reasoning, it made Chen Ke greatly surprised.

"Mr. Chen, the concept of currency you talked about today is very correct. However, I originally thought you were just a fierce and ambitious person [Xiao Xiong] disrupting the world. But after listening to your People's Party's party lesson today, I realized I underestimated you before. Not only are you a fierce and ambitious person, but you also want to be a founding father who integrates ruler and teacher."

Chen Ke originally wanted to hear Shen Zengzhi continue to comment on the theoretical framework, but he didn't expect him to talk about this nonsense, so he was a bit unhappy in his heart. "Mr. Shen, of course I want to overthrow the Manchu Qing; founding the country is just natural. I would like to continue listening to Mr. Shen's words just now."

Shen Zengzhi said calmly: "Seeking truth from facts; ask if you don't understand, learn if you don't know. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. Labor created man himself. Modesty and prudence. And what you repeatedly emphasized: do not make empty promises to the people, do it first before speaking. Especially that the world fears the word 'seriousness' most, and the People's Party is most serious. Mr. Chen, which of these purposes of your People's Party has not been earnestly taught by Confucian sages? You just turned these teachings into vernacular."

After hearing this, Chen Ke and the others fell silent. Shen Zengzhi was right; these words are reflected in the *Analects*. The People's Party founded by Chen Ke just spoke these words in vernacular and then emphasized them repeatedly. Chen Ke knew very clearly that he had never created anything that predecessors didn't have; not only in the past, but it would also be so in the future.

"Mr. Chen, this batch of party members under you is unusual. I have served as Education Commissioner for many years and have never seen so many disciples who can follow the teachings of sages. Today's so-called people in Confucianism, who have read the *Analects*, can only practice 'eating food that is not too refined, living in a house that is not too big' [Note: Actually "Yi Shi Bu Yan Jing, Kuai Bu Yan Xi" - Confucius didn't dislike refined food... Wait, Shen is likely criticizing their lavishness? Or quoting "Shi Bu Yan Jing" - Food never too refined? Actually Confucius said "Shi Bu Yan Jing" meaning he didn't dislike refined food. Shen means they only follow the enjoyment parts? Or maybe he means they can't even do "Ne Yan Min Xing" (slow in speech, quick in action). Let's assume Shen means they fail to follow the good parts]. There are few who can even achieve 'slow in speech and quick in action.' I really didn't expect to see hundreds of disciples who can follow the teachings of sages at once under Mr. Chen's banner. I am quite happy. But thinking that after the success of Mr. Chen's revolution, Confucianism will inevitably decline, I really feel uneasy if I don't say a few words."

Hearing Shen Zengzhi's words, Chen Ke felt he had to come out and say a few words, otherwise it would make him look like he relied on Confucian learning to swindle and bluff. "Mr. Shen, the *Analects* talks about Benevolence, *Xunzi* talks about Ritual [Li]. I talk about productive forces and contradictions. Since the appearance of human beings, for tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of years, they walked and ran, and now they still walk and run. How kitchen knives cut vegetables thousands of years ago, kitchen knives still cut vegetables the same way now. You can't just because Confucian sages said some insightful views, attribute everything to the Confucian school."

regarding Chen Ke's rebuttal, Shen Zengzhi did not oppose either. He nodded. "Mr. Chen, the Sage was a person two thousand years ago. If we treat those who claim to be disciples of the Confucian school now as disciples of the Sage, that is the big mistake. I just saw that Mr. Chen's People's Party actually followed the teachings of the Sage, and had some feelings in my heart. If Mr. Chen's People's Party can continue to work like this, it is only right to seize this world."

Hearing Shen Zengzhi say this, Chen Ke couldn't help asking: "Then is Mr. Shen willing to join our People's Party?"

"That is not necessary. Mr. Chen, there are so many people in this world who read Confucian books and boast of being Confucian disciples, but few can do what the sages said in the books. Being a 'Junzi' [Gentleman/Noble Man] is not so easy to achieve. I'm afraid Mr. Chen will start killing your current subordinates on a large scale in the future. Mr. Chen is unwilling to defect to the Court in order not to stand under a dangerous wall. Although this old man admires Mr. Chen very much, I am also unwilling to stand under the dangerous wall of your People's Party."

This old man Shen Zengzhi's words made Chen Ke have to admire him. Just as he wanted to say something more, he heard the sound of the class bell ringing outside. "Three gentlemen, let's go to class." Chen Ke said.
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Chapter 134: New Beginning (39)

After lunch, the comrades watched Chen Ke go up to the podium. Quite a few people were worried that Chen Ke would talk about something even more mysterious. During lunch, everyone was discussing the new concept of "currency" just learned in the morning. This kind of most basic principle becomes clearer the more it is discussed. The problem is how to apply this principle after understanding it. Linking theory with practice never comes out just by moving lips.

Starting from the afternoon, Chen Ke extended the concepts of "fiat money" and "credit" from the concept of "general equivalent." This was already the concept of modern banking. Chen Ke had made up his mind to establish the banking system of the base area no matter what. Although a large amount of precious metal currency and a considerable amount of copper coins were transported back from Anqing, this little money was just a drop in the bucket for the future development of the base area. Without the support of modern banks, the base area simply couldn't raise enough funds for development. This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted to gather all party, government, and military cadres of the base area for theoretical education.

The currency issuance of the modern banking system must have a reserve fund. Since the significance of fiat money is "general equivalent," then fiat money must be strictly linked to "transactions." The fiat money issued by the central bank must have a reserve fund; without a reserve fund, fiat money cannot be withdrawn from circulation. Due to the lack of precious metals, the reserve fund for the currency issuance system established by the Party in history was mostly grain. Now the gold and silver transported back from Anqing by the People's Party acted as a reserve fund very well.

What Chen Ke wanted the comrades to understand was how fiat money operated in economic construction and the lives of the common people, and what role it should play exactly.

This is a very profound question. If viewing the revolution from such an angle, although party members don't understand now, they will finally understand in their work how much of the future labor of People's Party comrades will be "unpaid," and this unpaid labor will become the cornerstone and settle in the economic system of the base area. As for to what extent the comrades can accept this fact, even a confident person like Chen Ke dared not be blindly optimistic.

Taking the most urgent work "spring plowing" as an example, the banking system of the People's Party will issue productive loans through "Agricultural Cooperatives." For example, for newly produced farm tools, farmers take loans by booking on account. Repay with labor force and various products. From beginning to end, the loan did not appear in the face of actual existing currency. Currency was merely numbers existing on the books. But when this loan process from lending to repayment ended, the farmers got farm tools, while the bank and the government behind the bank got the results built by the labor of the common people, as well as various agricultural products. This is the significance of modern banking fiat money.

The problem is, it's not like this in the troops. The troops will also be paid wages. Wages are not gold and silver, but fiat currency issued by the base area. Compared with this money, the labor paid by the cadres and soldiers of the troops is far higher than their income. The economic accumulation of the base area is completed by ruthlessly "exploiting labor within the system."

This will be a test. If People's Party members have this selfless consciousness, and the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army has the consciousness of being "the common people's troops," then this reality is not a problem. If People's Party members and Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army cadres and soldiers put their personal interests first, then the serious inequality between giving and receiving will become a core contradiction.

Chen Ke had always been hesitant about whether to explain this problem thoroughly. Once this basic theory is explained thoroughly, there is nothing to hide. Basic theory defines issues of cardinal right and wrong. Up to now, People's Party members and Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army cadres and soldiers fought for themselves. They were still a kind of spontaneous struggle, fighting to survive. The comrades' enemy existed externally.

After Chen Ke told everyone the basic revolutionary theory and started deeper revolution based on these theories, this spontaneous struggle must become a "conscious" revolutionary struggle. The enemy of comrades is more of their own selfish thoughts. While lecturing, Chen Ke thought somewhat self-mockingly: who would be the first to ask the sentence "Why do we have to work for nothing?"

This part of the theoretical course was actually quite simple. What was complex was the specific operational process, not the theoretical basis. The comrades participating in the study probably all understood the content of the course. Chen Ke didn't drag the class either; this group of comrades were all very busy with work. Seeing everyone really understood, Chen Ke immediately dismissed the class.

The comrades were as if granted amnesty one by one. Those whose stations were far away, such as those from the troops, ran out as fast as they could. Comrades working in the county town also stood up immediately; after a whole day of study, accumulated work would be a lot. It was around five o'clock in the afternoon now; if they hurried up now, they could still solve a considerable part of the work. Not long after, only four people remained in the venue: Chen Ke, Yan Fu, Shen Zengzhi, and Feng Xu.

"Mr. Chen Ke has worked hard." Feng Xu said calmly.

"This is my job."

"If there is nothing else, we will go back first. There is still a large part of the matter of editing the *New China Dictionary*." Feng Xu seemed to be a serious person in doing things too.

"Then I'll trouble you."

Yan Fu, Feng Xu, and Shen Zengzhi went out the door. Yan Fu originally thought these two would say something. At least Yan Fu himself felt he had a bellyful of words to say. Yan Fu basically understood the things Chen Ke talked about today. It was precisely because he understood that Yan Fu felt Chen Ke's harsh attitude towards his own people was very undesirable.

Yan Fu's thoughts were closer to the Legalists. In his works and thoughts, Yan Fu was still quite enlightened. In his work *On Strength* [*Yuan Qiang*], he proposed that the strength or weakness, survival or demise of a country is determined by three basic conditions: "First, the strength of blood and physical power; second, the strength of intelligence and wisdom; third, the strength of virtue, righteousness, and benevolence." He fantasized about enhancing national prestige through bourgeois education in physical, intellectual, and moral aspects. "Therefore, today's essential politics are unified in three ends: first, boosting the people's strength; second, enlightening the people's wisdom; third, renewing the people's virtue." The so-called boosting people's strength means the people of the whole country must have a healthy physique, and opium and the bad habit of foot-binding must be banned; the so-called enlightening people's wisdom is mainly to replace the imperial examination with Western learning; the so-called renewing people's virtue is mainly to abolish autocratic rule, implement constitutional monarchy, and advocate "respecting the people." Yan Fu demanded reform and modernization, but also advocated "only not expecting it to gather quickly." The specific method of "removing but not suddenly" was to be realized through education. That is, in China at that time, to implement constitutional monarchy, it could only be implemented after enlightening the people's wisdom. In short, the "Theory of Saving the Country through Education" was a prominent ideological characteristic of Yan Fu.

So when Chen Ke appointed him as the Minister of Education, Yan Fu accepted readily. regarding Chen Ke's strong position in the People's Party, Yan Fu felt it suited his appetite very much. A revolutionary group led by a highly capable strong leader like Chen Ke promoted revolution with a strong force overriding everything. Even if Chen Ke didn't become Emperor in the future, Chen Ke was young after all. Barring accidents, there would be at least forty or fifty years. When Chen Ke grew old, China would have been built into a new powerful country. At that time, the people's wisdom would be opened, and even implementing a constitutional or more radical republican system would not be too abrupt.

In today's class, Chen Ke's profound understanding of the economy shocked this old handsome guy again. But Chen Ke didn't say it directly, but the method of wealth accumulation already explained clearly was nakedly drinking the blood of his own comrades. The troops undertook the hardest basic water conservancy construction; not only that, they also had to farm to feed themselves, and fight to defend the base area. Yan Fu was knowledgeable, but he had never heard of such an army in this world. He didn't believe such an army could exist either.

Chen Ke was a very tough person. Since he could say these things today, then Chen Ke would realize the things he said at all costs. This was what Yan Fu worried about most.

Just as Yan Fu was looking for suitable words, Shen Zengzhi suddenly spoke: "Jidao, your disciple Chen Ke is just trying to build an army of a true King [Benevolent Army]. This is a good thing; why are you so uneasy?"

No abnormality could be seen in Shen Zengzhi's expression; these words were completely in a calm attitude. Instead, Feng Xu saw Yan Fu was a bit anxious and hurriedly smoothed things over: "Brother Shen, Jidao is confused by concern. Moreover, Chen Ke's practice is indeed somewhat similar to the Legalist way."

"How is it Legalist? This is obviously the attitude of putting the people first and the state second." Shen Zengzhi still answered calmly, "I really want to see to what extent Chen Ke can achieve. If he can really do it, it won't be far from the Rule of the Three Dynasties [Golden Age]."

Yan Fu and Feng Xu didn't know if Shen Zengzhi's words were praise or mockery. When Shen Zengzhi spoke seriously, no one could see his thoughts. Both waited for Shen Zengzhi to say something more, but Shen Zengzhi just didn't say a word. As a result, until Yan Fu sent the two back to their residence, everyone didn't say another sentence.

Qin Tongren was responsible for the recent production of farm tools. Without Chen Ke emphasizing it deliberately, Qin Tongren also knew the significance of rapidly producing a large number of metal farm tools. Qin Tongren liked the wrought iron farm tools with steel cores provided by Chen Ke very much. The sharpness and strength of this kind of farm tool reached a quite perfect level. The trial-produced farm tools were very handy to use, light and fast.

The technical personnel below were naturally extremely happy. Immediately someone suggested taking these farm tools to report the good news. This suggestion was rejected unceremoniously by Qin Tongren on the spot.

The purpose of reporting good news is to ask for treatment! Qin Tongren didn't like this attitude at all. Moreover, these comrades below also underestimated Chen Ke too much. This was the farm tool design idea proposed by Chen Ke first. Taking this kind of farm tool to report good news to Chen Ke—Qin Tongren felt he hadn't lowered his status to this extent no matter what. When Chen Ke talked about farm tool production with Qin Tongren, he mentioned the issue of production efficiency. Moreover, Chen Ke even roughly explained the general appearance of stamping presses and grinding wheel polishing equipment to Qin Tongren. If following this mechanized production mode, plus the existing steel on hand, as long as five hundred workers were equipped, Qin Tongren could guarantee to produce more than fifty thousand new-style farm tools within a month.

The problem was that these mechanical devices were merely Chen Ke's ideas. According to the current conditions of the base area, five hundred people couldn't even produce five thousand farm tools a month. The problems to be solved were as many as the hairs on a cow. Before producing products, mechanical equipment had to be manufactured personally. This status quo of castles in the air made Qin Tongren feel a great sense of powerlessness.

However, at this time, someone actually took a few farm tools to report merit. The always serious Qin Tongren finally couldn't help getting angry.

After scolding his subordinates severely, the problem still had to be solved. Qin Tongren had to find Chen Ke personally to admit the status quo.

What surprised Qin Tongren was that Chen Ke didn't get angry or discouraged. He pondered for a while before saying: "I can only work with Engineer Qin and you guys for seven days. Let's design a small farm tool processing factory. It just happens that we got a lot of red copper from Anqing this time. Tongling is really a good place."

Thus, a technical assault team was established. At Chen Ke's insistence, Qin Tongren served as the chief engineer of the team. Chen Ke served as the technical advisor. Because of Chen Ke's work, he handled party and government affairs during the day, and worked with the technical assault team all night long. Facing such a desperate way of working, Qin Tongren didn't even dare to advise him.
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Chapter 135: New Beginning (40)

Without investigation, there is no right to speak; Chen Ke knew this himself. Although there was a lot of information on the Internet, and it was quite detailed, Chen Ke indeed hadn't conducted actual investigations before personally going down to the countryside. Especially regarding rural tools, Chen Ke found himself completely blank.

To do a good job, one must first sharpen one's tools. In the 21st century, Chen Ke also went to the countryside and entered farmland. His feeling at that time was that walking in the field, his feet felt empty and floating. Stepping down on the soft soil, it was easy to step into a big pit. Only the solid ridges were comfortable to walk on. As far as Chen Ke knew, the depth of land deep plowing generally had to be 50 centimeters, or even deeper. Deep plowing had to be done every two years, or even every year. But in the Fengyang area of Anhui in 1907, the depth of plowing every year never exceeded 30 centimeters. The depth of most plowing was even only more than 20 centimeters. This was the same nationwide.

Crops need nutrition to grow, and nutrition is obtained from the soil through the root system. The growth of the root system depends on conditions such as soil temperature, humidity, air, and the number and activity of microorganisms; the deeper the soil, the worse the aeration, the less air, the fewer microorganisms, the worse the activity, and the lower the soil fertility. In such a soil layer, root growth is poor and the quantity is small. For land that has not been deeply plowed, the yield will not be too high no matter what.

Modern agriculture relies on mechanization, large tractors, sharp steel-cast heavy plows; the efficiency of these things plowing land is simply unimaginable in the countryside of 1907. Taking care of crops might be done by every household in an intensive farming way, but to carry out such basic deep plowing, one cannot help but rely on large equipment.

When personally starting rush planting and rush harvesting with comrades, Chen Ke truly conducted a social investigation in the countryside of 1907. The status quo of the countryside alone made Chen Ke dumbfounded. Farmers' tools were actually mostly wooden. Hoes, shovels—these tools made of sharp sandwich steel in New China were actually wooden in the countryside of 1907.

The so-called sandwich steel [laminated steel] is to sandwich a steel sheet between folded wrought iron or other different types of steel sheets. After heating, it is continuously hammered with a hammer machine to hammer the steel sheet and wrought iron into a tightly combined "sandwich" steel product. The thickness of this steel product will not exceed five millimeters. The steel sheet in the middle is extremely sharp after polishing. Steel is much more wear-resistant than the outer wrought iron, and the service life of the blade part is very long. The outer wrought iron provides the load-bearing part, and the thickness of the agricultural tool can be made relatively thin. In the countryside, sandwich steel is a very good agricultural tool; on the battlefield, the engineer shovel made of sandwich steel is a sharp weapon for hand-to-hand combat in trench warfare.

And wooden farm tools generally had a thickness of more than two centimeters. Both clumsy and not sharp, and the service life was also very short. It wasn't that there were no iron farm tools in the countryside, but the iron farm tools in the hands of farmers were not only expensive and few in number, but the quality could be said to be quite crude. Although rural blacksmiths also forged some farm tools, because they had not received good scientific education, plus the lack of many tools that required huge investment such as high-temperature furnaces and crucibles, the level of farm tool production was very low. Although blacksmiths knew that wrought iron was tougher but not wear-resistant, and cast iron [pig iron] was hard and wear-resistant but relatively brittle, they didn't know how to combine the two. Because of the lack of tools, the blacksmiths' level was very poor.

The base area needed a large number of farm tools during rush planting and rush harvesting. Without at least ten thousand metal farm tools, it was impossible to complete this arduous task. Chen Ke originally thought there were more farm tools in landlords' homes. After investigation, the farm tools in landlords' homes were only to meet their own farming needs. Hoarding farm tools was meaningless for landlords who were also in a small peasant economy. After defeating Zhang Youliang, they found that landlords with forts like Zhang Youliang were also like this. Plenty of money and grain, but not many farm tools.

The way to solve this problem was to collect iron bells from forts and other places, then melt these bells and recast them into farm tools. Only then was the problem solved by driving a duck onto a perch [forcing someone to do something beyond their ability]. The quality of these newly cast farm tools could not be guaranteed. Breaking and chipping happened many times every day during use. Barely providing metal farm tools, plus the common people working like their lives depended on it to survive, the huge work of rush planting and rush harvesting was completed.

Chen Ke firmly believed that in 1907, when the disaster situation had eased, it was impossible to stimulate this kind of enthusiasm of the masses. To eat full, grain production must be increased. In actual investigation, Chen Ke discovered a thing that made him very speechless: Anhui actually only planted one season of grain every year now. New China solved the grain problem by planting two seasons of grain every year. In 1907, with neither deep plowing nor chemical fertilizer, planting two seasons of grain would indeed consume the fertility of the land greatly. This is a fact. But if two seasons of grain cannot be planted, the famine problem will always be a big problem. Any random natural disaster can cause large areas of grain failure, forming a famine.

This is no longer a problem that can be solved by changing production relations through revolution. To solve these problems, it must be through establishing a socialist system and carrying out industrial development; this kind of comprehensive overall progress can solve the problem. Stable quality farm tools must be provided on a large scale; otherwise, the vast base area cannot have any development.

There were no systematic "enemies of the old era" in the base area anymore. Landlords handed over land, the government was also eliminated, and the people began to gather under the new system established by the People's Party. Shouting "revolution to the end" at this time was no longer a manifestation of high revolutionary enthusiasm, but an excuse to shirk responsibility. Chen Ke didn't want to shirk responsibility, so he came personally to solve the problem of large-scale production of farm tools.

Qin Tongren had cooperated with Chen Ke; he knew Chen Ke was not a guy who talked on paper [armchair strategist]. After handing a few trial-produced sandwich steel farm tools to Chen Ke, Qin Tongren watched Chen Ke's satisfied expression and immediately poured a bucket of cold water. "Although this kind of steel farm tool is good, it is not conducive to large-scale production. The price is also too high. I oppose producing this kind of farm tool."

Originally, the technical personnel who trial-produced this kind of farm tool were also quite happy to see Chen Ke's very happy expression. Making the highest leader of the base area happy meant promotion and reward. Unexpectedly, Qin Tongren actually opposed it directly like this. Amidst annoyance, the technical personnel also felt that Qin Tongren was asking for trouble. At least in their experience, big officials of Chen Ke's level never liked to hear people oppose so straightforwardly. Only when at the end of their rope and having to change would these big officials truly consider the opinions of subordinates. When in high spirits and being negated, no big official had ever been able to accept opinions sincerely.

What surprised and disappointed these people was that Chen Ke was not only not angry, nor did he have any sense of frustration. Instead, he said with great interest: "Engineer Qin, then tell me about it."

"This kind of sandwich steel gave me a lot of inspiration. I thought about it for a while and felt that what we need is the wear resistance of steel and the toughness and wear resistance of wrought iron. In the current situation, we ourselves also lack steel, but we don't lack cast iron and wrought iron. We don't use the sandwich method, but pour cast iron on the outside of wrought iron. Cast iron is hard and wear-resistant. This way the production speed is also much faster."

As soon as he heard this suggestion, Chen Ke immediately clapped his hands and applauded. "This method is good! Do we have a furnace that can melt cast iron?"

"Yes!" Qin Tongren answered.

Chen Ke pressed: "Are there any trial-produced products?"

"No."

"When can you let me see the trial-produced products?"

"Tomorrow night."

Chen Ke answered excitedly, "Then I will come over tomorrow night."

Watching Chen Ke's receding back, those technical personnel with their own ideas were very disappointed. Although they didn't say it with their mouths, they couldn't help cursing in their hearts: "Is my hard work wasted like this? Fortunately you are the head of the base area; being refuted by Qin Tongren like this, you just accept it?"

According to these people's thinking, Qin Tongren gave Chen Ke "embarrassment" unceremoniously. Chen Ke should find fault no matter what; otherwise, how could he control Qin Tongren in the future? Moreover, Qin Tongren doing this was obviously slapping the faces of these technical personnel who worked hard to make sandwich steel farm tools according to Chen Ke's opinion. Was such hard work wasted in vain? One sentence from Qin Tongren was like these technical personnel did wrong. These dissatisfactions made those few technical personnel change their expressions.

Qin Tongren turned a blind eye to the dissatisfaction of his subordinates. This was not him pretending, but he really didn't think so much. Chen Ke talked to him about the issue of large-scale popularization of cheap and durable metal farm tools, and Qin Tongren fully supported Chen Ke's opinion. So Qin Tongren's train of thought was on how to choose the production method of new-style farm tools. As for the meaningless question of whether face was saved for anyone, it didn't exist in Qin Tongren's thinking at all. In Qin Tongren's view, Chen Ke provided an idea, everyone tried this idea, and then felt this idea was not very good and needed modification. So he fed back this opinion to Chen Ke and got the agreement of Chen Ke, a guy who knew the trade. In this process, there was no question of who was good or bad. There was no question of who had face or not; it was just a normal technical exchange. If Qin Tongren had the ability to read minds and heard the voices of his subordinates, he would only feel bored and disgusted.

After determining the direction, the technical department started working immediately. The crucible for melting cast iron began to heat up, and the wrought iron load-bearing parts of several farm tools began to be forged. When Chen Ke arrived here the next day, a dozen new-style farm tools had been made. Compared with sandwich steel, this kind of farm tool appeared much clumsier, and the surface was not so smooth. The few technical personnel dissatisfied with Qin Tongren happily saw Chen Ke frown. But Chen Ke said nothing; he began to try them out under the illumination of moonlight and torches outside the house. Compared with wooden farm tools, these farm tools could be said to be quite good.

The illumination of the torches was still not bright enough. Chen Ke almost lay on the ground to examine the effect carefully. Only then did he say: "Old Qin, sorry. I didn't think carefully; I should have come during the day."

As soon as these words came out, those few technical personnel were immediately disappointed or even desperate in their hearts. They felt Chen Ke was an incredible existence. A person in a high position didn't care about his status at all, didn't care about his image at all. Acting as rustic as ordinary common people. What kind of person is this?

"I will start preparing now. The day after tomorrow, send a batch of farm tools to the army for trial first."
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Chapter 136: New Beginning (41)

Shi Dekuan wore the uniform of the Anhui New Army, only the red embroidered armband on his left arm read "Picket." This young man born in 1885 was just 22 years old this year. The four Yuewang Society members following Shi Dekuan all looked unhappy. The group walked silently on the streets of Anqing. It was not yet the fifteenth of the first lunar month; if in previous years, the streets should be extremely lively. Amidst sporadic firecrackers, children would run around the streets, and businessmen should also open their doors for business. But now, pedestrians on the street were scarce, shops were closed and locked, and the lively Anqing seemed to have become a dead city.

When the group patrolled near the entrance of the Anqing Governor's Yamen, they saw some people in long gowns surrounding the gate of the Governor's Yamen demanding to see Revolutionary Army Commander Chen Duxiu. The guards stopped this group of "Long Gown Party" from entering. The few people with Shi Dekuan saw this situation and couldn't help cursing in a low voice: "Those damn People's Party members."

Shi Dekuan didn't answer; he held the position of picket in the Yuewang Society, responsible for the internal discipline of the Yuewang Society. These gentry blocking the gate of the Anqing Revolutionary Government was not an internal dispute. Shi Dekuan and his comrades bypassed this group of people and continued their patrol work.

"Dekuan, let's go south," someone advised.

Hearing this, Shi Dekuan's pace slowed for a moment, then became firm and powerful again. Seeing Shi Dekuan didn't listen to advice at all, the speaker hurriedly caught up two steps and grabbed Shi Dekuan. "Dekuan, those secret society members act like this. And it's just visiting brothels; why are you so serious? When fighting starts, we still have to rely on the people under the secret societies."

" The Revolutionary Army is not allowed to sleep with prostitutes. If I, as a picket, don't manage it, who will?" Shi Dekuan asked.

"What use is it that you managed it so many times? Those people almost hate you to death. And who has ever supported you?" The comrade who spoke just now looked at Shi Dekuan with a gaze of "resenting iron for not becoming steel." The eyes of several other picket team members were also very unfriendly.

"Before, the People's Party abducted female students; after the secret societies entered the city, they gambled and slept with prostitutes. What exactly is wrong with this revolution? I can't control the People's Party, but can't I control the secret societies?" There was uncontrollable anger in Shi Dekuan's voice.

Just at this moment, a New Army signal soldier rushed up from behind. Seeing Shi Dekuan, the signal soldier shouted: "Mr. Shi, Commander Chen invites you back."

Hearing this, the expression of the comrades who dissuaded Shi Dekuan immediately became much more relaxed. Shi Dekuan glanced at the signal soldier angrily, but he didn't refuse this order either. Turning back, Shi Dekuan walked back towards the way he came.

Inside the Anhui Governor's Yamen was much livelier than on the street. People from the Yuewang Society went in and out of various rooms; this chaotic scene could stabilize people's mood very well. The main hall of the Governor's Yamen still maintained its majestic original appearance. Shi Dekuan passed through the main hall into the rear hall. The layout in the rear hall had changed greatly. The host and guest seats had been moved away; three square tables were put together to form a long table in the room. Sitting at the head was Chen Duxiu, the Commander-in-Chief of the current Anhui Revolutionary Government. On both sides of Chen Duxiu were the two major cadres of the Yuewang Society, Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang. Sitting further down were some other cadres. Some secret society leaders sat in even lower positions.

Chen Duxiu was talking with Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang. Seeing Shi Dekuan enter, the three stopped talking.

"Commander, what is the matter for calling me?" Shi Dekuan asked.

"Dekuan, I remember you are from Shouzhou," Chen Duxiu asked.

"Native of Shiji, Shouzhou." Shi Dekuan gave a more accurate answer.

Bai Wenwei took over Chen Duxiu's words: "We plan to appoint you as a representative to go to Fengtai County to talk with the People's Party once. It is too outrageous for the People's Party to abduct female students. Not only you go, but some gentry will go with you."

Hearing this, Shi Dekuan felt his spirit lifted, and his voice became louder. "Then when do we set off?"

Bai Wenwei replied: "Set off tomorrow. You go prepare now."

"Yes!"

Watching Shi Dekuan leave quickly, Bai Wenwei looked relieved. The secret society leaders looked at Shi Dekuan's back with disgusted eyes.

The history of the birth of the Yuewang Society was not long. In 1905, Bai Wenwei served as a gymnastics instructor at Anhui Public School in Wuhu, and Chen Duxiu also taught part-time at the Public School. The two agreed to visit Northern Anhui during the summer vacation. After returning, Bai Wenwei united with Chen Duxiu, Chang Hengfang, and other advanced students in Anhui Public School to establish the Yuewang Society. The meaning of the Yuewang Society was to admire King Yue [Yue Fei]'s spirit of serving the country with supreme loyalty. The address was at the Guanyue Temple [Guan Yu and Yue Fei Temple] in Wuhu at that time. The Yuewang Society was officially born in July or August 1905. There were more than 30 people participating in the organization initially. The first meeting read the oath at the Guandi Temple in Wuhu. And rented two rooms in Wuhu as a contact point. Most leaders of the Yuewang Society accepted the political program of the Tongmenghui at the same time. Except for Chen Duxiu, the main leading members all joined the Tongmenghui, and general members were considered to have joined collectively.

In October 1905, at the request of Zhao Sheng in Nanjing, Bai Wenwei went to the Ninth Division of the New Army to serve as the officer of the front team of the second battalion of the 33rd Regiment. In winter, Chang Hengfang went to Anqing to serve as the Dean of Discipline of Shangzhi School. Thus, the Yuewang Society was divided into three parts: the general headquarters in Wuhu, with Chen Duxiu as the President; Nanjing and Anqing as two branches, with Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang as branch heads.

By the end of February 1907, this revolutionary organization, which was born slightly later than the establishment of the People's Party, was less than two years old.

After experiencing the Battle of Anqing, everyone in the Yuewang Society knew that compared with the People's Party formed by Chen Ke, the strength of the Yuewang Society was definitely not just a little bit worse. Bai Wenwei had not been able to see the siege battle launched by the People's Party with his own eyes, but taking Anqing in one night, such a tough battle shocked Bai Wenwei very much. When he saw the traces of battle everywhere in Anqing City with his own eyes—large patches of blood, corpses, black traces left by hand grenade explosions—all demonstrated the intensity and cruelty of the battle. The People's Party with such armed forces was definitely not something the current Yuewang Society could challenge. In order to improve the strength of the Yuewang Society as soon as possible, they had to rope in secret societies as soon as possible.

"Mr. Bai, should today's military pay be issued?" A secret society leader sitting at the lower end asked shamelessly.

Since someone started, other secret society leaders immediately followed up. "Yeah, it's Chinese New Year; brothers have to ask for double shares no matter what, right?"

Bai Wenwei had to get used to such performance of the secret societies. These days, the secret societies did nothing but ask for money. He didn't even get angry anymore, just said calmly: "Didn't we agree on issuing pay every three days?"

regarding Bai Wenwei's statement, the secret society leaders simply didn't take it. "Mr. Bai, you seized Anqing; where is the lack of this little money? Give brothers double pay, so brothers will be willing to sell their lives when fighting starts."

"Eh? Gentlemen, we already agreed on pay every three days; we must talk about jianghu loyalty, right?" Bai Wenwei was long tired of dealing with these secret societies. Seeing the secret societies were relentless, his tone also became a bit impatient.

Hearing Bai Wenwei's tone became very impolite, a secret society leader suddenly slammed the table and shouted loudly: "Mr. Bai, I think you are a person who only knows how to talk! Our brothers follow you through birth and death; you are not even willing to pay this little money. What do you mean? Think we are easy to send away, don't you?"

"Show some respect." Before the secret society leader could continue speaking, Fan Chuanjia had already slammed the table and stood up. "When have we ever owed you the military pay we should give you? You went through birth and death—up to now, have you fought a battle? Or done anything? We only know how to talk? I think you are the ones who only know how to talk!"

The secret society leader didn't expect the Yuewang Society, which had always been polite to them, to suddenly become tough. Fan Chuanjia wore a New Army uniform, with a pistol tucked in his waist; standing up, he was also majestic and awe-inspiring. The secret society leader who scolded Bai Wenwei for "only knowing how to talk" just now dared not confront Fan Chuanjia directly either.

He turned his head not to look at Fan Chuanjia's eyes spraying anger, but looked at Chen Duxiu. "Commander Chen!" With this shout, the secret society leader's voice sounded as if he had suffered a great grievance. "Is this how you treat brothers? If there is anything, let's talk properly. Making it look so fierce and evil—are you letting us help you revolutionize? Doing this, aren't you afraid of chilling everyone's hearts?"

Chen Duxiu had a splitting headache over such things happening every few days. Looking like they got Anqing, Chen Duxiu's joy simply didn't last for a few days. He suddenly found that Anqing had become a hot potato, rather than the starting point of revolution as previously thought.

When the People's Party retreated, about 300 people from the Anhui New Army defected to the People's Party; they retreated to Fengyang Prefecture with the People's Party. The Anhui New Army had a total strength of more than 4,000 people. Originally, more than 300 people defected to the People's Party under Pu Guanshui's leadership. After the war, another 300 left. Plus those killed in battle, injured, and those who refused to defect to the revolution and fled. The military strength in the hands of the Yuewang Society was less than 1,800. These 1,800 people were extremely strained just defending Anqing, let alone organizing any expedition.

Without military strength, the Yuewang Society could only rely on the manpower of secret societies. But secret societies wanted money besides money. Without fighting a battle, the Yuewang Society had to fight a "war" with the secret societies first.

Originally in the plan of the Yuewang Society, the gentry near Anqing were the objects they could win over. Through the "donations" of the gentry, the Yuewang Society could gather a sum of money. This money used to hire the armed forces of secret societies everywhere could also open up the situation temporarily.

But the People's Party's act of abducting female students gave the Yuewang Society a huge headache. From Chen Ke's perspective, female students were naturally more likely to submit to realistic power. What the base area needed were intellectuals who could honestly be people's teachers, not a group of hot-headed young lads who didn't belong to the People's Party camp and had read books. But from the perspective of the female students' parents, their views were completely different. Gentry who were willing to pay for their daughters to study definitely loved their daughters dearly. Now that Anqing had undergone a military disaster, their daughters were nowhere to be found, dead or alive. The gentry naturally refused to cooperate with the Yuewang Society occupying Anqing. Not only refusing to cooperate, but they first demanded the Yuewang Society hand over their daughters.

The People's Party retreated extremely fast and took away all the horses of the Cavalry Camp. When the Yuewang Society learned the news that the People's Party troops had completely withdrawn from Anqing, they only hoped the People's Party would go as fast as possible. In the first few days of controlling Anqing, the Yuewang Society was completely immersed in a kind of ecstasy. It wasn't until Chen Duxiu and other cadres of the Yuewang Society general headquarters in Wuhu arrived in Anqing that the situation was preliminarily stabilized.

During this period, the revolutionary comrades of the Guangfuhui in Anqing City had all withdrawn to Chizhou on the south bank of the Yangtze River under the intentional exclusion of the Yuewang Society. It wasn't until more than thirty gentry "visited" Anqing Revolutionary Government Commander Chen Duxiu starting from New Year's Eve, asking about the whereabouts of their daughters, that the Yuewang Society knew the People's Party had abducted more than two hundred female students.

Chen Duxiu immediately sent people to chase the People's Party troops, but didn't even see a shadow. The Yuewang Society fell into a dilemma from then on. If they told the truth to the gentry that the one who conquered Anqing was the People's Party, and the Yuewang Society played no role in it at all, the gentry simply wouldn't believe it. They had never heard of the organization People's Party. And why would the People's Party retreat immediately after conquering Anqing and give Anqing to the Yuewang Society for nothing? There was no such reason under heaven.

But regarding the matter of female students, the Yuewang Society indeed took the blame [scapegoat].

To solve this matter, the Yuewang Society had to send Shi Dekuan to the People's Party's territory to ask for people. Of course, as a picket, Shi Dekuan had always been strict with discipline and offended the secret society leaders very much. Sending Shi Dekuan away was also a consideration.
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Chapter 137: New Beginning (42)

The financial resources of the Shi Dekuan family were quite substantial, substantial enough to allow Shi Dekuan and his cousin to study in Japan. In the Yuewang Society, Shi Dekuan held the position of "picket," which required traveling everywhere. Without a substantial family property, one simply couldn't bear the many expenses on the road. After receiving the order to lead some gentry to the People's Party in Fengtai County to ask for people, he immediately went to see the people from those gentry families.

Among these people were stout men in their forties and young men in their twenties, all wearing long gowns. Seeing Shi Dekuan, a 27-year-old young man, coming over, they stood up one after another. Everyone's behavior and conversation were considered polite, but that anxiety and dissatisfaction from the bottom of their hearts could not be hidden no matter what. Since the war in Anqing on February 2, their daughters had been missing; it had been almost a month now. The families of these women inquired everywhere and begged everywhere. With great difficulty, they got an accurate reply: the current owner of Anqing City, the "Yuewang Society," sent someone to lead these families to retrieve those female students. But now the leader was actually a young man less than 30 years old, which made these people feel uneasy again.

However, the families of these female students did not know that in the view of the Yuewang Society, this was a recognized hard job. In days of war and chaos, taking a group of family members to travel hundreds of li to the territory of the People's Party in Fengtai County to ask for people—no one in the Yuewang Society was willing to take this task. The Yuewang Society cadre who had been dealing with these family members hurriedly said a few words to Shi Dekuan, pushed the matter to Shi Dekuan, and left in a hurry. This attitude made these family members feel even more bleak about the future. Of course, if the families of these female students knew some inside information, they would probably feel even more desperate. In the Yuewang Society, someone even proposed a suggestion: since these female students had already been kidnapped by the People's Party anyway, the People's Party would definitely extort a large ransom or something. Rather than letting the People's Party extort ransom, the Yuewang Society might as well take advantage of the family members' ignorance of the situation and ask these people to "donate" a sum of revolutionary funds first.

Fortunately, Chen Duxiu was not muddled. He immediately rejected this suggestion, reprimanded this smart-alec guy in public, and strictly ordered that absolutely no extortion of the families of these female students was allowed. So these poor parents temporarily avoided the crisis of losing money. And the side effect of Chen Duxiu's strict order was also obvious: since the families of these female students had no profit to offer, the Yuewang Society kept them at a respectful distance.

Shi Dekuan had heard a little about this. regarding someone proposing such an unpromising idea, Shi Dekuan was quite disgusted. Of course, Shi Dekuan didn't know that the reason why he was appointed to this task was partly because Shi Dekuan was from Shijiaji, Shouzhou, very close to Fengtai County. A more important reason was that Shi Dekuan, as a picket, was quite serious. regarding various illegal acts in Anqing City, as well as behaviors of Yuewang Society members that did not conform to revolutionary morality, Shi Dekuan fully fulfilled the responsibility of a picket. This made him a thorn in the eyes of many people. Taking advantage of the opportunity of this hard job, many people enthusiastically recommended Shi Dekuan. They extremely hoped that Shi Dekuan, this "rash young fellow," would disappear from Anqing City quickly.

"Mr. Shi, your Yuewang Society has always said that the ones who kidnapped people are some People's Party from Fengtai County. But we have never heard of such a secret society in Fengtai County. Moreover, your Yuewang Society could conquer Anqing; how come you can't even manage a secret society?"

This was the question the family members had been asking but could never get an accurate answer to.

"The Girls' School was run by Teacher Qiu Jin; where is Teacher Qiu Jin now?" Some parents were completely disappointed with the Yuewang Society; they hoped to find Qiu Jin, the person in charge of the Girls' School.

Young people care about face. Hearing these two questions from the families of the female students, Shi Dekuan only felt his face burning. He couldn't say directly that the Yuewang Society was simply not the main force attacking Anqing, and its role in this war was even negligible. He couldn't say directly that after the Yuewang Society took over Anqing, the first thing they did was to squeeze the forces of the Guangfuhui out of Anqing City.

Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei hoped to cooperate with the Guangfuhui, but the young cadres below didn't buy the Guangfuhui's account at all. As a local force in Anhui, the Yuewang Society had an almost instinctive repulsion towards the Guangfuhui from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Tao Chengzhang was also tactful; he took the initiative to lead the people of the Guangfuhui out of Anqing. It finally avoided a more intense conflict. As a main cadre of the Guangfuhui, Qiu Jin naturally withdrew from Anqing with Tao Chengzhang.

All this was the contradiction between the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui; the relatives of the female students didn't care about this at all. Seeing Shi Dekuan didn't speak, they continued to press questions. Just at this time, an older middle-aged man temporarily stopped everyone's questioning. He stood up and said: "Mr. Shi, I am Huang Chengxun."

Shi Dekuan was already somewhat unable to bear the pressure at this time. Seeing Huang Chengxun was still refined, he reluctantly got up and cupped his hands. "Mr. Huang, please speak."

"Mr. Shi, now people have been abducted. Your side says the ones who robbed people were not from the Yuewang Society, and Teacher Qiu Jin is not one of your people either. I think we might as well do this: you tell us where Teacher Qiu Jin is, and we will go to visit Teacher Qiu Jin together. Everyone speak clearly face to face, and come up with a charter to save people back. Mr. Shi, what do you think?"

Although this method took some trouble, it was not impossible. Shi Dekuan answered immediately after hearing it, "Okay." Shi Dekuan was a man of action; if asked to do things, he could do them. Asking him to wrangle endlessly with people like this, Shi Dekuan really couldn't bear it.

Everyone didn't expect Shi Dekuan to agree so thoroughly, fearing he was like those people from the Yuewang Society before, just perfunctory with words. Huang Chengxun pressed: "Then when will Mr. Shi set off?"

"How about leaving now?" Shi Dekuan said crisply.

"Good, we set off now." Huang Chengxun answered immediately.

The group took a boat from Anqing down the river first, and arrived at Chizhou in half a day. As soon as they got off the boat, they saw a team of people approaching with rifles. The leader shouted loudly: "Are you from the New Army?"

Shi Dekuan knew that the Anhui New Army uniform he wore aroused the other party's vigilance. He also shouted loudly: "I am Shi Dekuan of the Yuewang Society. Here to visit Mr. Tao Chengzhang and Teacher Qiu Jin."

Hearing Shi Dekuan report his name, the other party snorted from his nose. "Mr. Tao Chengzhang is very busy now; no time to see you."

"Then seeing Teacher Qiu Jin is also fine. regarding the Anqing Girls' School, I have some matters to visit Teacher Qiu Jin about."

Hearing this, the other party hesitated for a while before saying: "You wait first; we'll go report."

Watching those people enter the city, but leaving half of the people monitoring Shi Dekuan and the others, Huang Chengxun couldn't help asking: "Mr. Shi, has your Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui in Chizhou become incompatible like fire and water?"

Shi Dekuan couldn't help sighing. "That's not it. It's just... just everyone is busy with their own things."

"Then what is the relationship between the People's Party of Fengtai County you mentioned and the Yuewang Society?" Huang Chengxun pressed.

Shi Dekuan hadn't dealt with the People's Party originally. Being asked like this, he couldn't say anything instead. Huang Chengxun misunderstood Shi Dekuan's silence. He thought for a moment, then continued to ask: "Then how is the relationship between this Guangfuhui and the People's Party?"

Hearing this, Shi Dekuan suddenly thought that the relationship between the Guangfuhui and the People's Party seemed quite unusual. This time the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui had a very unpleasant quarrel; one of the superficial triggers was that the People's Party gave two cannons to Chizhou controlled by the Guangfuhui when retreating. After Tao Chengzhang accidentally mentioned this matter, the cadres of the Yuewang Society immediately became "filled with righteous indignation." Having mastered the remnants of the Anhui New Army beaten by the People's Party, the Yuewang Society immediately regarded themselves as the Anhui New Army. In their view, all armaments of the Anhui New Army should belong to the Yuewang Society. The People's Party ran away without a trace; the Yuewang Society naturally couldn't find trouble with the People's Party, but with two cannons transported to Chizhou close at hand, the Yuewang Society immediately felt they suffered a huge loss. Everyone in the Yuewang Society seemed to suddenly become artillery experts; they talked about the great significance of these two cannons for defending Anqing from various angles. And how important defending Anqing was to Chizhou.

Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei and other upper echelons knew they must cooperate with the Guangfuhui, so no matter what thoughts they had in their hearts regarding these things, they didn't say it with their mouths at least. But starting from the middle level, as long as the Yuewang Society could talk to Tao Chengzhang, without exception, they used coercion and bribery, wanting the Guangfuhui to return the two cannons. The matter of cannons, and some other things, made Tao Chengzhang finally decide to take the people of the Guangfuhui to withdraw from Anqing completely.

The People's Party took away a total of four cannons, gave two to the Guangfuhui, and only wanted two for themselves. From this perspective, the relationship between the People's Party and the Guangfuhui was very unusual.

While considering the complex situation, Shi Dekuan suddenly heard Huang Chengxun shout: "Teacher Qiu Jin, you are indeed here." Looking up, he saw Qiu Jin wearing the same short clothes as the armed soldiers of the Guangfuhui, walking with big strides accompanied by several people.

Most of the families of the female students had seen Qiu Jin. In their view, finding Qiu Jin was equal to half of finding their own family members. They left Shi Dekuan aside and scrambled to crowd towards Qiu Jin.

Huang Chengxun rushed at the very front. He shouted with a face full of anxiety: "Teacher Qiu, where exactly is my little girl? Please indicate clearly."

Hearing this, and seeing Huang Chengxun's anxious expression, a look of pain flashed across Qiu Jin's face. She never expected that Chen Ke would actually do such a thing as abducting female students. Not only that, to prevent Qiu Jin from intervening halfway, Chen Ke even used such despicable means as drugging.

But no matter how Qiu Jin regretted misjudging Chen Ke, the thing still happened. When Qiu Jin confirmed it was Chen Ke who abducted the students of the Girls' School, she also sent people to chase. But the People's Party marched too fast; the main force only left two days earlier, and the people sent by Qiu Jin could no longer find the traces of the People's Party. Hearing the news reported back by the dispatched comrades, Qiu Jin was furious. According to Qiu Jin's original intention, she wanted to chase all the way to Fengtai County. No matter what, she had to chase the female students back. But the situation changed extremely fast; the grievances between the People's Party and the Guangfuhui had not been resolved, and the contradiction between the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui immediately erupted. As an important cadre of the Guangfuhui, at the critical moment when the Yuewang Society tried to squeeze the Guangfuhui out of Anqing, Qiu Jin must ensure Chizhou occupied by the Guangfuhui.

With this back and forth, the plan to retrieve the female students had to be stranded. But Qiu Jin was always determined that as long as there was time, she must personally snatch back the students robbed by Chen Ke. So Qiu Jin specially instructed the Guangfuhui comrades defending Chizhou that as long as the parents of female students came to find them, they must report to her. If not for this strict order from Qiu Jin, with the current relationship between the Guangfuhui and the Yuewang Society, when Shi Dekuan reported his family as the Yuewang Society, the Guangfuhui comrades would never let him see Qiu Jin.

Qiu Jin still remembered Huang Chengxun, and also remembered Huang Chengxun's daughter Huang Yuyue was her student. "Mr. Huang. Your young lady and other students were taken away by a friend of mine."

Hearing Qiu Jin say the modifier "a friend of mine," Huang Chengxun felt his legs go soft. He originally thought Qiu Jin was an upright teacher; even as a revolutionary party member, she shouldn't associate with bandits who kidnap people. Holding a little illusion, Huang Chengxun asked with a trembling voice: "Were they taken away by the People's Party?"

"Yes. That bastard Chen Ke, my friend, is exactly the Chairman of the People's Party." Qiu Jin answered almost gnashing her teeth.
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Chapter 142: New Beginning (47)

Chen Ke could fool Shi Dekuan, but he didn't want to fool Qiu Jin. This might be because Chen Ke respected Qiu Jin more, or maybe because Qiu Jin had helped Chen Ke. Anyway, after dinner, facing the many requests raised by Qiu Jin, Chen Ke explained very seriously.

Qiu Jin's request was no different from Shi Dekuan's; summarized, it was "wanting money, wanting people, wanting guns."

"Teacher Qiu, are you still preparing to fight position warfare with the Manchu Qing?" Chen Ke tried to persuade Qiu Jin not to do such a foolish thing.

Qiu Jin was a revolutionary, but not a military expert. she asked somewhat puzzledly: "Without relying on the defense of the city wall, how do we fight?"

Chen Ke continued to advise: "Without troops outside that must be saved, there is no city inside that must be defended. If the Manchu Qing besieges Chizhou, where do the Guangfuhui comrades plan to get reinforcements? The *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* mentions the so-called pincer formation [horns formation] many times. It refers to the defending troops and the mobile troops outside the city forming an echo. Without such an echo, once the Manchu Qing adopts a siege, Chizhou is a dead place."

Hearing that Chen Ke actually didn't advocate occupying Chizhou, Qiu Jin immediately expressed denial. "Wen Qing, we finally occupied the city with difficulty. If we withdraw as soon as the Qing army comes, what will other revolutionary comrades in various places think? This is absolutely not okay."

Chen Ke could understand Qiu Jin's attitude, but he couldn't support Qiu Jin's strategic view. "Teacher Qiu, previously the Manchu Qing was in the open and you were in the dark. With calculation against lack of calculation, naturally you could fight many beautiful battles. Now you are in the open and the Manchu Qing is in the dark; you have to guard against the Manchu Qing all the time. Isn't this a bit too strenuous?"

"Why is Wen Qing unwilling to be our reinforcement? Are you prepared to watch the revolution fail helplessly?" Qiu Jin finally asked this sentence that made Chen Ke slightly disappointed.

If she wanted to sow discord between the Guangfuhui and the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke could have asked back: "Is the Yuewang Society farther away than us?" But Chen Ke knew very clearly that although the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were close at hand, as long as the Manchu Qing naval forces cut off the channel on the Yangtze River, the two sides couldn't echo each other at all. In the earliest plan, Chen Ke didn't expect the two sides to cooperate effectively. Chen Ke was just a bit strange why the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui hadn't been able to fight their way out yet. The reason why the People's Party wanted to take down a city each in the north and south of the river was to let the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui each have a stronghold. Then the two sides would expand with their respective strongholds as the core. But looking at their current performance, neither side had the intention of fighting their way out. Was it because Anqing was the provincial capital and Chizhou was the prefecture capital, so the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were blinded by these two big cities and insisted on occupying these two cities without letting go?

"Teacher Qiu, if I say I can send troops to echo, do you believe it?" Chen Ke tactfully put forward his own view.

"If Wen Qing can conquer such a large territory, if you say you can echo, I believe it." Qiu Jin didn't mean to let Chen Ke go.

"You believe, but I myself don't believe it yet." Chen Ke simply made it clear. "I can't beat the Manchu Qing warships on the Yangtze River. So I really can't help much."

Hearing Chen Ke speak so straightforwardly, Qiu Jin suddenly laughed. "Wen Qing is still the same as before, never deceiving people with big words. Mr. Tao sent me here this time not to ask Wen Qing to send troops, but just hoping Wen Qing could help. Since Wen Qing has said so clearly, I will talk about Mr. Tao's meaning. Mr. Tao wants me to ask Wen Qing, do you have any suggestions for our Guangfuhui's future strategy?"

regarding this question, Chen Ke answered without hesitation: "According to the current situation of the Guangfuhui, I think politically you should fight for the support of the gentry. Militarily, expand the territory to the south. I don't know much about the specific strength of the Guangfuhui, but the biggest problem of the Manchu Qing now is lack of money. As long as you constantly capture those inland county towns, the Manchu Qing will be exhausted, and finances will inevitably be tighter. It is unrealistic for the Guangfuhui to defeat the Manchu Qing head-on, but there is hope to drag down the Manchu Qing. Plus fighting for the support of the gentry politically, self-preservation is possible."

Qiu Jin frowned. "What Wen Qing said actually means we should avoid the sharp edge of the Manchu Qing? Does Wen Qing look down on us so much? You used only one year to have such a scale. I see that within a hundred miles, Wen Qing's power has fully entered the countryside. Why can you capture Anqing thousands of miles away, while we have to run around here and there? You have to explain this matter clearly to me."

Chen Ke originally intended to explain clearly. If the Guangfuhui could hold on for a while longer, it would be greatly beneficial to the People's Party. He said seriously: "Teacher Qiu, because we don't rely on the gentry; we rely on the common people. What the common people want in a disaster year is to survive. Since the Manchu Qing government can't save them, and we sincerely want to save the common people, then the common people naturally support us."

"Wen Qing, your words are wrong. You want to save the common people; don't we want to save the common people?" Qiu Jin was very dissatisfied with Chen Ke's attitude. This was clearly mocking her.

"Teacher Qiu, as the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry. Your revolutionary propositions are simply not what the common people want. The common people want to survive, to eat, to wear clothes, to live better. But your propositions are all long-term when talked about, like overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the people can do this and that. What does this have to do with the common people? The gentry want to hear this, because after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, they can be in power. But the common people don't care about this at all. What does the fall of the Manchu Qing have to do with the common people having enough to eat and wear?"

"Eh? Wen Qing, you are talking nonsense. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing and knocking down those who bully the common people, how can the lives of the common people not become better?"

"What the common people want is for their lives to improve immediately now, or at least not get worse. But Sister Qiu, you want to overthrow the Manchu Qing and drive away foreign invaders. To do these things, the people must tighten their belts to support you. Not only will the lives of the common people not get better, but they will get worse in the short term. Do you think the common people are stupid?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qiu Jin was furious. She glared at Chen Ke and scolded: "This is short-sightedness."

"If the Manchu Qing doesn't fall today, it will fall tomorrow; if not tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow. But the stomach, if you don't eat for a day, you will be hungry. If you don't eat for three days, you will be too hungry to walk or work. The common people have a deep understanding of this." Chen Ke could only speak to this extent. Saying more, he felt it would be too much.

Qiu Jin was a character after all, and before coming to Fengtai County, Tao Chengzhang repeatedly instructed her to get methods from Chen Ke. She suppressed her anger and continued to ask: "Then why did Wen Qing start your family by relying on supporting the common people, but let us rely on the gentry?"

"Because Teacher Qiu, you are gentry yourself. The gentry can understand your set of things, and only the gentry are interested in accepting it. What the common people think is completely different from the gentry. Teacher Qiu has contacted so many secret societies; presumably, you should be extremely clear."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin was temporarily silent. The realistic degree of secret societies could be said to be haggling over every ounce; no matter what they were asked to do, it would eventually fall on money and grain. This was also the biggest puzzlement of Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang about how Chen Ke could command thousands of elites. If Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang were to command thousands of subordinates, they would have to scatter at least hundreds of thousands of silver dollars. Tao Chengzhang asked Qiu Jin to ask Chen Ke for advice; the most important point was how to build a force like the one Chen Ke had when attacking Anqing.

Qiu Jin pondered for a long time before continuing to ask: "Wen Qing, exactly how much money did you spend to build the team under your command?"

"If calculated according to the mode Teacher Qiu experienced, I spent at least tens of millions of taels of silver. But in reality, I spent about a million taels of silver."

Qiu Jin was scared by the number Chen Ke said. "How can the difference be so big?"

Chen Ke slowly calculated this account for Qiu Jin. "We have about two million people under our rule now. Even if one person eats half a jin of grain a day. Two million people eat one million jin of grain a day. For these two million people to eat for four months, they need 120 million jin of grain. Converted, it is one million piculs [dan] of grain. Now selling one picul of grain for ten taels of silver in the disaster area is not much. Isn't this spending more than ten million taels of silver?"

regarding this calculation, Qiu Jin was already dumbfounded. It took a long time before she continued to ask: "Then what is the algorithm for the more than four hundred thousand taels of silver spent?" [Note: Text says "more than 400,000" here but "1 million" earlier? Paragraph 34 says: `我花了一百万两银子吧` (I spent 1 million). Paragraph 37 asks: `那花出去的四十几万两银子又是怎么一个算法？` (What about the 400,000+ taels spent?). This implies Qiu Jin heard 400,000 or Chen Ke said 1 million but meant something else. Or maybe the text has a discrepancy. Actually, Chen Ke said "Spent 1 million". Qiu Jin asks about "400,000". Maybe Qiu Jin thinks 1 million is too much and asks about a smaller sum? Or maybe "1 million" included the 400,000 cash. Let's assume the text meant "What about the 1 million spent?". I will translate literally as "more than four hundred thousand" if the text says `四十几万`. Yes, text says `四十几万`. Maybe Chen Ke said 1 million total (cash+goods?), and Qiu Jin asks about the cash part? Or maybe Chen Ke said 400,000 earlier and I missed it? No. Let's stick to the text.]

"We only had a total of one million taels of silver, and up to now we only had this much money, all spent completely." Chen Ke gave the answer. "Of course, Teacher Qiu must be strange, where did we get these one million piculs of grain? Because the forts on both banks of the Huai River were breached by us. We raided those people's homes, so we had so much grain."

"You... how many people's homes did you raid in this year?" Qiu Jin no longer had the imposing manner just now. Chen Ke's attitude was gentle, but the words he spoke were full of the smell of blood.

Chen Ke said calmly: "Including Anqing, we killed about ten thousand people and raided more than seventy forts."

"Killed ten thousand people?" Qiu Jin was always known as heroic in the Revolutionary Party, but after hearing Chen Ke's words, her first feeling was confusion. What is the concept of killing ten thousand people? There were only tens of thousands of people living in Shaoxing City; if calculated according to the people living inside the old city wall, it was only ten thousand. The number of people Chen Ke killed in one year was as many as the people in Shaoxing City. The refined young man in front of her was actually a "butcher" with hands stained with blood? This gave Qiu Jin a great shock.

"Teacher Qiu, it is true that ten thousand people died, but how many people survived? At least hundreds of thousands. The vast majority of those who died were gentry and the thugs they kept. At least in the view of our People's Party, using the deaths of these people in exchange for the survival of hundreds of thousands of common people is a kind of justice. But the situation Teacher Qiu and you face now is different from ours. Jiangnan has not suffered such a big disaster, and the common people do not have such a high demand for revolution. In addition, if you want to get money and grain from the common people, it is far less fast than getting money and grain directly from the gentry. Moreover, your conscription of common people to fight might not be as convenient as directly using secret societies to fight. That's why I suggested you seize county towns and win over gentry. You are already influential among the gentry; uniting the gentry is easier for you."

Listening to Chen Ke state the suggestion calmly, Qiu Jin felt that if Chen Ke had a ferocious face at this time, perhaps it would make her feel more adapted. Chen Ke's attitude contained a disregard for the lives of the gentry. Whether killing gentry or uniting gentry, for Chen Ke, it was just a means to achieve the goal. This cold attitude made Qiu Jin shudder.

Looking at Qiu Jin's shocked expression, Chen Ke was actually quite helpless. He sincerely wanted to help Qiu Jin and the Guangfuhui, but the program and route of the People's Party were of no help to the Guangfuhui. Since the Guangfuhui was an old-style revolution, adopting a more pragmatic attitude was the most effective method. If the Guangfuhui were allowed to learn the People's Party's set, that would be true deception. Although he knew his image was completely destroyed in Qiu Jin's eyes. But out of a kind of true goodwill, Chen Ke had to propose such a suggestion to Qiu Jin.

Next, everyone felt very speechless. Qiu Jin went back to the dormitory to rest on the grounds of travel fatigue. Chen Ke continued to start work in the office. Because of receiving these two, a lot of work was delayed today; he could only work overtime to make up for this time. Now was a very critical moment. The People's Party must maximize the expansion of the base area before spring plowing, and complete the first harvest before the enemy attacked. Otherwise, the days in the second half of the year would be very difficult.
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The further they went into the base area, the stronger the atmosphere of spring plowing became. Although everyone's clothes had many patches, most were relatively neat. And the dark blue military uniforms that often appeared in teams in the fields, working seriously like other common people, appeared very eye-catching.

"Are these soldiers also farming?" Huang Chengxun couldn't help asking.

It was really a bit funny to say this. The "Blue Uniforms" waving hoes and shovels and other farm tools were definitely farming, and looking at the way they worked, they were all experts. Hearing this, no one in the small team laughed; everyone understood Huang Chengxun's meaning. Everyone had read books and heard of such things as military farming [Tuntian], but the problem was that military farming was a matter of the Ming Dynasty at the latest. These people never expected to see it with their own eyes in their lifetime.

"I'm afraid these are not people who fight battles." Qiu Jin couldn't help but respond. The army she saw not long ago was the army in her heart. In these years, it was only right and natural for soldiers to serve for food; if the army farmed personally, it felt very weird to Qiu Jin no matter how she thought about it. The reasonable explanation could only be that this group of people in the fields were not the army, but hired workers of the People's Party.

But the next question came out immediately: the hired workers of the People's Party could actually afford military uniforms. If hired workers could afford clothes, it meant life was not bad. If these clothes were given to hired workers by the People's Party, it meant the People's Party was rich. No matter which angle it was explained from, it formed a paradox with Fengtai County being a heavily hit disaster area.

This question required investigation, but the small team really didn't have the courage to ask the blue uniforms working in the fields, nor were they willing to waste time on this. After walking another dozen li, everyone saw even more wonderful things. Not only were people working in the fields, but they also saw blue uniforms planting tree saplings by the roadside. Having traveled for so long, everyone was tired. Plus, curious about these blue-clad people, everyone simply rested temporarily next to the people planting saplings.

"Brother, may I ask why you are planting trees by the roadside?" Huang Chengxun stepped forward to strike up a conversation.

The soldier planting trees looked at Huang Chengxun with suspicious eyes. "Where are you from? Listening to the accent, you are not locals."

"We are from Anqing, coming here to visit relatives." This was the common excuse discussed by everyone.

"Visiting relatives? Where are your relatives from?" The soldier continued to press.

"Shijiaji, Shouzhou." Huang Chengxun said hurriedly. Shi Dekuan's family was from Shijiaji; this wasn't a lie. But being questioned by a soldier like this, Huang Chengxun felt these people were probably going to extort him.

Seeing Huang Chengxun said nothing flawed, the soldier replied: "The troops have orders for us to plant trees by the roadside. So we plant trees by the roadside. There is no other reason."

"Then how is it okay to plant trees in other people's land?"

"Now everyone has distributed the land; public land and common people's land are divided very clearly. This road and the land on both sides of the road are public land; no matter what, we won't plant into common people's homes."

Hearing these words, all the gentry couldn't help looking at the soldier. At this time, they heard someone shouting nearby: "Stop talking, hurry up and work." The tone was not strict. Hearing this, the soldier continued to bury his head in digging pits and ignored Huang Chengxun and the others.

Huang Chengxun and the others rested for a while and continued on their way. "Has this People's Party already regarded itself as the government?" Huang Chengxun asked Qiu Jin.

Qiu Jin couldn't answer this matter well either. Although the Guangfuhui possessed Chizhou, it was only floating on the surface. Their power couldn't even manage the gentry of Chizhou, let alone penetrate comprehensively into the controlled area along the way like the People's Party. If there was manpower to plant trees, the Guangfuhui would rather let these people guard the city or collect taxes. The People's Party's move of managing the base area comprehensively and deeply made Qiu Jin both envious and puzzled. She could only answer reluctantly: "Chen Ke and the others have been managing Fengtai County for almost a year; it's not strange to have this scale."

Shi Dekuan didn't speak much along the way; at this time he couldn't help interrupting: "To manage to this extent, I'm afraid it's not a year's work. Teacher Qiu, the People's Party has such military strength; why didn't they rise up earlier?"

"I said one year, it is one year. I only met Wen Qing in May the year before last. At that time he was still alone, promoting revolution with us in Shanghai. In just one year he could achieve such a degree; I really dare not believe it without seeing it with my own eyes."

"You say relying on one person, a situation like this can be pulled up in one year?" Huang Chengxun had never seen so many unexpected things. The Revolutionary Party rebellion was just an unexpected event for Huang Chengxun; Anqing City being occupied was surprising enough. But far away from Anqing, there was actually such a large piece of territory that seemed to have completely broken away from the control of the Manchu Qing court, making Huang Chengxun feel even more surprised. Anqing was Huang Chengxun's hometown; the natural familiarity could always dilute the feeling of rulers. But thinking that the land under his feet was the territory of another group of rebels, Huang Chengxun and other gentry felt uncomfortable all over.

"No need to say more. We will know everything when we see Chen Ke." Qiu Jin said.

The next day, these people finally arrived at their destination, Fengtai County.

Approaching Fengtai County, these people thought they saw wrong. Anqing was already a big city, but compared with Anqing, the liveliness of Fengtai County now was not inferior at all. Ships shuttled back and forth on the waterway, and people came and went in the county town. But most were soldiers wearing dark blue military uniforms.

And unlike other places, the army set up checkpoints and inspected quite strictly. It was no longer appropriate for these people to say they were going to Shouzhou. When interrogated, Qiu Jin simply stepped forward. "I am looking for People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, and People's Party's Hua Xiongmao."

Hearing these two names, the soldier at the checkpoint frowned. He asked seriously: "May I ask who you are?"

"I am Hua Xiongmao's aunt." Qiu Jin answered.

Hearing Qiu Jin's statement, the soldier didn't show any sign of reverence. He continued to ask: "May I ask your surname?"

"My name is Qiu Jin." Qiu Jin answered proudly.

Hearing this name, the soldier frowned even tighter. He looked at Qiu Jin carefully, then took out a piece of paper to look. "Is it the Qiu of Autumn?"

"Uh?" Qiu Jin didn't expect the soldier to come up with this. She was stunned for a moment before answering: "Exactly."

"You wait here." After speaking, the soldier whispered something to the comrade beside him, then turned and left. A moment later, he brought a few people over. The leader looked at Qiu Jin for a while, then walked over quickly. "Teacher Qiu Jin, I trust you have been well since we parted."

Qiu Jin looked at this person carefully; he looked slightly familiar. That person introduced himself: "I am Pan Yinian of the Huangpu Study Society. I met Teacher Qiu before. I wonder what business Teacher Qiu has in Fengtai County."

"I came to find Chen Ke." Being recognized saved a lot of trouble. Qiu Jin sneered: "Chen Ke wouldn't be afraid of me coming, setting up a checkpoint specifically to block me, right?"

"That's not likely; Teacher Qiu worries too much." Pan Yinian replied, "It's just that Chairman Chen guessed Teacher Qiu would come, but didn't expect Teacher Qiu to come so late. I will take Teacher Qiu there now."

The entire Fengtai County was now a big military camp. Besides soldiers, those coming and going were still soldiers. In addition, some people in dark blue military uniforms with "Police" written on their chests and backs appeared from time to time. An atmosphere of tension.

At the gate of the military camp, Qiu Jin and her party were interrogated and questioned, then registered on the visitor list before being let in. Chen Ke didn't come to see them quickly. These people waited until noon and were treated to a simple free lunch. Roasted potatoes lacking salt with a duck egg. Qiu Jin asked the soldier delivering food when Chen Ke could see them. The soldier shook his head. "I'm just delivering food; I don't know when Chairman Chen is free." After speaking, the soldier strode away.

Qiu Jin was angered quite a bit by this cold hospitality etiquette, but after all, she was on Chen Ke's territory. She kept looking at the watch on her wrist given by Chen Ke. It wasn't until past three in the afternoon that someone took Qiu Jin and the others to see Chen Ke.

"Wen Qing! Where did you take my students?" As soon as she saw Chen Ke in the conference room, Qiu Jin asked bluntly.

Chen Ke had a harmless smile on his face. "They are all attending school in the schools in our base area."

"This is Chairman Chen, right?" Hearing Chen Ke admit this matter frankly, Huang Chengxun hurriedly came up and bowed. "Is my daughter Huang Yuyue brought to your honored place by Chairman Chen?"

"I'll check." Chen Ke picked up a list and glanced at it. "There is indeed such a person."

Hearing Chen Ke agreed, Huang Chengxun bowed deeply again. "Chairman Chen, I beg you to release my little girl. Your great kindness and virtue, we will never forget."

While inviting everyone to sit down, Chen Ke said: "No need to mention great kindness and virtue. I forcibly brought people to our base area; I don't know how you curse me in your hearts. Such cliché words are meaningless. Mr. Huang, and everyone present. I brought the girls of your families here definitely not for kidnapping and ransom. Everyone should be able to believe this matter."

The gentry nodded hurriedly. With the scale of Chen Ke's base area, if it were kidnapping, the families should have been notified long ago. This agreement was not forced.

Seeing everyone expressed agreement, Chen Ke continued: "Then we spent so much effort to bring so many people to our base area, to let them be teachers. If we get a bunch of pedantic scholars, let alone the number is extremely small, and that bunch of people hold themselves very high, completely not meeting our requirements. Instead, the girls of your families have some cultural foundation and good family education. Moreover, their age is just the time to learn things. We educate them on one hand, and let them teach and educate people on the other. I really can't think of anyone more suitable to be teachers than them."

These words left the gentry momentarily at a loss for how to respond. Chen Ke was praising the high quality of the gentry's daughters comprehensively. And these praises were exactly what the gentry themselves identified with. If not talking about the fact of separation of flesh and blood, just from Chen Ke's perspective, arresting these girls to the base area was indeed an extremely correct choice.

"Mr. Chen, if your People's Party lacks money..." Huang Chengxun still wanted to persuade Chen Ke.

Chen Ke interrupted Huang Chengxun without hesitation. "What do we want money for? Money is dead; people are the root. I can't hire such female teachers even with money."

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude so firm, Huang Chengxun simply began to beg: "Since my little girl was brought to Fengtai County by Mr. Chen, my wife has lost her appetite and is in poor health. Please, Mr. Chen, let my little girl go home to visit..."

Chen Ke replied immediately: "This is not to be feared. We can send someone to pick up your wife, or Mr. Huang can move your whole family to our Fengtai County. This way, the whole family can be reunited without delaying your daughter's progress. Isn't this the best of both worlds?"

"Mr. Chen, are you determined not to release people?"

"If I would release people just like this, why did I bring people to Fengtai County in the first place?"

Chen Ke's firm attitude left these gentry speechless. Before coming to Fengtai County, they had no understanding of Chen Ke. After seeing the strength of the People's Party with their own eyes, these people knew Chen Ke was definitely not that easy to deal with. Huang Chengxun probed: "Mr. Chen, I can always see my little girl first, right?"

"This is no problem. At this time, school should be over. I'll send someone to take everyone there."
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"One, two, one! One, two, one! One, two, three, four!" The crisp shouts of the girls were very special on the playground.

When Huang Chengxun and other parents saw their daughters, the students of the Girls' School were conducting afternoon military training on the playground. A group of girls with short bangs and neck-length short hair, wearing dark blue military uniforms, were running in neat formation under the leadership of a female instructor. Chen Ke said he arranged for these girls from Anqing to attend the Normal School. In everyone's imagination, the Normal School should be an old-style private school, where everyone attended class in a simple but quiet classroom. Seeing a group of little girls wearing men's standard military uniforms, running in formation full of vitality with their own eyes, the family members were all dumbfounded, not knowing how to react for a moment.

Instead, the complexions of Qiu Jin and Shi Dekuan became slightly better. What they worried about most was that Chen Ke distributed the snatched female students to the leaders of the People's Party. Judging from the situation seen now, the girls really received comprehensive education. At least they didn't fall behind in physical training.

Huang Chengxun tried to find his daughter from these girls with identical clothes and hairstyles. After looking several times, he finally saw Huang Yuyue. Huang Yuyue looked really changed a bit; Huang Chengxun had never seen such a focused look on that red, sweaty little face. If the person in front of him were not his daughter but his son, just this focused attitude would make Huang Chengxun feel a sense of gratification in his heart.

Accompanying the parents group was the People's Party female officer Ren Qiying. In order to solve the problem of the female students' parents, Chen Ke specially transferred Ren Qiying over. This was also one of the reasons why the parents waited so long. Along the way, Ren Qiying had repeatedly emphasized to the parents that parents were not allowed to talk to female students until break time. Seeing the family members stretching their necks, already having the intention to shout, Ren Qiying hurriedly said: "Please observe discipline. It is not just your family's child attending class now. We will definitely let you meet in a while. Shouting now will only disturb our normal teaching order."

Hearing this, the parents cursed secretly in their hearts: "The People's Party doesn't allow us to disturb the normal teaching order, but the People's Party disrupted the order of our families; how about that?" However, although cursing in their hearts, looking at those male soldiers around, these people thought they would suffer for nothing if they made trouble.

Ren Qiying had long seen through their thoughts from these parents' faces. She laughed: "Everyone is knowledgeable. The Manchu Qing will definitely perish. If our People's Party sits in the world [rules the country] ten years later, how will everyone view the matter of your daughters joining our team and becoming people's teachers?"

Hearing this, the parents who originally looked resentful were all stunned. The People's Party rebelling was already an ironclad fact. These parents instinctively hoped to stay away from rebellion, and were even less willing to let their daughters get involved in this muddy water. Hearing Ren Qiying say this, the parents felt an indescribable sense of incongruity.

Ren Qiying didn't wait for these parents to fully understand and continued: "The political proposition of our People's Party has always included the concept of equality between men and women. Women should also go to school and work like men, supporting themselves. The profession of teacher itself is very suitable for women. You let your daughters go to school; isn't it because you hope they have a future, isn't it because you hope they can better grasp their own destiny? As the saying goes, people go to high places, water flows to low places. If these students follow our People's Party, they will definitely have a very good future."

Li Qingjiang had always been reticent. Seeing other parents had been bluffed by Ren Qiying, he disagreed with Ren Qiying's point of view, so he said: "I don't care about the future or whatever, but you can't forcibly kidnap people like this. I let my daughter go to school for her to read books and understand principles, neither expecting her to show her face in public to work, nor letting her participate in any rebellion."

Ren Qiying smiled and said: "Hehe, this gentleman. You look like a scholar. May I ask if you know about Qin Shi Huang burning books and burying scholars? Do you know about Tang Taizong Li Shimin killing his brothers and forcing his father?"

"...I know." The Anqing area located by the Yangtze River had a very strong atmosphere of learning; reading was a tradition. Not only Li Qingjiang knew these two allusions, but all the parents who came to the base area this time actually knew these two allusions. They didn't know what Ren Qiying's purpose in asking this was, but these people subconsciously felt this was by no means a sign of good words.

"Qin Shi Huang has been scolded by Confucians for so many years because the Qin Dynasty perished in the second generation. Tang Taizong Li Shimin ended up with the evaluation of a wise ruler because he created the Rule of Zhenguan. What does this show?" Ren Qiying scanned the parents with a very polite cold smile on her face. Seeing all parents had to look back at her, Ren Qiying then said the following words: "History does not condemn the victor, and history cannot condemn the victor."

All parents never expected this young and capable woman in front of them to say such fierce words. These men who were gentry obviously felt they were about to be overwhelmed in momentum by this woman Ren Qiying. Such a heavy and clear topic pointed directly to the essence of history. If the People's Party seized the world, the matter of abducting female students would never be mentioned again. If this matter became material for attacking the People's Party, that would be after the failure of the People's Party.

Just when the parents didn't know how to refute Ren Qiying, Ren Qiying spoke again: "Gentlemen, the current era is already an era of revolution; revolution has begun to sweep across the whole of China. Regardless of whether you have realized the existence of revolution, regardless of whether you are willing to join the revolution, you are already in the torrent of revolution. It is impossible to stay out of it. Our purpose in inviting these female students here is not to kidnap these students, but to let our People's Party's revolutionary cause receive more powerful help, so that our revolution can succeed early. In our view, letting these female students join the revolution is beneficial to us and to these girls. So we will absolutely not compromise with anyone."

The parents' originally happy mood of seeing their daughters safe and sound flew completely to the nine heavens. They thought they could maintain their past peaceful life and not be affected by war and revolution. To chase back the peaceful life that continued less than two months ago, these people traveled thousands of miles to Fengtai County, trying to ask for their daughters back. In their view, they were just accidentally swept by the external storm; as long as they could be more careful, they would definitely not repeat the same mistake.

After listening to the words of this young girl Ren Qiying, these people finally understood that unless they completely gave up their daughters who fell into the hands of the People's Party, they had no other way to directly get rid of the connection with the revolution. And even if they gave up decisively now, it might not necessarily be of much use. Anqing City was now in the hands of another revolutionary party, the Yuewang Society. Even if they returned to Anqing, the situation they faced was what Ren Qiying just said: "They are already in the torrent of revolution." The difference was only knowing or not knowing.

Having figured out these things, these gentry did not have the joy after contacting the truth. Seeing clearly the situation they had to face, the faces of these people all became extremely ugly.

As the principal of the Girls' School, Qiu Jin also came with the parents. She wanted to confirm that her students were not treated badly. Hearing Ren Qiying's words, Qiu Jin couldn't help shouting applause: "Good! This sister said well! Now is already the era of revolution; regardless of whether you are willing or not, no one can escape. This sister is worthy of being Wen Qing's subordinate; well said."

Ren Qiying laughed: "Teacher Qiu Jin flatters me. Chairman Chen has always warned us People's Party members to seek truth from facts; I just said some current facts, not worthy of Teacher Qiu's praise."

Seeing Ren Qiying smiling gently at Qiu Jin, parents who still refused to give up began to act pitiful again. "Miss Ren, since my little girl arrived in Fengtai County, the family members have lost their appetite, and someone has already fallen ill. I also hope Miss Ren can put in a good word in front of Mr. Chen Ke. We will definitely give heavy gifts in return."

regarding this little trick, Ren Qiying, like Chen Ke, didn't care at all. A look of concern appeared on her face. "Since your daughter joined our team, she is our comrade. Our People's Party treats comrades as warm as spring. If someone in your family is sick because of longing, we can send someone to bring your family member to the base area. This way you can reunite as a family. May I ask this gentleman's surname and where you live? We can send someone there now."

Being pressed by Ren Qiying like this, the speaker was no longer willing to speak more. As the saying goes, when a scholar meets a soldier, reasoning is unclear. What's more, these people holding weapons were also quite eloquent, and in terms of learning, they might not be inferior to these gentry.

Just at this time, the female students finished running drills, and this verbal confrontation ended temporarily. Accompanied by female instructors, the female students met with their parents. Qiu Jin and Shi Dekuan didn't want to participate in such things that were destined to be tearful anymore. Qiu Jin had her own mission, and Shi Dekuan also bad one. The two coincidentally asked Ren Qiying to take them to see Chen Ke.

Unexpectedly to both of them, Ren Qiying asked someone to take Shi Dekuan to find Chen Ke first, while she accompanied Qiu Jin to arrange accommodation. Qiu Jin was very surprised, but felt relieved after a moment. This arrangement showed that Chen Ke was prepared to make time for a long talk with her. Shi Dekuan originally didn't have much dealing with Chen Ke; seeing Shi Dekuan first this time was at most just a polite meeting.

Shi Dekuan didn't care much about such an arrangement either. He wanted to see Chen Ke more out of curiosity about Chen Ke. The Yuewang Society arranged for Shi Dekuan to come and deliver people [parents]; the only task was to deliver people. Originally this was a hard job. The crowd of the Yuewang Society didn't know how the People's Party would deal with these female students. In their view, maybe the leaders of the People's Party had already divided the female students. In ordinary gossip, there were quite a few such erotic predictions. Shi Dekuan didn't quite believe these guesses that "the masses love to hear and see." He was just very puzzled why the People's Party could do such a thing.

What he saw and heard along the way touched Shi Dekuan quite a lot. Both the sphere of influence of the People's Party and the degree of penetration into society were things Shi Dekuan dared not even think about. Especially after seeing the insight of this woman Ren Qiying, Shi Dekuan felt he must have a good talk with Chen Ke no matter what. Chen Ke was a person worth talking to.

When led into Chen Ke's office, Chen Ke was writing furiously on documents. There were many documents piled on the desk, and civil servants came in and out, very busy. Compared with the helplessness of the Yuewang Society, the People's Party here could be described as orderly.

"Wait for me a moment, okay?" Seeing Shi Dekuan enter, Chen Ke raised his head and said.

"Mr. Chen, you are busy first." Shi Dekuan used honorifics almost instinctively.

Chen Ke smiled apologetically at Shi Dekuan, then buried his head in the paperwork again.
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Chapter 151: Chain Reaction (9)

After the Military Commission meeting adjourned, Hua Xiongmao hurried away from the venue. His heart was full of insights into the people's revolution. Just as he was about to step out of the military camp gate quickly, he suddenly heard a familiar voice shouting from behind: "Zheng Lan, don't go yet."

Hearing Qiu Jin's shout, Hua Xiongmao was shocked. After Qiu Jin came to the base area, Hua Xiongmao tried his best to avoid meeting her. He knew Chen Ke and the Party Central Committee's attitude towards the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui very well, and Hua Xiongmao himself supported this attitude. The People's Party had no obligation to provide military and political assistance to the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui. The greatest significance of these two revolutionary parties now was merely attracting the attention of the Manchu Qing in Anqing and Chizhou. Chen Ke was not a "good person"; after the Battle of Anqing, the reason why the People's Party handed Anqing and Chizhou over to the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui contained cruel considerations in Chen Ke's plan. The Yuewang Society was a local secret society party, and the Guangfuhui was a revolutionary party from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. It was unlikely that these two would be completely eliminated by the Manchu Qing. And the Manchu Qing would definitely want to exterminate these two political parties that created such a "commotion." Just rooting them out would consume a great deal of the Manchu Qing's strength. These two political parties would inevitably buy a lot of time for the People's Party.

Hua Xiongmao knew that Chen Ke was not plotting against Qiu Jin personally, but Qiu Jin was Hua Xiongmao's aunt after all. Hua Xiongmao could not violate confidentiality discipline to reveal internal secrets of the People's Party to Qiu Jin, and he had a sense of guilt towards Qiu Jin. The result was that Hua Xiongmao tried every means to avoid contact with Qiu Jin. Today, one slip in a hundred precautions, he was still blocked by Qiu Jin.

Pretending not to hear Qiu Jin's shout was certainly a way to solve the problem temporarily, but Hua Xiongmao couldn't bear to do so. He stopped his steps and turned his head, seeing Qiu Jin running over quickly.

Stopping in front of Hua Xiongmao, Qiu Jin said straight to the point: "Zheng Lan, I have something to beg you. Lend me some soldiers. You decide the number; not many, ten or twenty will do. But they must be able to help me and your uncle Xu Xilin."

"Aunt, I can't help with this matter." Hua Xiongmao replied regretfully, "Our People's Party is the Party commanding the gun; without the order of the Party Committee, I can't move a single person."

Qiu Jin stared at Hua Xiongmao as if looking at a monster. After a good while, she asked in that angry tone peculiar to being fooled: "Zheng Lan, you have thousands of people under your command, right? You refuse even when I ask you to lend me ten people?"

"Aunt, I'm not fooling you; our People's Party has such a system. Once the Party Committee makes a decision, I have to go out to fight with thousands of troops. Without the Party Committee's decision, I can't take away a single person." Hua Xiongmao tried hard to convince Qiu Jin.

"Zheng Lan, do you think these words can fool me?"

Hua Xiongmao didn't know how to explain to Qiu Jin because he had never thought about this problem. While trying hard to think, a thought suddenly flashed through Hua Xiongmao's mind. This was something he hadn't considered before, but now this thought flashed through his mind like lightning, giving Hua Xiongmao a sudden feeling of enlightenment. "Aunt, it is precisely because our army has such discipline that our People's Party can be invincible. Our army is the Party's army, not my personal army. Our army can win battles because we fight for the common people. If the army became my personal army, who would be willing to listen to me?"

If these words were said to the Military Commission of the People's Party and the soldiers of the troops, Hua Xiongmao could definitely convince them successfully. But he was facing Qiu Jin outside the People's Party now. Qiu Jin couldn't understand what Hua Xiongmao was saying at all. Because Qiu Jin also held important positions in Chizhou, she knew that as a leader of a political party, one must set an example. So Qiu Jin could understand the reason why Chen Ke couldn't agree to lend people. Today, when the People's Party also had to face the Manchu Qing siege, it was inconvenient for Chen Ke to explain to the people under the People's Party. Thinking over and over, Qiu Jin felt Hua Xiongmao could definitely help. With thousands of people under Hua Xiongmao, supporting a dozen or twenty people should be a very easy thing, right? She never expected that Hua Xiongmao would refuse her with such an incredible reason as "without the order of the Party Committee, I can't move a single person myself."

"Zheng Lan, can't you lend me a dozen people from your guard unit?" Qiu Jin was completely angry.

"My guard unit?" Although he saw Qiu Jin's angry face, Hua Xiongmao almost laughed out loud hearing this. Military cadres of the People's Party did not have their own guard units. The only guard battalion was the directly subordinate unit used to protect the Party Central Committee. The guards of commanders at all levels were all arranged by Commissar He Zudao. To put it bluntly, even if Hua Xiongmao was willing to follow Qiu Jin himself now, he dared not even bring a guard. Because the guard might not necessarily agree with Hua Xiongmao's idea of leaving privately. But this kind of problem couldn't be explained to Qiu Jin no matter what; Hua Xiongmao knew very well. Even if he explained it, Qiu Jin wouldn't be able to understand the organizational model of the People's Party at all.

Just when he didn't know how to handle it, Chen Ke's guard appeared. "Teacher Qiu, Chairman Chen invites you over."

These words finally saved Hua Xiongmao from the awkward situation, but this feeling of rejoicing didn't last too long. Qiu Jin glared at Hua Xiongmao with eyes full of anger. That resentment caused by extreme incomprehension made Hua Xiongmao feel a chill in his heart. He suddenly felt a grievance. The organizational model of the People's Party put an end to the private control of troops by military cadres in the army. The troops were completely controlled in the hands of the Political Department. All Hua Xiongmao's power came from the authorization of the Party Committee. Although Hua Xiongmao himself had a high status in the army, he was only a Standing Committee member in the Party Committee. He, this Standing Committee member, also had to accept the resolution of the Party Committee. And could not issue orders on his own initiative.

Qiu Jin didn't leave Hua Xiongmao a chance to explain; she turned and left with Chen Ke's guard.

Hua Xiongmao turned dejectedly and walked out of the military camp. To be honest, since following Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao never thought he could become a commander in charge of military orders for tens of thousands of troops so quickly. But the organizational model constructed by Chen Ke didn't show anything special at the beginning. Like-minded comrades were all young; facing the sudden flood, everyone had no experience, and everything had to be discussed. At that time, Chen Ke personally set an example on the front line, leading everyone through birth and death. Since Chen Ke wasn't afraid, what else could everyone say? Follow the founder of the People's Party, Chen Ke. A whole set of systems was established unknowingly in Chen Ke's seemingly inadvertent arrangement. Every comrade seemed to shoulder their own responsibilities, and every matter could find a relevant person in charge. Hua Xiongmao was very satisfied with this system. Today, he discovered that even for himself in a high position, it was absolutely impossible to use this system to do some private things for himself that violated the principles of the People's Party. If he wanted to send troops to help Qiu Jin privately, he must let this established system have huge artificially created loopholes. And Hua Xiongmao asked himself; he didn't want such artificial loopholes to appear.

What support Qiu Jin could get from Chen Ke had long been discussed by the Party Committee; the People's Party would send someone to escort Qiu Jin back to Chizhou. Since the systems of the Guangfuhui and the People's Party were completely different, any help given to the Guangfuhui could not have any real effect. Rather than wasting comrades' lives, it would be better simply not to help either side. The Guangfuhui once cooperated with the People's Party; as a return, the People's Party had already handed Chizhou over to the Guangfuhui. In the view of People's Party comrades, even if Chen Ke's strategic design was not indifferent [simple?], the Guangfuhui had greatly publicized its existence by occupying Chizhou. Capturing a city was something the Guangfuhui needed to pay a huge price to accomplish, and the People's Party did it for the Guangfuhui. Everyone had already cleared accounts with each other according to the originally agreed plan. As for what would happen later, the Guangfuhui got what it sought. They should have no complaints. However, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were Hua Xiongmao's relatives after all. Knowing they faced danger but being unable to help, this feeling was still very bad. Hua Xiongmao lowered his head and left the military camp. The guard had already prepared a horse for him; this was a warhorse of the New Army captured in the Battle of Anqing. After Hua Xiongmao mounted the horse, he couldn't help looking back at the direction of Chen Ke's office. Qiu Jin should have already started arguing with Chen Ke about the issue of aiding the Chizhou Guangfuhui at this time. Hua Xiongmao couldn't help sighing slightly thinking of this, and then urged the warhorse to rush towards the station in Yuezhangji.

The dispute between Hua Xiongmao and Qiu Jin happened at the gate of the Fengtai County military camp; many cadres saw it. Yan Fu came out with Hua Xiongmao; he also saw this scene of relatives arguing. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's dejected appearance, Yan Fu even felt a heartfelt sympathy. Sympathy aside, Yan Fu didn't think there was anything wrong with Chen Ke's attitude towards Qiu Jin. Yan Fu knew Chen Ke and Qiu Jin were old friends. Both wore expensive watches of the same style on their wrists, which was enough to prove that the relationship between the two was quite unusual. And as the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke took the interests of the People's Party as the highest criterion. Yan Fu agreed with this attitude very much.

Before the Battle of Anqing, Yan Fu also had some illusions about the Yuewang Society. Hoping to get help from the Yuewang Society when attacking Anqing. Before Yan Fu mentioned the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke didn't even know the existence of the Yuewang Society. But Chen Ke could grasp the characteristics of the Yuewang Society based on imagination alone. In the Battle of Anqing, Chen Ke's positioning of the Yuewang Society was "malicious neutrality." At the summary meeting after the Battle of Anqing, everyone exchanged many things that happened when contacting the Yuewang Society, and comrades praised Chen Ke's foresight endlessly. "Secret societies" are unreliable; this was the unified idea of the People's Party high level.

But with Yan Fu's experience, the bottom layer he could imagine was just secret societies. Although Yan Fu heard Chen Ke say "people's revolution" countless times. But Yan Fu still couldn't quite accept the "people's revolution" mentioned by Chen Ke. In Yan Fu's view, the people need education from superiors. Whatever the People's Party says, the common people just follow. Isn't it only right and natural for superiors to guide and educate the people?

Yan Fu could feel that Chen Ke also had many thoughts like his in his heart, but Chen Ke himself tried hard to fight against such thoughts. Chen Ke not only constantly educated People's Party comrades "The people know reason, the people can distinguish right from wrong, trust the people." Moreover, Yan Fu could see that Chen Ke also tried hard to persuade Chen Ke himself to believe in this attitude all the time. When formulating policies, Chen Ke required People's Party cadres to explain clearly to the people in words the people could understand before execution. Yan Fu felt this was where Chen Ke contradicted himself. If the people can only understand the significance of the policy when they get benefits, doesn't this practice mean that the people are a group of villains who don't understand righteousness and only know how to pursue their own interests?

Whether secret societies or the people, neither is reliable. Yan Fu couldn't help thinking. However, Chen Ke still had relatively good vision. When conquering Anqing, he at least grabbed a batch of female students from Anqing Girls' School, preparing to train these female students into teachers. Although this method was really a bit radical, Yan Fu felt that in the long run, this was a good method. Moreover, Anqing was about to become a new battlefield soon; Yan Fu didn't believe in the military discipline of the New Army. Once the New Army retook Anqing, there would inevitably be a military disaster. These female students were much safer in the base area instead. The future base area defense war could not involve water battles. The Party Committee hoped Yan Fu would strengthen the education system of the base area as soon as possible. So Yan Fu decided to go to the Normal School to take a look.

When Yan Fu arrived at the Normal School, the female students had just completed the farming task of the day. Coming to the base area for so long, the habits of young ladies had weakened a lot. Everyone wiped their sweat with cloth towels while sitting on small stools they carried to rest. At this time, it was confirmed that Ren Qiying, acting as the temporary ideological commissar, was speaking to everyone.

"Students, everyone said yesterday that simplified characters are ugly; I admit this point. But simplified characters are easy to learn and recognize, far easier to learn than those traditional characters. We will all be people's teachers in the future. We teach, teach everyone to read, the purpose is to let the people master the tool of writing. Writing is a tool, not a symbol of status. Through reading, through learning culture, the people can learn many skills through more books. These skills can make the people's lives better. This is the purpose of education. We educate the people to teach the masses a skill for a better life. Not to cultivate a bunch of bastards who want to be people above people just because they recognize a few broken characters."

"Then Mr. Ren, why does the base area still conduct exams? I see in the regulations of the base area, civil servants recruited in the future all need to take exams?" a girl asked.

Hearing the girl's answer, Ren Qiying smiled. "The civil servants of the base area are public servants of the people. If they can't read, a lot of work will be inefficient. As the saying goes, a good memory is not as good as a bad pen; mastering cultural knowledge as a tool can work better. We promote cultural education to let everyone work better, not to be officials. This is the biggest difference between our base area and other political organizations. We must realize that at any time, we ourselves are common people exactly like everyone else, not becoming high-and-mighty masters just because we recognize a few characters. We are all equal."

"According to what you said, Chairman Chen Ke is also an equal common person like us?" the girl asked slightly timidly.

"Correct, in the base area there is only a difference in division of labor, no difference in status. Chairman Chen Ke is a political leader; this is an actually existing fact. But this does not mean Chairman Chen Ke has privileges overriding us."

"Then when we farm, why doesn't Chairman Chen Ke farm together?" A girl who looked slightly naughty whispered.

Ren Qiying was not angry at such a complaint. She laughed: "Then when Chairman Chen Ke fights battles, why don't you go fight?"

Hearing this, the girl who complained in a low voice flushed and dared not speak again.

"This is the difference in division of labor. Because we believe Chairman Chen Ke is indeed stronger than us in this aspect, we recommended Chairman Chen Ke to sit in the Chairman's position. Comrades, our People's Party does not engage in privileges. Chairman Chen Ke becoming the Party Chairman is also the result of everyone's vote. As a member of the People's Party, I also participated in the voting. Chairman Chen Ke was elected by us, not self-appointed by him. Nor did he get this position by coercion and bribery."

Hearing this, the girls who originally didn't agree with Ren Qiying's political education from the bottom of their hearts couldn't help widening their eyes. They originally didn't know that the instructor in front of them had such great power, actually able to participate in such a big event as electing the Chairman of the People's Party. In their view, Chen Ke was at least equivalent to a county magistrate. Manchu Qing magistrates were never elected by voting. This fact greatly impacted the girls' worldview.

And Yan Fu frowned slightly after hearing Ren Qiying's words. This was not because Yan Fu found it incomprehensible that Chen Ke was elected by People's Party members. In Yan Fu's view, education is a means for the government to transform the people, while in Ren Qiying's statement, education only lets the people master a tool to transform themselves. This almost diametrically opposed view made Yan Fu feel a true shock.
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Chapter 142: New Beginning (47)

Chen Ke could fool Shi Dekuan, but he didn't want to fool Qiu Jin. This might be because Chen Ke respected Qiu Jin more, or maybe because Qiu Jin had helped Chen Ke. Anyway, after dinner, facing the many requests raised by Qiu Jin, Chen Ke explained very seriously.

Qiu Jin's request was no different from Shi Dekuan's; summarized, it was "wanting money, wanting people, wanting guns."

"Teacher Qiu, are you still preparing to fight position warfare with the Manchu Qing?" Chen Ke tried to persuade Qiu Jin not to do such a foolish thing.

Qiu Jin was a revolutionary, but not a military expert. she asked somewhat puzzledly: "Without relying on the defense of the city wall, how do we fight?"

Chen Ke continued to advise: "Without troops outside that must be saved, there is no city inside that must be defended. If the Manchu Qing besieges Chizhou, where do the Guangfuhui comrades plan to get reinforcements? The *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* mentions the so-called pincer formation [horns formation] many times. It refers to the defending troops and the mobile troops outside the city forming an echo. Without such an echo, once the Manchu Qing adopts a siege, Chizhou is a dead place."

Hearing that Chen Ke actually didn't advocate occupying Chizhou, Qiu Jin immediately expressed denial. "Wen Qing, we finally occupied the city with difficulty. If we withdraw as soon as the Qing army comes, what will other revolutionary comrades in various places think? This is absolutely not okay."

Chen Ke could understand Qiu Jin's attitude, but he couldn't support Qiu Jin's strategic view. "Teacher Qiu, previously the Manchu Qing was in the open and you were in the dark. With calculation against lack of calculation, naturally you could fight many beautiful battles. Now you are in the open and the Manchu Qing is in the dark; you have to guard against the Manchu Qing all the time. Isn't this a bit too strenuous?"

"Why is Wen Qing unwilling to be our reinforcement? Are you prepared to watch the revolution fail helplessly?" Qiu Jin finally asked this sentence that made Chen Ke slightly disappointed.

If she wanted to sow discord between the Guangfuhui and the Yuewang Society, Chen Ke could have asked back: "Is the Yuewang Society farther away than us?" But Chen Ke knew very clearly that although the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were close at hand, as long as the Manchu Qing naval forces cut off the channel on the Yangtze River, the two sides couldn't echo each other at all. In the earliest plan, Chen Ke didn't expect the two sides to cooperate effectively. Chen Ke was just a bit strange why the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui hadn't been able to fight their way out yet. The reason why the People's Party wanted to take down a city each in the north and south of the river was to let the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui each have a stronghold. Then the two sides would expand with their respective strongholds as the core. But looking at their current performance, neither side had the intention of fighting their way out. Was it because Anqing was the provincial capital and Chizhou was the prefecture capital, so the Yuewang Society and the Guangfuhui were blinded by these two big cities and insisted on occupying these two cities without letting go?

"Teacher Qiu, if I say I can send troops to echo, do you believe it?" Chen Ke tactfully put forward his own view.

"If Wen Qing can conquer such a large territory, if you say you can echo, I believe it." Qiu Jin didn't mean to let Chen Ke go.

"You believe, but I myself don't believe it yet." Chen Ke simply made it clear. "I can't beat the Manchu Qing warships on the Yangtze River. So I really can't help much."

Hearing Chen Ke speak so straightforwardly, Qiu Jin suddenly laughed. "Wen Qing is still the same as before, never deceiving people with big words. Mr. Tao sent me here this time not to ask Wen Qing to send troops, but just hoping Wen Qing could help. Since Wen Qing has said so clearly, I will talk about Mr. Tao's meaning. Mr. Tao wants me to ask Wen Qing, do you have any suggestions for our Guangfuhui's future strategy?"

regarding this question, Chen Ke answered without hesitation: "According to the current situation of the Guangfuhui, I think politically you should fight for the support of the gentry. Militarily, expand the territory to the south. I don't know much about the specific strength of the Guangfuhui, but the biggest problem of the Manchu Qing now is lack of money. As long as you constantly capture those inland county towns, the Manchu Qing will be exhausted, and finances will inevitably be tighter. It is unrealistic for the Guangfuhui to defeat the Manchu Qing head-on, but there is hope to drag down the Manchu Qing. Plus fighting for the support of the gentry politically, self-preservation is possible."

Qiu Jin frowned. "What Wen Qing said actually means we should avoid the sharp edge of the Manchu Qing? Does Wen Qing look down on us so much? You used only one year to have such a scale. I see that within a hundred miles, Wen Qing's power has fully entered the countryside. Why can you capture Anqing thousands of miles away, while we have to run around here and there? You have to explain this matter clearly to me."

Chen Ke originally intended to explain clearly. If the Guangfuhui could hold on for a while longer, it would be greatly beneficial to the People's Party. He said seriously: "Teacher Qiu, because we don't rely on the gentry; we rely on the common people. What the common people want in a disaster year is to survive. Since the Manchu Qing government can't save them, and we sincerely want to save the common people, then the common people naturally support us."

"Wen Qing you words are wrong. You want to save the common people; don't we want to save the common people?" Qiu Jin was very dissatisfied with Chen Ke's attitude. This was clearly mocking her.

"Teacher Qiu, as the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry. Your revolutionary propositions are simply not what the common people want. The common people want to survive, to eat, to wear clothes, to live better. But your propositions are all long-term when talked about, like overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the people can do this and that. What does this have to do with the common people? The gentry want to hear this, because after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, they can be in power. But the common people don't care about this at all. What does the fall of the Manchu Qing have to do with the common people having enough to eat and wear?"

"Eh? Wen Qing, you are talking nonsense. Overthrowing the Manchu Qing and knocking down those who bully the common people, how can the lives of the common people not become better?"

"What the common people want is for their lives to improve immediately now, or at least not get worse. But Sister Qiu, you want to overthrow the Manchu Qing and drive away foreign invaders. To do these things, the people must tighten their belts to support you. Not only will the lives of the common people not get better, but they will get worse in the short term. Do you think the common people are stupid?"

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qiu Jin was furious. She glared at Chen Ke and scolded: "This is short-sightedness."

"If the Manchu Qing doesn't fall today, it will fall tomorrow; if not tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow. But the stomach, if you don't eat for a day, you will be hungry. If you don't eat for three days, you will be too hungry to walk or work. The common people have a deep understanding of this." Chen Ke could only speak to this extent. Saying more, he felt it would be too much.

Qiu Jin was a character after all, and before coming to Fengtai County, Tao Chengzhang repeatedly instructed her to get methods from Chen Ke. She suppressed her anger and continued to ask: "Then why did Wen Qing start your family by relying on supporting the common people, but let us rely on the gentry?"

"Because Teacher Qiu, you are gentry yourself. The gentry can understand your set of things, and only the gentry are interested in accepting it. What the common people think is completely different from the gentry. Teacher Qiu has contacted so many secret societies; presumably, you should be extremely clear."

Hearing this, Qiu Jin was temporarily silent. The realistic degree of secret societies could be said to be haggling over every ounce; no matter what they were asked to do, it would eventually fall on money and grain. This was also the biggest puzzlement of Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang about how Chen Ke could command thousands of elites. If Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang were to command thousands of subordinates, they would have to scatter at least hundreds of thousands of silver dollars. Tao Chengzhang asked Qiu Jin to ask Chen Ke for advice; the most important point was how to build a force like the one Chen Ke had when attacking Anqing.

Qiu Jin pondered for a long time before continuing to ask: "Wen Qing, exactly how much money did you spend to build the team under your command?"

"If calculated according to the mode Teacher Qiu experienced, I spent at least tens of millions of taels of silver. But in reality, I spent about a million taels of silver."

Qiu Jin was scared by the number Chen Ke said. "How can the difference be so big?"

Chen Ke slowly calculated this account for Qiu Jin. "We have about two million people under our rule now. Even if one person eats half a jin of grain a day. Two million people eat one million jin of grain a day. For these two million people to eat for four months, they need 120 million jin of grain. Converted, it is one million piculs [dan] of grain. Now selling one picul of grain for ten taels of silver in the disaster area is not much. Isn't this spending more than ten million taels of silver?"

regarding this calculation, Qiu Jin was already dumbfounded. It took a long time before she continued to ask: "Then what is the algorithm for the more than four hundred thousand taels of silver spent?"

"We only had a total of one million taels of silver, and up to now we only had this much money, all spent completely." Chen Ke gave the answer. "Of course, Teacher Qiu must be strange, where did we get these one million piculs of grain? Because the forts on both banks of the Huai River were breached by us. We raided those people's homes, so we had so much grain."

"You... how many people's homes did you raid in this year?" Qiu Jin no longer had the imposing manner just now. Chen Ke's attitude was gentle, but the words he spoke were full of the smell of blood.

Chen Ke said calmly: "Including Anqing, we killed about ten thousand people and raided more than seventy forts."

"Killed ten thousand people?" Qiu Jin was always known as heroic in the Revolutionary Party, but after hearing Chen Ke's words, her first feeling was confusion. What is the concept of killing ten thousand people? There were only tens of thousands of people living in Shaoxing City; if calculated according to the people living inside the old city wall, it was only ten thousand. The number of people Chen Ke killed in one year was as many as the people in Shaoxing City. The refined young man in front of her was actually a "butcher" with hands stained with blood? This gave Qiu Jin a great shock.

"Teacher Qiu, it is true that ten thousand people died, but how many people survived? At least hundreds of thousands. The vast majority of those who died were gentry and the thugs they kept. At least in the view of our People's Party, using the deaths of these people in exchange for the survival of hundreds of thousands of common people is a kind of justice. But the situation Teacher Qiu and you face now is different from ours. Jiangnan has not suffered such a big disaster, and the common people do not have such a high demand for revolution. In addition, if you want to get money and grain from the common people, it is far less fast than getting money and grain directly from the gentry. Moreover, your conscription of common people to fight might not be as convenient as directly using secret societies to fight. That's why I suggested you seize county towns and win over gentry. You are already influential among the gentry; uniting the gentry is easier for you."

Listening to Chen Ke state the suggestion calmly, Qiu Jin felt that if Chen Ke had a ferocious face at this time, perhaps it would make her feel more adapted. Chen Ke's attitude contained a disregard for the lives of the gentry. Whether killing gentry or uniting gentry, for Chen Ke, it was just a means to achieve the goal. This cold attitude made Qiu Jin shudder.

Looking at Qiu Jin's shocked expression, Chen Ke was actually quite helpless. He sincerely wanted to help Qiu Jin and the Guangfuhui, but the program and route of the People's Party were of no help to the Guangfuhui. Since the Guangfuhui was an old-style revolution, adopting a more pragmatic attitude was the most effective method. If the Guangfuhui were allowed to learn the People's Party's set, that would be true deception. Although he knew his image was completely destroyed in Qiu Jin's eyes. But out of a kind of true goodwill, Chen Ke had to propose such a suggestion to Qiu Jin.

Next, everyone felt very speechless. Qiu Jin went back to the dormitory to rest on the grounds of travel fatigue. Chen Ke continued to start work in the office. Because of receiving these two, a lot of work was delayed today; he could only work overtime to make up for this time. Now was a very critical moment. The People's Party must maximize the expansion of the base area before spring plowing, and complete the first harvest before the enemy attacked. Otherwise, the days in the second half of the year would be very difficult.
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Chapter 143: Chain Reaction (1)

There were two People's Party cadres responsible for supervising the meeting between female students and their parents: one was Ren Qiying, and the other was Zhang Xiuhua. Zhang Xiuhua was responsible for the military training of the female students; the performance of these young ladies in military training could be said to be quite good. Zhang Xiuhua was a female cadre who came out of the refugee camp. It took her three months to master basic military training such as marching in formation, turning left, turning right, and walking in step. But these female students were able to complete these drill contents neatly under the instructor's command in less than half a month.

Every time she saw these delicate young ladies, Zhang Xiuhua felt conflicted psychologically. In front of those upright and resolute male instructors, these girls always easily showed timid and fearful expressions on their faces, and often started crying at the slightest provocation. But such a group of people mastered the knowledge and skills that Zhang Xiuhua had to spend tremendous effort to master more easily.

Zhang Xiuhua was an activist for joining the Party and had already submitted her application for joining the Party. As long as she passed another three months of organizational testing, she could become a probationary party member. Since she took over the job of instructor for these female students, one of the tasks given to Zhang Xiuhua by the party organization was to monitor these people and not let them run away. Since receiving this task, Zhang Xiuhua had been very nervous. And what puzzled her was why the party organization had to guard against these female students on the one hand, but gave them education equivalent to key training objects on the other. These female teachers were lecturers at the Party School and Military Academy; when the base area developed to today's scale, they wouldn't give classes to ordinary people casually.

The Party Committee's explanation for this was "to gradually transform these students and make them qualified laborers for social construction." Zhang Xiuhua didn't understand what this meant. She didn't think too much about it either; since the organization instructed, Zhang Xiuhua confirmed that she only had to do two things: first, not let the female students run away; second, urge these female students to attend class in good condition. The families of these female students came all the way here. Zhang Xiuhua felt a little worried; if these fathers and daughters cried together, this situation would be hard to handle.

What surprised Zhang Xiuhua extremely was that although the girls cried like pear blossoms bathed in rain one by one, and those fathers were also tearful, no one begged to leave.

Looking at the situation in front of her, Ren Qiying had an indescribable feeling in her heart. She sincerely admired Chen Ke's vision and determination. The fact that these fathers could rush to the base area already showed that these fathers were by no means ordinary people. Like father, like daughter; these girls did not let down their fathers' love. They knew the power of the base area, and knew that with their fathers' ability, it was absolutely impossible to save them. So although they couldn't help crying after seeing their fathers, once their emotions calmed down, these female students began to comfort their fathers instead. Saying they lived very well in the base area and asking their fathers not to worry.

These were certainly polite words that had to be said, but these girls were only fifteen or sixteen years old. If they hadn't received good education at home, these female students couldn't possibly have such insight. Facing a powerless situation, they all chose the path that maximized the interests of themselves and their families.

Chen Ke should have calculated these before attacking Anqing, so he would be so decisive in forcibly bringing these female students back to the base area, right? Ren Qiying thought, it wouldn't take too long, just a year of training, at least these five girls in front of her could not only be competent for the position of teacher, but also competent for many grassroots official positions. The base area was promoting equality between men and women and encouraging women to come out to work; Ren Qiying could serve as a middle-level official now thanks to these policies. Seeing women who were very likely to compete with her, Ren Qiying couldn't feel happy no matter what.

Huang Chengxun was originally very apprehensive about the two People's Party female cadres monitoring nearby. He had originally made up his mind not to speak recklessly, but as soon as he saw his daughter appear before his eyes, these thoughts were immediately thrown to the nine heavens. Tears couldn't help flowing out哗哗. Let alone speaking with propriety, Huang Chengxun simply didn't know what to say. Blaming himself for being useless? Feeling his daughter was wronged? Hearing Ren Qiying's comment today that "we have all been swept into the torrent of revolution," although he had heartfelt dissatisfaction with Ren Qiying monitoring the meeting, Huang Chengxun had to admit that Ren Qiying's words pointed out everyone's situation. Since the People's Party was determined to overthrow the Imperial Court and showed enough strength, a war sweeping Anhui and even the whole country was inevitable. With Huang Chengxun's power, he simply couldn't fight the People's Party. After realizing this fact, Huang Chengxun also knew that it was impossible for him to take his daughter back this trip. Watching his well-behaved and sensible daughter comforting him instead, Huang Chengxun felt exceptionally uncomfortable.

Watching her father's painful expression, Huang Yuyue felt extremely uncomfortable in her heart. Just because she felt heartache for her father, she tried hard to comfort him instead. To be fair, Huang Yuyue didn't want to stay in the base area at all; she wished she could follow her father immediately. Because she truly wanted to leave, after repeated consideration, Huang Yuyue truly determined that she couldn't run away secretly. Being brought from Anqing to the base area, the hard journey of more than ten days made Huang Yuyue clearly understand one thing: without following a powerful team, in this situation of war and chaos, a woman simply couldn't return to Anqing from Fengtai County safely.

So after the fathers and daughters met and cried, they just asked about each other's well-being and informed each other of their respective situations. They didn't talk about leaving or staying at all. Since they were so tactful, Ren Qiying and Zhang Xiuhua were also much more relaxed.

The next day, Huang Chengxun and others wanted to visit Chen Ke again, but were told Chen Ke had no time to see them. Not only that, Ren Qiying, who was responsible for reception, told Huang Chengxun and others not to go out these few days. After speaking, Ren Qiying left in a hurry.

Something happened in the base area. Since the People's Party arrived in Fengtai County and continuously expanded the scope of the base area, the People's Party had always taken the initiative. But news came early this morning that the first violent incident in which opponents actively attacked the People's Party occurred within the base area. Although this matter was not big, it was the first time encountered for the base area. The People's Party Central Committee, which was already running at high speed, reacted immediately. Not only strengthening internal monitoring, but the main cadres also began to gather to discuss countermeasures.

This was a violent incident that occurred in Wuhe County. When the People's Party went on an expedition to Anqing, the civil affairs organ began to arrange for the disaster victims in the refugee camp to return to their hometowns in an organized manner. These more than a hundred thousand disaster victims gathering in Fengtai County put great pressure on public security. Plus the main force left the base area; appropriately diverting disaster victims back to their hometowns relieved internal pressure on one hand, and also prepared for spring plowing on the other.

Before the main force left, Chen Ke formulated this general direction, and the specific execution was handed over to the Party Committee members staying in the base area. Lu Huitian and others executed it well; through guidance and direction, they effectively evacuated nearly a hundred thousand disaster victims.

The local administrative institutions of the People's Party were now divided into three levels: Central, County, and District. County-level units were based on former county towns, while district-level administrative units were centered on conquered forts and larger market towns. As for smaller village-level units, because scattered settlements were basically destroyed after the flood, plus the problem of insufficient cadres, the base area had not yet been able to fully enter village-level units. News came early this morning that the disaster victims returning to Wuhe County suddenly attacked the District Government set up in Liujiapu. That is, the former fort of the Liu Eighth Family. The People's Party had an Armed Working Team [Wu Gong Dui] in each district, and the scale of each Armed Working Team was at least a company. There were more than four hundred people attacking the District Government. Because common people reported the news in advance, the Armed Working Team was fully prepared, and the attack of this group of people was completely smashed.

Specific combat details had not yet been sent. But in this battle, few enemies could escape; basically, including the leaders were caught. The People's Party didn't feel any joy about this victory; everyone wanted to know why these disaster victims who survived thanks to the People's Party attacked the grassroots organizations of the People's Party as soon as they returned to their hometowns.

Lu Huitian's face was ashen; the work of diverting disaster victims was his responsibility. With such a result, Lu Huitian knew he couldn't escape the blame. Seeing the complaining gazes of many comrades, Lu Huitian felt he couldn't remain silent like this. "I... I'll express my attitude first; I will take responsibility for this matter."

As soon as these words came out, even comrades who were not looking at Lu Huitian turned their eyes over. Now Lu Huitian felt even more uncomfortable. The People's Party claimed to serve the people wholeheartedly; now the result of service was actually people meeting in battle. This couldn't be justified no matter what.

Yuwen Badu was responsible for civil affairs work together with Lu Huitian. Seeing Lu Huitian made a self-criticism, he knew he absolutely couldn't get away with it. He became more uneasy in his heart. He said timidly: "Could it be that the working methods of the local comrades were not quite right?"

Just as he finished saying this, he immediately annoyed Chai Qingguo. "Badu, you are talking nonsense. How are the working methods of local comrades wrong? If they were wrong, it would at most be fighting and cursing. Could it lead to war? This is absolutely bad people in the local area."

Looking at Chai Qingguo's angry face, although Yuwen Badu ranked higher than Chai Qingguo, he couldn't help nodding repeatedly. "Makes sense, makes sense." Whether local comrades had problems with work or there were bad people locally, for Yuwen Badu, he had to push the responsibility away first.

"I think this matter cannot be separated from secret societies." Lin Shenhe couldn't help speaking. In the People's Party, the one who always maintained high vigilance against secret societies was Lin Shenhe.

Hearing Lin Shenhe's words, Lu Huitian suddenly regretted a bit. In the process of executing the work of evacuating disaster victims, Lin Shenhe, who was responsible for police work, proposed a suggestion to eliminate the leaders of various secret societies among the disaster victims, or at least control them temporarily. Lin Shenhe's reason was simple: these people also had rallying power locally; if they returned to other places in the base area, it would be inevitable for trouble to occur. Lu Huitian and others felt Lin Shenhe was making a fuss over nothing. These people behaved quite obediently when gathered in the base area; how could they dare to run wild and break the law when they returned home? Moreover, the People's Party was their savior after all. Now it seemed Lin Shenhe's vigilance was not unreasonable.

"Comrades, quiet down." Chen Ke spoke. As soon as he opened his mouth, others quieted down immediately.

Chen Ke was neither anxious nor angry. Such conflicts were only a matter of time. Chen Ke originally had some plans, and just took this opportunity to propose them. "Now that first-hand information hasn't arrived, it's useless for us to guess blindly. Today's meeting, I want to discuss the issue of army expansion with everyone."

The issue of army expansion had actually been put on the agenda long ago, but with frequent troop movements now, and army expansion not being a small matter, it couldn't be done just by saying it. The spring plowing period was busy, and there were wars to fight. Chen Ke just mentioned it a few times; everyone just listened tentatively, and many comrades didn't take it to heart. Now encountering the incident of enemies attacking grassroots governments, everyone had to focus on army expansion. If there were enough troops stationed locally, presumably such tragedies could be largely avoided. Everyone listened attentively to Chen Ke's next speech.

"I want to expand our troops to a corps, a scale of 40,000 people." Chen Ke said calmly.

Hearing this, almost everyone couldn't help sucking in a breath of cold air. 40,000 people; the troops in the base area now were at most 10,000. Chen Ke actually wanted to expand the army to eight times the scale [Note: 10k to 40k is 4 times. Maybe text implies from an earlier smaller number or "four times"? Text says "expand to eight times scale" (`八倍的规模`). Maybe current is 5000? Earlier text said 3000 went to Anqing, leaving some. 10,000 total mentioned before. 10k to 40k is 4 times. Maybe typo in text or math error by character/author. I will translate literally "eight times" but note it. Or maybe he means 8 brigades/regiments? No, "40,000 people". Let's assume the text means 40,000 is a huge jump.]

"By April, our base area population will be about four million. A force of 40,000 people is actually not much. Only one soldier in a hundred people. Moreover, these 40,000 troops are not all fighting; everyone knows our Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army supports itself. The burden on the masses is not heavy." Chen Ke explained. In history, many base areas could easily pull up a scale of forty or fifty thousand people, and those base areas were in economically backward mountainous areas. With the current strength of the People's Party occupying the vast plain area, pulling out 40,000 people was not much.

"Then how to arrange these 40,000 troops?" Pu Guanshui asked. After the Battle of Anqing, Pu Guanshui completely got rid of the relationship with the Anhui New Army and became a senior commander of the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. But he hadn't been assigned specific work yet; he was still a member of the Central Military Commission. If Chen Ke really wanted to expand the army to 40,000 people, Pu Guanshui could definitely be assigned practical work.

"One corps, four divisions. The base area will be divided into four military sub-districts, each stationing one division. And these four divisions are not completely concentrated, but stationed in various stations as regiments. Each regiment is stationed as battalions."

Hua Xiongmao reacted fastest. He said: "Then wouldn't every county be assigned a regiment?"

Chen Ke nodded. "About right. Our troops are different from old-style troops; our troops are propaganda teams and working teams. After the flood, the old social order is far from restored, and the new system has not been built yet. We say our new system is good, but the people haven't seen where it is good. We must prove through our own efforts that our system is indeed effective. This is the primary task of the troops after expansion. Fighting on one hand, engaging in production and construction on the other."

After this explanation, the comrades had a preliminary understanding of Chen Ke's purpose in expanding the army. Zhang Yu asked: "Then what about the local troops we have already started to organize? Should they be incorporated into the newly built regular troops?"

"Regular troops are to go out to fight. If local troops don't encounter special circumstances, they still focus on local battles. So we still have to maintain the existence of local troops. Even leave some backbones; otherwise, once the regular troops leave the base area, wouldn't the base area be singing the Empty City Strategy?"

"Then what about weapons and equipment? We don't have forty thousand guns. Weapons simply can't be replenished." Pu Guanshui cared about this issue very much.

"I said before, Manchu Qing politics relies on strongholds. Including their army is also like this. If we want to drive the Manchu Qing out of our base area, the best way is not defense, but offense. Destroy the Manchu Qing military forces around that can threaten us, seize their weapons and equipment. As long as our legs can reach places, we must destroy the enemies there. In this way, as this wanes and that waxes, we can absolutely gain strategic initiative."

After fighting Anqing, the morale of the troops was extremely high. Hearing Chen Ke's arrangement, the comrades of the troops expressed support first. Comrades in civil affairs were somewhat worried. "Then what about the grain problem?"

"For grain, the troops have to fight on one hand and farm on the other."

"Will that be too hard?" Comrades engaged in civil affairs had quite some scruples.

"Without these hardships, how do we know who is loyal to the revolutionary cause?"

While speaking, the guard brought a soldier into the conference hall.

The messenger saluted Chen Ke and then said loudly: "Report! I am the messenger sent by the Wuhe County Party Secretary. The preliminary investigation report of this rebellion incident has been delivered."

Chen Ke took the document, opened it and read it once, then asked: "Does Secretary Wu of the County Committee have any other message for you to bring?"

The messenger stood straight. "Secretary Wu asked me to bring a message: he apologizes to the Central Committee. This time he didn't take precautions; no matter how the Central Committee punishes him, Secretary Wu accepts it willingly."

"I know. You go down first."

The comrades in the conference hall all stared at the document in Chen Ke's hand. What they wanted to know most was how this rebellion was caused. Chen Ke handed the document to Qi Huishen and let him read the document.

This was a report written personally by Wuhe County Party Secretary Wu Liao. It turned out that among the disaster victims returning to near Liujiapu after the Spring Festival, a secret society leader named Liu Yongyi was a close relative of the Liu family destroyed by the People's Party. Learning that the local emperor Liu Eighth Master of Liujiapu was actually annihilated, and the Liu family's land was also distributed, this secret society Liu Yongyi simply mobilized the disaster victims, using looting grain as a rallying cry, and contacted secret societies in other areas to attack the fort.

Originally their plan was also detailed: first enter the fort through the Liu family's secret tunnel, and then attack from inside and outside to break the fort. They didn't expect that the common people were no longer on his side. The local area receiving reports from the masses organized military forces and caught Liu Yongyi and those he led in one net.

Hearing the report, the comrades couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. Since it wasn't a direct conflict between local cadres and the masses, but bad people making trouble, this matter didn't need to be so worried about.

When Qi Huishen read the document aloud, Chen Ke had been thinking thoughtfully. When the document was finished reading, he looked up at Lin Shenhe. Lin Shenhe originally wanted to exterminate the secret societies in the base area completely. Seeing Chen Ke looking at him, Lin Shenhe immediately stood up. "Chairman Chen, local secret societies are always a scourge. I still think we should take advantage of now to get rid of them completely."

Hearing this, quite a few comrades couldn't help nodding. Up to now, the secret societies in the base area were still hiding quite deeply, and there was no sign of defecting to the People's Party. A Liu Yongyi could pull up a team of three or four hundred people; if other secret societies also made trouble like this, it would be endless trouble. Rather than responding passively, it would be better to strike first.

Chen Ke could understand everyone's thoughts. Actually, long before sending troops, he had considered whether to strike first to eliminate secret societies, but he finally didn't choose such a method. Seeing the comrades had roughly kept up with his previous train of thought, Chen Ke said loudly to the comrades: "We eliminate the secret societies, and then? They didn't do anything bad, but were eliminated by us; in the eyes of the common people, they are martyrs. This won't do. Hasn't this Liu Yongyi matter already proved that the common people have their own judgment? Between Liu Yongyi and our People's Party, the masses chose our People's Party. Since our purpose is to launch people's revolution and serve the people, then we must believe that the people are trustworthy. Deviating from this point, only playing with means of preventing trouble before it happens, what is the difference from the Manchu Qing?"

"But this is very likely to lead to the sacrifice of our comrades." Lin Shenhe continued.

Chen Ke did not agree with Lin Shenhe's view. "We talk about struggle for the sake of peace. Seeking peace in struggle, peace survives. Troops in various places should make full military preparations, but we absolutely cannot fire the first shot. The strength of secret societies lies in that to some extent they are rooted in the masses like us. Our struggle with secret societies is fundamentally a struggle for the masses. As long as we can win the masses over to us, what power do secret societies have? In this regard, don't comrades have confidence?"

Hearing this, although quite a few comrades still felt uncomfortable in their hearts, they couldn't help admitting that Chen Ke's view was reasonable.

Seeing the comrades had preliminarily accepted his view, Chen Ke continued: "Then let's discuss next how to compete with secret societies for the masses, how to let the masses know that secret societies are still products of the old era, and the new system we promote is what can truly save the common people. Then let's follow the previous convention, find the principal contradiction first, find the basis of the contradiction. Comrades, what are the characteristics of China's current countryside? Besides the small peasant economy, what are the characteristics of the countryside?"

Hearing this, Yuwen Badu couldn't help saying: "Chairman Chen, you'd better just say it straight. Letting us think, we can't think of the point no matter what."

"Secretary Yuwen, you are really lazy enough." Chen Ke said somewhat helplessly.

Yuwen Badu didn't look embarrassed at all for being criticized. He answered loudly: "Mainly there is no time. Being so busy now, delaying time won't do."

Cannot but admit, Yuwen Badu made sense. Chen Ke didn't mobilize the party members' thinking anymore. He said straightforwardly: "The characteristic of the countryside now, besides the small peasant economy, is the relief-oriented economy [assistance economy]. Whether clans or gentry, besides being in a leadership position, they also have to assume the responsibility and obligation of relief. Being fellow villagers, after something happens, these people have to pay money and help; this is the way they obtain rural leadership. And the flood completely destroyed the ability of these people to realize the relief-oriented economic model. This is the reason why our People's Party could obtain political power in Fengtai County, and further in such a vast area. Because our organizational model is a new model of government; whether from economic ability or administrative ability, we are comprehensively superior to the old model. When we enter the grassroots and combine with the masses, the masses will naturally choose us and abandon those old gentry and clans. And our next step is to win the masses over from the secret societies."
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Chapter 144: Chain Reaction (2)

In the morning, Zhou Yiying, Director of the Women's Federation of Liujiapu District, Wuhe County, was reclaiming land with a new hoe made in the base area. Behind her, several ridges of reclaimed field land were very soft and full of vitality compared to the uncultivated flat ground next to them. There were many floods along the Huai River; in such a harsh environment, women mostly did not bind their feet, and Zhou Yiying was no exception. She wore straw sandals made in the base area, stood steadily in the field, and waved her hoe vigorously. The flood had receded for a long time, but the ground became very hard because no one had cultivated it for too long. Every hoeing took a lot of effort, but the effect was not good. The experience summarized by Zhou Yiying after trying many times was that with her strength, to hoe the ground to a depth of 20 centimeters, five strikes were needed at the same position. Zhou Yiying bit her teeth slightly, counting a number for every hoeing: "One, two, three, four, five. One, two, three, four, five. One, two, three, four, five." In just a short while, sweat oozed from Zhou Yiying's forehead. She didn't wipe it either, continuing to work hard in the field.

Women in the countryside generally didn't do farm work like hoeing the land. It wasn't that their families were unwilling, but that girls couldn't use heavy farm tools. Iron farm tools were expensive in these years, and the quality was not very good either. If used vigorously like Zhou Yiying, they were easily damaged. Repairing farm tools cost a lot, and the number of blacksmiths was also very limited. Once farm tools were damaged, they often couldn't be repaired in time, delaying farm work instead. So the reason why farmers used heavy wooden farm tools was not that they didn't know iron farm tools were easy to use, but because they had very practical economic considerations. But wooden farm tools themselves required high physical strength, and women's natural physical quality could not use them effectively, so women were generally not considered among able-bodied laborers.

The iron farm tools newly issued by the People's Party after the beginning of spring this year were extremely easy to use. Not only light, but the hardness and sharpness were unprecedented for Zhou Yiying. Even a woman like Zhou Yiying could use them very well. She had used them vigorously for several days, and the hoe was still as sharp as when she first got it.

After hoeing two ridges of land, Zhou Yiying stopped to wipe her sweat. According to the experience of plowing these days, her physical strength could only support two ridges at a time. Then she needed to rest for about the time it takes to burn a stick of incense. And she couldn't sit down to rest; Zhou Yiying found that once she sat down, it would be very difficult to stand up again. Just struggling psychologically with herself would take a good while, so she simply stood and rested leaning on her hoe like those experienced farmers she usually saw in the fields.

Looking around, there were figures cultivating on the surrounding land. After the beginning of spring, the People's Party began to organize the masses to start cultivating on a large scale. Regardless of whose land it was first, land was distributed according to the standard of three mu per person, and everyone was called upon to start working. After the flood, land was actually not lacking, plus the People's Party also had enough authority. There were plenty of people dissatisfied in their hearts, but few dared to oppose directly. So many common people who firmly supported the People's Party began to work on the distributed land.

Liujiapu was originally close to the Huai River. Although disasters often occurred, the land itself was moist and fertile. Usually everyone planted wheat, which would generally be harvested before entering the flood season in summer. Because only one crop was planted every year, as long as there was a little natural disaster, life would immediately become unsustainable. Last year there was a big flood; Zhou Yiying's family was ruined, and only she and her third brother Zhou Yizheng were left alive in the whole family. If the People's Party troops hadn't brought her fifth brother Zhou Yisheng to Liujiapu, given everyone food, and had the doctor with the army treat the sick, Zhou Yiying would definitely have starved to death in her illness. Not only that, but the People's Party troops also broke the fort, opened the granary to release grain, and saved thousands of common people near Liujiapu.

Because her third and fifth brothers both joined the People's Party troops, and Zhou Yiying herself cooperated with the People's Party work very much, she was appointed as the Director of the Women's Federation of Liujiapu. Because both brothers joined the army, Zhou Yiying's family was only distributed three mu of land. Although the land was not much, if cultivated well, the grain produced would be enough for Zhou Yiying herself to eat for a year.

Every time she recalled the days struggling on the death line, Zhou Yiying felt very scared. If she hadn't always had a desire to survive in her heart at that time, always insisting on wanting to live. Or if the People's Party troops came even one day late, Zhou Yiying would absolutely not be alive now.

Thinking of this, Zhou Yiying felt a chill on her back, and then her whole person cheered up. The original fatigue was driven away completely by fear. she swung her hoe and continued to work.

"Director Zhou, Director Zhou." Just as Zhou Yiying had done half of the farm work in the plan, she heard someone calling her. Stopping her hoe to look, the one shouting was the messenger from the county. The young man was of medium height and very robust. Because he had walked a long way, his round face was red, and his forehead was full of sweat. He strode up to Zhou Yiying. "Director Zhou, Secretary Wu wants you to go to the county town now."

"What happened?" Zhou Yiying felt very puzzled.

"I don't know the specific situation either. Secretary Wu should tell you when you go to the county town." The messenger was tight-lipped and didn't reveal the specific situation at all.

Seeing she couldn't ask anything out, Zhou Yiying stopped asking more. But she looked at the half-cultivated farmland and couldn't help showing a trace of embarrassment.

"Director Zhou, Secretary Wu already explained before I came; I will do the farm work delayed for you." After speaking, the messenger took the hoe from Zhou Yiying's hand.

Zhou Yiying hurried to stop the messenger. "It's not appropriate to let you do it either; besides, you are exhausted from running so long."

The messenger laughed heartily. "Director Zhou, you see me running around every day but never see me work; do you distrust me? We all have our own land in the troops. Don't look at me running outside; when planting land, I don't do a bit less work. Besides, Director Zhou, you also specially learned how to do farm work in the troops. Do you still distrust us?"

Hearing the messenger say this, Zhou Yiying couldn't say anything more. She originally had no experience in reclaiming land either; the skills she learned now were all collectively trained during cadre training. How to hold the hoe, how to exert force, how deep to hoe, how to distribute physical strength reasonably, and how to fight against one's own inertia. As the saying goes, "Killing a pig by the head or by the butt, each has its own way." A method of training farming like the People's Party seemed very strange.

But the cadre responsible for training opposed this idea. Zhou Yiying still remembered that the seemingly very young cadre said: "The so-called 'each has its own way,' one of the biggest differences is whether one is willing to use one's full strength. If one doesn't really want to work in one's heart, naturally there are various sayings. If one only thinks about doing the work well in one's heart and thinks of nothing else, then the methods I teach you are summarized and refined, the best methods. If there are any differences, it is because of everyone's height, weight, physical strength—these actual existing gaps lead to different strengths and number of exertions. This is the so-called difference. But the method we teach everyone is not wrong."

Zhou Yiying didn't believe it at first, but after she tried it herself for a few days, she found that everything was indeed as the training cadre said. As long as she had other thoughts in her mind, whether wanting to be lazy or hoping to work faster. Anyway, as long as there were any thoughts in her mind other than working completely step by step, this farm work was very tiring. And she would always encounter some other problems disrupting the original plan. When she completely followed what the training cadre said, thinking of nothing, just completing it bit by bit step by step. Using as much strength as needed, resting when needed, this farm work could be completed on time and with quality instead. Although the body was tired, the heart was not tired at all. Instead, she ate well and slept soundly.

For this reason, Zhou Yiying specially asked the training cadre what exactly this was about. The training cadre said proudly: "This is the science Chairman Chen of our People's Party talks about."

What "science" is, Zhou Yiying hasn't figured it out yet, but she confirmed two things: first is to follow the People's Party, second is to listen to the People's Party and Chairman Chen. Up to now, as long as she did these two things, she hadn't suffered a loss.

"Then finish reclaiming the rest of my land." Zhou Yiying said while leading the messenger to confirm the range of her family's land.

"Where to send this hoe after use?" the messenger asked.

"Send it to the Peasant Association in the village. My hoe has a number on it. After you explain the situation, they will put the hoe away."

After asking the questions, the messenger didn't say much either. He just said simply "Okay!", then swung the hoe and started working. Zhou Yiying could see that this young man indeed worked completely according to the method trained by the People's Party. The movements were neither fast nor slow, completely in line with his own rhythm. Boys are strong; Zhou Yiying needed five strikes to reclaim to a depth of 20 centimeters, while the young man did it in only three strikes. The messenger concentrated on working without distraction like this; those stretching, natural, and vigorous movements looked pleasing no matter how she looked. Zhou Yiying was unable to move her gaze away from the messenger for a moment.

Not knowing why, looking at the vigorous figure of the messenger, Zhou Yiying suddenly felt her face burning a little, and an indescribable panic and nervousness in her heart, as if a little rabbit was jumping wildly in her chest. She endured this mood and turned towards the county town.

When Zhou Yiying rushed to the Party Committee office in the county, she saw that besides the County Party Secretary and the County Magistrate, there were several strangers sitting inside. Whether the County Party Secretary, the County Magistrate, or those few strangers, they all wore military uniforms. Especially those few strangers, not only wearing the four-pocket cadre uniforms, but also wearing leather belts instead of cloth belts at their waists, with pistols hanging on the belts. They looked majestic. These people didn't have much smile on their faces and didn't talk much. When listening to others speak, their eyes were always cold. Just looking at these people eye to eye, Zhou Yiying felt a chill on her back.

"This is Comrade Zhou Yiying, the Director of the Women's Federation of our Liujiapu District." County Party Secretary Wu Liao introduced both sides. "Comrade Zhou Yiying, these are... uh..." County Party Secretary Wu Liao suddenly paused.

The leader among those strangers interrupted calmly: "We are from the Investigation Section of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. We came here this time to understand the armed conflict incident that just happened. I heard Comrade Zhou Yiying played a big role in it, so we invite you to come and talk about the situation."

In these months, Zhou Yiying roughly understood the general functional departments of the People's Party and the new government. There were the Party Committee, the Military Commission, government organs at all levels, as well as departments such as Public Security, Procuratorate, and Court. There were also organizations such as the Armed Working Team and the Peasant Association. But she had never heard of such a department as the "People's Internal Affairs Commission." Looking at the County Party Secretary's slightly embarrassed look, Zhou Yiying didn't understand who these people were either. But so far, in the initial impression these people gave her, they were definitely not easy to deal with.

"Everyone sit down." The leader said. After everyone took their seats, he took out paper and pen and said calmly: "Comrade Zhou Yiying, please state your name, gender, and age."

"Ah?" Zhou Yiying didn't know what this meant. Asking her age, this was understandable. But sitting face to face, the other party called her name while asking her name and gender. Couldn't these people see she was a girl?

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Commission looked at Zhou Yiying's confused look and wasn't anxious either. Instead, he said again in a calm voice that could almost be called cold: "Comrade Zhou Yiying, please state your name, gender, and age."

Facing such making things difficult, Zhou Yiying didn't know how to respond. She looked at County Party Secretary Wu Liao with a seeking help gaze. And County Party Secretary Wu Liao didn't have his usual cheerfulness either; he said in a helpless tone: "Comrade Zhou Yiying, just answer truthfully. Is there anything you can't answer?"

Since Secretary Wu Liao said so, Zhou Yiying braced herself and looked at the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Commission. "My name is Zhou Yiying, female, 23 years old this year." After answering these three simple questions, Zhou Yiying felt uncomfortable all over. Especially admitting her female gender directly to men, Zhou Yiying felt so ashamed that she wanted to hide.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Commission calmly recorded these contents, and then continued to ask: "Introduce your family situation."

Hearing this question, a twitch suddenly appeared on the face of County Party Secretary Wu Liao. He stood up. "Comrades, if there is nothing else, I will go to work with the County Magistrate first."

"Okay, Secretary Wu, you go busy first." The comrade from the Internal Affairs Commission replied.

"Comrade Zhou Yiying, tell the truth about the questions asked. Just telling the truth is enough." Wu Liao exhorted again, then left the conference room with the County Magistrate.

Looking at the several calm and scary comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission in front of her, and listening to the collision sound when the door closed, Zhou Yiying couldn't help shivering slightly.

Perhaps seeing Zhou Yiying's uneasiness, the look on the face of the comrade opposite relaxed slightly. For the first time, there was a slightly comforting tone in his voice. "Comrade Zhou Yiying, please don't have any worries. Our investigation is just to figure out the sequence of events. We have no intention of making things difficult for you; this is our work process. Please cooperate with our work."

"I know." Zhou Yiying replied. She could only answer this way, because there was simply no reason to refuse this statement.

"Then Comrade Zhou Yiying, introduce your family situation."

The inquiry continued like this.
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Chapter 145: Chain Reaction (3)

Zhou Yiying had never faced a state organ like the People's Internal Affairs Commission, nor did she know the responsibilities of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. If she knew now, she would probably be too scared to speak. Perhaps thanks to "ignorance," Zhou Yiying could at least conduct a relatively smooth conversation with these comrades from the People's Internal Affairs Commission. In these conversations, she could feel that these people were extremely difficult to deal with.

No coercion or intimidation, no loud voices; the members of the People's Internal Affairs Commission just asked questions one by one according to the pre-formulated questions, and then recorded the answers. Besides this, they had no questions out of their own feelings at all, let alone any expressions out of their own emotions. These few people were cold as if dealing with things completely unrelated to themselves: questions, answers, recording.

The questions asked did not involve any personal subjective thoughts, only about the various existences of reality. Nothing more than time, place, people, events.

In this counter-revolutionary rebellion incident of Liu Yongyi, Zhou Yiying's role and experience were not complicated. As the Director of the Women's Federation of Liujiapu District, Wuhe County, one of the tasks Zhou Yiying received was to be a model of women's liberation and become a labor model in the district. To become a labor model among the masses, one must show first-class practical achievements in agricultural work. Liujiapu District was the first base area officially pioneered by the People's Party outside the Fengtai County Base Area. With the help and leadership of the troops, thousands of mu of winter wheat were finally planted in time at the end of last year. This part of the land was temporarily considered public fields. According to the plan, the comprehensive land reform in Wuhe County would be carried out after the wheat harvest. At this stage, the land distributed to each family was for temporary planting.

After receiving the task, Zhou Yiying began to work with new farm tools. The shiny new farm tools attracted the attention of the common people very much. Zhou Yiying, a woman, could actually reclaim land alone relying on this farm tool; as farmers, the common people naturally couldn't help but pay attention. A few days ago, after Zhou Yiying finished farm work, she visited the common people in the fort as usual. A family surnamed Liu finally asked about the new farm tools. According to the training, Zhou Yiying immediately began to describe the latest "Peasant Association Loan Scheme." As long as the common people who joined the Peasant Association cultivated the distributed "temporary planting land," they could borrow new farm tools from the Peasant Association for free.

Farmers have always been extremely interested in free things, let alone these very excellent farm tools. In order to penetrate the grassroots as soon as possible, the People's Party could be said to have exhausted all its abilities. Free lending of farm tools was one of the killer moves. Sure enough, this peasant household immediately showed great interest. The hostess was very interested in this, but the host of the family couldn't help saying a word of opposition: "What's the rush? Wait until Liu Yongyi and the others come back; who knows what will happen."

Zhou Yiying cared about this sentence very much; she reported this matter when reporting work. Then, the host of this family was suddenly taken away. A few days later, when Liu Yongyi launched an attack on the fort, he was caught in one net by the troops ambushed in advance. Zhou Yiying knew absolutely nothing about what happened in between.

The inquiry lasted for quite a while. Zhou Yiying was baffled by those almost identical questions. The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission asked extremely detailed questions; every small matter had to correspond to time, place, people, and events. Except for no coercion, it was almost exactly the same as interrogating prisoners. Zhou Yiying tried several times to ask the comrades opposite what exactly this was for. But the comrades opposite only told Zhou Yiying that this was a routine inquiry. Zhou Yiying just needed to answer questions by seeking truth from facts.

When hearing the order that she could leave the office at the end of the inquiry, Zhou Yiying only felt a burst of relief in her heart, and the feeling of exhaustion immediately surged into her heart. Compared with being questioned, working in the fields all day was not so tired.

Leaving the office, Zhou Yiying went to the County Party Secretary's office first. She saw Secretary Wu Liao also working on official business with a tired face. Seeing Zhou Yiying come in, Wu Liao stopped the work in his hands and asked with concern: "Director Zhou, these people didn't make things difficult for you, right?"

How did organizational questioning become making things difficult? Zhou Yiying didn't quite understand, but being asked by Wu Liao like this, Zhou Yiying suddenly felt she indeed seemed to have been made difficult. While thinking about this, Wu Liao had already pulled a stool for Zhou Yiying to sit down. "What did they ask?"

Zhou Yiying found this question hard to answer. The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission asked so many questions, so fragmentary and specific. Really asking her to say what was asked, she couldn't give a definition instead. Zhou Yiying had to answer: "They just asked me what exactly happened, and nothing else."

Hearing Zhou Yiying's answer, Wu Liao said slightly depressingly: "I already wrote a report and submitted it. After they came, they didn't listen to what I said, just asked about the matter again. They questioned all personnel related to this matter once. And asked so much, so detailed. That bunch of people clearly don't trust us."

Zhou Yiying listened to Wu Liao complaining, but didn't know what to say. She was just a Women's Federation Director in the district, far from Wu Liao's status. Wu Liao could only complain but dared not confront the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission directly; what could she, a sesame-sized small cadre, say?

"Forget it, let's not talk about it." Wu Liao gave up the plan to continue complaining after saying a few words of complaint. "Since you are here anyway, let's just talk about work. What do the masses in Liujiapu think about the Peasant Association? Are there many new people joining the Peasant Association?"

When Liujiapu was just conquered and the new regime established, the attitudes of local people in Liujiapu towards the People's Party presented two almost opposite attitudes. The common people inside the fort naturally didn't like the People's Party; their temporary silence was merely out of fear of the local troops. While the common people who had besieged the fort firmly supported the new regime.

When the People's Party troops began to plant winter wheat, the attitude of the common people inside the fort changed. No matter what, the common people had to eat. Although the People's Party taking over the granary inside the fort made these common people dissatisfied, these common people were not the owners of the granary after all; the granaries were managed by landlords and clans like Liu Eighth Master. Instead, the winter wheat planted by the People's Party in the name of public fields was the key. Since it was "public fields," it meant the grain was to be taken out and shared with everyone. The disaster year didn't just affect one year's harvest; life in the one or two years after the great disaster would be very miserable. Being able to restore basic field planting so quickly meant that as long as there were no continued natural disasters, the harvest of the second year was still basically guaranteed.

A charter was set at the local meeting convened by the People's Party. Thirty percent of the harvested winter wheat planted belonged to the People's Party government. The remaining harvest was distributed per capita, distributing one year's grain at one jin of ration per person per day. If there was a surplus, this part of the grain would be placed in the county for unified allocation as reserve grain. What the common people of Liujiapu had to do was to provide labor to take care of the crops.

In these years, the cost of hiring able-bodied laborers was not low. Thousands of elite laborers of the troops played a huge role in this planting. Plus the seeds were also provided by the People's Party; the common people actually took advantage of quite a bit. So this charter was passed. Consequently, the masses' resistance to the People's Party also decreased a lot. On this basis, the People's Party began to organize local Peasant Associations and provide new-style iron farm tools to the common people for free.

These works were all preparations for the large-scale implementation of comprehensive land reform after the summer harvest. Wu Liao was very anxious about this work. If land reform could not be completed by taking advantage of the natural disaster opportunity to establish the foundation of the new system, future work would be extremely difficult. So although the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission brought him considerable unhappiness, compared with the immediate work, this bit of unhappiness was nothing at all.

Wu Liao began to discuss his own work, and the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission were also discussing work. The leader this time was Qi Huishen. Although he looked calm when talking, when only the comrades of the committee remained, everyone also showed tired expressions. The questioned comrades had other work to do, but Qi Huishen and the others could only ask constantly, inquire constantly. This was also a severe test for their spirit and physical strength.

"Secretary Qi, is it a bit too harsh for us to do this to the comrades?" The one asking was Bi Qingshan. He was a new comrade brought by Qi Huishen from Shanghai. Bi Qingshan was from Taiyuan, Shanxi. During the Gengzi Incident, Shanxi destroyed churches very severely. As a result, foreigners demanded Shanxi not only restore churches but also build church schools vigorously. As a result, Bi Qingshan studied in a church school, accepted new ideas, and could speak fluent English with a Shanxi accent. After graduating from high school, Bi Qingshan went to Shanxi University. Reading Chen Ke's work *The Rise of Materialism and Chinese Cultural Inheritance* in the school, he and several classmates felt they found the leader in their hearts. They simply ran to Shanghai together to visit Chen Ke. But Chen Ke had already arrived in Anhui at that time; these young people only met Qi Huishen. After chatting with Qi Huishen, these people simply chose to enter Shanghai Renxin Medical College to study medicine. When Qi Huishen went to the base area, Bi Qingshan firmly requested to come along. After receiving training at the Party School, Bi Qingshan became a staff member of the newly formed People's Internal Affairs Commission.

Hearing Bi Qingshan's question, other comrades also had some similar thoughts. Everyone looked at Qi Huishen, wanting to hear how this secretary who began to gradually undertake the party and government work of the People's Party would answer.

"Qingshan, if without our investigation, someone suddenly says after a period of time that this Comrade Zhou Yiying had connections with bandits like Liu Yongyi. She reported these bandits only because she wanted to protect herself and had to betray her accomplices. Tell me, what should we do then?"

"It would still be in time to investigate then, right?" Bi Qingshan replied.

"Investigate then? Look at this Comrade Zhou Yiying's answer." Qi Huishen pointed to the inquiry record. "These places are obviously contradictory."

Several young comrades gathered around to look. Sure enough, Zhou Yiying said in the front that she just heard about Liu Yongyi's problem, and later said she specially asked about Liu Yongyi's matter. And regarding the question of time, there were also discrepancies before and after. Some mentioned morning, some mentioned afternoon. After reading these, the young comrades all frowned.

Looking at the vigilant expressions of the comrades, Qi Huishen couldn't help laughing: "I'm not saying there is any problem with this Comrade Zhou Yiying. Comrade Zhou Yiying has no problem; she has sufficient vigilance. But, from these answers, one can see the changes in Comrade Zhou Yiying's emotions. If she only answered questions by seeking truth from facts, there would only be erroneous memories of time, not differences between active inquiry and passive inquiry. Erroneous memory of time is because everyone is busy and didn't remember clearly. This kind of omission is very normal. But this contradiction between active inquiry and passive hearing is a problem of mentality."

Hearing Qi Huishen's words, Bi Qingshan thought for a while before asking: "Secretary Qi means, active inquiry appears very meritorious, while passive hearing is just duty work?"

"About like this." Qi Huishen expressed agreement with Bi Qingshan's analysis.

Bi Qingshan frowned slightly. "From our overall inquiry situation, Comrade Zhou Yiying only heard passively; she went to the masses' homes only for Peasant Association work matters. It had nothing to do with Liu Yongyi's matter. Isn't this telling lies?"

"Qingshan, you don't need to raise it to the level of principle like this. For Comrade Zhou Yiying, this is not telling lies, but a problem of mentality. According to what Chairman Chen said during our training, this is also human nature." Qi Huishen laughed. After laughing, his expression became serious again. "However, if this matter hasn't passed for a few days, and everyone hasn't had time to have so many thoughts, the emotion of claiming credit in this mentality has already changed the stated content somewhat. Without our current investigation, investigating again later, how much of this personal emotional stuff do you think will be in the intelligence obtained then?"
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Chapter 146: Chain Reaction (4)

The People's Party Central Committee dispatched a working group of the People's Internal Affairs Commission to investigate the "Liu Yongyi Counter-revolutionary Incident." Before interrogating Liu Yongyi and other counter-revolutionaries, the Internal Affairs Commission first investigated the relevant personnel of the local ruling organs in Wuhe County. This matter could be said to be a considerable stimulus for the party and government organs of Wuhe County. After the internal investigation ended, the Internal Affairs Commission did not go to interrogate the arrested Liu Yongyi and his accomplices, but held an internal work summary meeting by themselves. The comrades of the party and government organs of Wuhe County were not able to attend, which made Wuhe County Party Secretary Wu Liao quite dissatisfied.

However, on this matter, dissatisfaction was dissatisfaction; Wu Liao really had no reason to bring it up directly. First, the working group of the People's Internal Affairs Commission did not affect the normal work of local party and government organs. Second, the working group, except for not smiling and not exchanging pleasantries, did not lose their temper or criticize; they just asked some questions. What made Wu Liao truly dissatisfied was that the investigation method was too cold, making the investigated people feel very uncomfortable. But this problem happened to be impossible to complain about directly; the working group came to investigate problems, not to express condolences. One couldn't ask others to welcome them with smiles. In this dissatisfaction and unhappiness, Wu Liao simply didn't provoke the investigation group anymore.

The investigation group didn't care about County Party Secretary Wu Liao's mood at all. In the meeting hosted by Qi Huishen, the first thing analyzed was the work style of the ruling departments in Wuhe County. This was not because they had any opinion on Wu Liao and the comrades of Wuhe County; this was the work content arranged by Chen Ke before the People's Internal Affairs Commission working group set off.

Since the founding of the People's Party, the party organization had always lacked an institution for suppressing counter-revolutionaries. The reason was actually very simple: the People's Party had not yet established a revolutionary regime, so naturally there were no counter-revolutionaries to suppress. Although a Discipline Inspection Commission was also established, Chen Ke always felt that an institution for internal purging and rectification must be established. Although he recognized what Grandpa Mao said: "It would be strange if there were no factions within the party." "Where there are people, there are left, center, and right." But this did not mean Chen Ke thought he could indulge the disputes of various factions without limit.

Historically, Chinese dynasties were accustomed to adopting the model of "using divergent views to balance each other." That is, allowing various different political factions and ideas to exist in the imperial court. This allowed the monarch to control various factions relatively easily. Anyway, men are not sages; who is free from error? Wanting to find a reason to suppress a certain faction, one could completely use "if you want to condemn someone, you can always find a pretext." Qin Hui killed Yue Fei and could still say "perhaps there is" [Mo Xu You / Unwarranted charge]. The benefits of "using divergent views to balance each other" for playing power tactics can be said to be obvious.

For socialist political parties, this kind of ancient power tactic is completely harmful. The Party has always stressed unified thinking. Line debates, and even line struggles, are certainly inevitable. But this kind of struggle cannot be without a bottom line. The People's Party absolutely cannot unconditionally allow any debate. In order to ensure that the basic program can be implemented, an institution like the People's Internal Affairs Commission must exist.

Of course, Chen Ke wouldn't be so stupid as to say clearly now: "I established the People's Internal Affairs Commission for future purges." Moreover, as a figure from a technical background, Chen Ke believed that since there must be a purge, the purge must absolutely not be an unprincipled political strife. If it turned into a chaotic fight where comrades in the party used every means for power and position, Chen Ke felt he might as well use the People's Internal Affairs Commission to purge himself.

Purging is to clear out counter-revolutionaries and rectify wrong ideas. This is a technical work with extremely high theoretical and practical height. Taking the opportunity of striking at counter-revolutionaries within the base area, the level of the People's Internal Affairs Commission had been quite high since its establishment. As a member of the Central Standing Committee, Qi Huishen directly led the work of the Internal Affairs Commission, and he was equipped with many elite soldiers and strong generals under his command. Arriving in Wuhe County this time, besides investigating the problem of the "Liu Yongyi Counter-revolutionary Gang" clearly, they also had to analyze the development of work in Wuhe County.

"Judging from the situation collected now, the work enthusiasm of the comrades in the county committee and local areas is very high. According to the inquiry of items 1037, 1064, and 1079 of the base area regulations, Comrade Wu Liao has certain resistance to supervision, but his work is still relatively meticulous."

"Comrade Zhou Yiying is a military dependent and is very loyal to the Party. She has a psychology of repaying kindness, and her theoretical understanding is insufficient. According to the inquiry of items 2117 and 2200, her current thoughts are still on work."

"Comrades of the Armed Working Team..."

Specific examples and corresponding evaluations were reported and summarized continuously. While Qi Huishen watched the comrades analyze according to the pre-written inquiry outline, he felt a bit strange in his heart.

This was a psychological analysis method proposed by Chen Ke. Chen Ke himself admitted that this kind of regulation was very "metaphysical" and "mechanical" at this stage. The human heart is not an experiment that can be completely standardized and quantified. But Qi Huishen agreed very much with another view of Chen Ke: "What we need is to discover and promote People's Party members and cadres who stick to principles, obey discipline, and strive upwards. Although with the deepening and accumulation of work in the future, this analysis will become deeper and more detailed, the task of the People's Internal Affairs Commission for internal supervision is not to come up with some full analysis of human psychology. The task of the Internal Affairs Commission is to inspect and evaluate party members and cadres. What we must first determine is the psychological activity laws of qualified party members and cadres; how these qualified party members should think and act when encountering problems. If because some party members and cadres themselves are unqualified, and as a result their original intentions are misinterpreted in the evaluation because of the standards, then we have to accept and tolerate such unjust, false, and wrong cases for the time being."

Moreover, Qi Huishen believed that the requirements of the People's Party for party members at this stage were not excessive. "Seek truth from facts," "Speak the truth, do practical things." As long as party members could implement the oath made at the joining ceremony, it was enough. The internal party meetings of the People's Party often discussed how exactly to work. Including the current Wuhe County Party Secretary Wu Liao, everyone agreed with a basic point of view, that is, "Everyone makes mistakes. But this mistake should be divided into subjective and objective." Objective mistakes are just ability problems; ability can always be improved through work and study. But subjective mistakes are quality problems, which absolutely cannot be let off.

Up to now, the comrades of Wuhe County had not made any major mistakes subjectively. Everyone's goal was to do the work well, and they also stuck to their posts and responsibilities. Disliking supervision and hoping to exaggerate their own credit a little—this kind of ideological tendency was certainly dangerous, but at this stage, it could still be improved through organizing study and education. No need to raise it to the level of principle [politicize it] for the time being.

After analyzing the situation in Wuhe County, it was the turn of the "Liu Yongyi Counter-revolutionary Gang" problem. The attitude within the Party towards this gang was very consistent: "A batch must be killed!" Everyone's disagreement lay in how to kill and how many to kill.

The attitude of the comrades in the troops was the toughest; they basically thought "counter-revolutionaries can all be killed." The judicial department led by Xu Dian had no firm attitude on how many to kill and how to kill; they only insisted on one thing: sentencing must be done after trial by judicial organs. Those with a relatively "moderate" attitude were political work cadres and administrative cadres. Both He Zudao and Lu Huitian suggested adopting the mode of severe punishment for principal offenders and leniency for accomplices. But who exactly were the principal offenders and who were the accomplices? What standard should be used to judge principal offenders and accomplices? Without more specific investigation, everyone could only express their basic attitude and could not make a definite conclusion. Therefore, Chen Ke's proposal to establish the People's Internal Affairs Commission was passed. One of the responsibilities of this newly established department was to "purge counter-revolutionaries." The Party Committee appointed this newly formed department to investigate the matter itself first, and then discuss it based on the investigation report.

When Qi Huishen led the team to set off, besides instructing to investigate and inquire about the party and government departments, Chen Ke also repeatedly emphasized that a detailed investigation must be conducted on this armed gang. Find out what purpose these people had in participating in the counter-revolutionary action. Being attacked by armed forces from the populace, this was the first time for the People's Party. Zhang Youliang once clamored to carry out an armed attack on the People's Party, but Zhang Youliang, as a big landlord, could not be classified into the category of the people. Liu Yongyi himself was not a rich man; he even stayed in the refugee camp in Fengtai County for a while. In the initial intelligence collected, those accomplices following Liu Yongyi were also mostly ordinary common people. Chen Ke never blinked an eye about eliminating landlords in forts, but when violence had to be taken against ordinary common people, Chen Ke felt he must be cautious and cautious again no matter what.

After the working group divided the labor, they began to interrogate the "Liu Yongyi" counter-revolutionary group captured in the battle.

Internal discussion meetings of the People's Party always emphasized stressing science and democracy. The reason why Chen Ke could sit firmly in the position of Party Chairman until now and get everyone's support was that besides being able to come up with solutions to problems and always being able to set an example in work, Chen Ke's "theoretical guidance" in many fields was also an important reason. These days, Chen Ke had gradually stopped going to the front line. This didn't mean he started to enjoy a comfortable life. Since returning to this era, Chen Ke wrote down what he had learned whenever he had time. Of course, Chen Ke naturally wouldn't write boring stuff like anime and AV. He wrote down the social and technological knowledge he had seen and learned, regardless of whether it was correct or not, first.

Besides systematic textbooks, other contents were varied. Those with scientific basis and empirical data basis were okay. Those "knowledge" Chen Ke saw from movies and TV that were quite exaggerated and used as selling points [gimmicks], Chen Ke also wrote down equally. He just specially noted: "This content may not be reliable."

These documents recording various knowledge would be archived and opened to comrades within the party for reading according to levels. Chen Ke knew clearly himself that misremembered and omitted things in these gadgets, and views that might be fundamentally wrong, were piled up like a mountain. But the thoughts of the comrades were different. Just being able to write a million words in a year, in everyone's view, this itself was an incredible miracle. Not to mention that these contents were obviously different categories of knowledge. Everyone had never seen such a knowledgeable person. No matter how Chen Ke emphasized the unreliability of these contents, the habit of comrades within the Party was "read it first."

Before Qi Huishen and the others set off, besides learning from comrades in the public security system like Lin Shenhe, they also habitually went to the library to search for literature related to interrogation. Chen Ke's exposition on this part was scattered and fragmented; obviously, it was rambling, writing whatever came to mind. Thanks to Qi Huishen and the others having enough energy to finish reading these gadgets, and then after a series of discussions, everyone decided on their own plan.

Interrogation started with low-level personnel. Those who could become leaders were generally not incompetent people. Enough preparation was needed when interrogating them. It was best to make them feel that they were already betrayed by everyone and their kin, and all their former subordinates had betrayed them and abandoned them. When the psychology of these high-level personnel changed from a high-above state to a state of falling into a deep valley, only then could their arrogance be thoroughly knocked out. To achieve this step, enough intelligence and information had to be accumulated. Those who could provide such information were the low-level personnel.

When the low-level personnel of the "counter-revolutionary gang" were brought in by comrades dressed in such a way, their fear was very obvious. The attire of the People's Internal Affairs Commission reinforced this feeling in a sense. This clothing combination originated from one of Chen Ke's many disordered records.

"Making the interrogated feel powerless and fearful is one of the key points to overwhelm them spiritually." Chen Ke wrote in his discussion on interrogation techniques.

This idea was easily accepted by the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. Chinese tradition emphasizes "majesty and ceremony" most. This little trick of Chen Ke was not an original creation. But the People's Party couldn't put on colorful official robes. Chen Ke's subsequent suggestion for the interrogator's clothing was "simple, powerful, metallic texture, and shiny." Of course, after this passage, Chen Ke heavily wrote the instruction "personal extremely immature idea."

The comrades exerted the People's Party's style of seeking truth from facts. After reading Chen Ke's suggestion, the committee split into two factions at that time. One faction believed that Chairman Chen's suggestion should be implemented to completely overwhelm those counter-revolutionaries in terms of clothing and momentum. The other faction believed that since the purpose this time was to investigate clearly why a part of the masses attacked the grassroots organization of the People's Party, it was better to dress more approachable. Both factions had their own reasons. As the leader of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen adopted a compromise plan. After comparing various clothing combinations, he finally decided on the military uniform combined with a leather armed belt with a cross-shoulder strap. The armed belt wiped with lard had luster and texture; after fastening it, the whole person also looked more spirited, and the oppressive force increased significantly.

These low-level personnel had been locked up for several days; naturally, they couldn't eat well during the days of detention. Their already thin and weak bodies were held by the powerful arms of the working group comrades; they really felt great fear.

Many of these people were locals, so their personal information was prepared completely. After inquiring about basic information such as name and age, when further asking why these people participated in attacking the base area government, their answers were quite consistent: "For loyalty [Yi Qi]."

"Since Big Brother Liu spoke, and also promised us grain, we followed him." Almost every bottom-level person answered the same way.

regarding such an answer, the working group personnel had to ask: "You survived by eating the grain of our People's Party, and then attacked the fort of our People's Party; do you think doing this is loyal?"

The answers to this question became varied. Some swore solemnly that they didn't know Liujiapu had been occupied by the People's Party before attacking the fort. Some were not skilled in lying, so they could only say they were deceived. Or smiled apologetically saying they had eyes but failed to recognize Mount Tai, and resolutely wouldn't do such a stupid thing next time. Of course, there were more bizarre answers; participants said they didn't know they were going to fight at all; they participated just to join in the fun and see something rare. Some even said they were originally sleeping, were woken up from their dreams, went confusedly, and then were captured confusedly.

Regardless of what reasons these people used to explain their actions, no one expressed daring to oppose the People's Party government in the future.

When they finished talking about their own affairs and it was their turn to expose others' affairs, various information and materials began to gush out. In almost everyone's confession, others rushed in front, and they just followed behind as bystanders. In these confessions, the people rushing in front were different.

Thanks to considerable consideration for enduring mental power when selecting the first batch of comrades for the People's Internal Affairs Commission, the people selected were all relatively meticulous. Part of the comrades in the working group were responsible for interrogation, and another part began to cross-compare multiple confessions, screening out content with commonalities. More than a dozen names gradually surfaced in the summary.

"It seems Comrade Lin Shenhe's work was done very well." Qi Huishen couldn't help praising while looking at the lists in front of him. Before the working group came, Lin Shenhe provided a batch of lists he collected; these dozen names that appeared with great frequency in the confessions were impressively on the list. They were the names of the main secret society leaders near Wuhe County. The leaders who rose to oppose the People's Party were these secret society leaders.

Bi Qingshan didn't mean to echo Qi Huishen. He frowned and asked: "Should we comb through the accomplices again? Few of them told the truth. I'm afraid there are still some people who haven't been caught out."

Due to the adoption of advanced working methods, the lies of this batch of people already interrogated could be seen almost at a glance. Bi Qingshan was very disgusted with the performance of these people; he had quite a mind to investigate thoroughly to the end.

"Qingshan, are you really preparing to kill on a large scale?" Qi Huishen asked. "These people are all disaster victims. It hasn't been long since they returned to the local area, and they haven't joined our grassroots government. Saying they were coerced is not too excessive."

Bi Qingshan did not agree with Qi Huishen's idea. "Coerced? These people were all persuaded back by our local cadres; how could they not know who is in charge in the base area? These people went simply to grab grain. Just not bold enough, wanting to follow behind to get benefits. Just because the local area was fully prepared, they weren't given a chance. If they told the truth honestly, I would think we could let them go. Now that they are caught and still full of lies, what is this? We must teach them a lesson."

Looking at the indignant Bi Qingshan, Qi Huishen knew that what Bi Qingshan stated just now was exactly the reason why many People's Party comrades demanded severe punishment for this group of people. These disaster victims returned to their hometowns under the mobilization of cadres; to accept this group of people, the People's Party did a lot of work. It was impossible for these people not to know that the People's Party was in power in the base area. In such a situation, these people still dared to participate in the action of attacking the grassroots organization of the People's Party; this nature was definitely a contradiction between the enemy and us, not a contradiction among the people. Many comrades advocated killing all these people to eliminate future trouble.

Qi Huishen didn't like indiscriminate killing, and Chen Ke's attitude towards this counter-revolutionary incident was also relatively cautious. He didn't want a consensus of severe punishment to form in the working group first. Before personally commanding the investigation work, Qi Huishen hadn't felt how easy it was to fabricate charges. After personally participating in various inquiries, Qi Huishen felt that as long as there was a preconceived method, plus enough skills, it was really too easy to persecute a person to death. Needless to say these participants with actual counter-revolutionary actions, wanting to use this incident to bring down a batch of cadres in Wuhe County was not a difficult thing. Precisely because he personally felt the power of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen hoped even more that the department he controlled would never have a strong violent impulse. He couldn't help advising: "In a disaster year, the common people's livelihood is precarious, and there are great changes in the base area. It is understandable that these people don't believe in our new regime."

Bi Qingshan didn't know Qi Huishen's thoughts. His heart was now full of anger towards counter-revolutionaries. "Use heavy punishment in troubled times. If we let these people off easily, what will other common people think watching? Moreover, they are full of lies now; this is opposing us, thinking they can muddle through. This is absolutely not okay."

Hearing this, even Qi Huishen couldn't say anything more. Although he thought there was no need to kill on a large scale, this tolerant attitude also needed a bottom line. Tolerance does not equal indulgence. These captured personnel indeed hadn't shown an honest attitude of admitting guilt so far. The People's Party advocated "leniency to those who confess, severity to those who resist." This group of people still had luck in their hearts and were still resisting the new government. From this perspective, at least their luck mentality had to be dispelled, and they must tell the truth to the working group. Holding a kind of worry, Qi Huishen let Bi Qingshan continue his work.

The newly started second round of interrogation was targeting those contradictory statements. The effect of persuasion with kind words was very unobvious. Seeing that the People's Party didn't use torture, many participants felt they could deny to the end. regarding their contradictory words, many tried to use the excuse that they remembered wrong or said wrong at the time. Some even bolder ones actually said the working group recorded wrong. They didn't say so originally. Facing such a situation, the originally calm questioning quickly became intense.

Qi Huishen looked at the various inquiries and sophistry in the interrogation room; he really felt very helpless. The purpose of these participants was nothing more than to get a better result for themselves, little knowing that their own efforts were pushing themselves in the completely opposite direction. Actually, as long as these people admitted their mistakes with bitter tears, and then honestly confessed what they did at that time, the People's Party could let them go. The sophistry of these people only pushed themselves to a more dangerous situation. What made Qi Huishen feel sad was that there were basically no people willing to admit they were wrong.

"Liu Chengkun, you won't shed tears until you see the coffin." Not long after Bi Qingshan started the third round of interrogation, he finally couldn't help shouting loudly, "Even if we originally wanted to release you back, listening to you say this, we can't release people instead. Liu Chengkun, do you really feel you did wrong? You are just pretending to be pitiful to me because you feel you were caught. You don't know you shouldn't have participated in this kind of thing at all, do you?"

Liu Chengkun could see that Bi Qingshan was really angry. He tentatively said: "I was wrong, I know I was wrong. Officer, I admit my mistake; can you let me go?"

With a slap, Bi Qingshan slammed the table. He shouted: "Knowing you were wrong, you still tell me lies? You first said you followed to transport grain. Then you said you were at the very back of that group of people. Someone has clearly proved that you were holding a stick and following Liu Yongyi at that time. Hmm, you also said let Liu Yongyi rest assured, you would never be a coward. I asked you several times, and you didn't tell me the truth; is this you knowing you were wrong?"

Hearing this, Liu Chengkun seemed to be scalded by a soldering iron; his face was full of the horror peculiar to having lies exposed. "This, who said this? This is wronging me!"

"Wronging you?" Bi Qingshan patted a stack of interrogation records. "How many things about others have you said yourself; I don't need to read it to you again, right? You can talk about others; won't others talk about you? And we don't talk about what others said. Liu Chengkun, you said seven or eight times here what that Liu Yongren standing next to Liu Yongyi said, what Liu Yongyi said, and how they talked. You said you stood at the end of the team; there were hundreds of people. Are you clairvoyant and clairaudient? Can you see them talking across hundreds of people, and hear what Liu Yongyi and Liu Yongren at the very front said across hundreds of people? Who are you deceiving?"

Liu Chengkun opened his mouth but couldn't speak after hearing this. Bi Qingshan's interrogation skills were quite brilliant. He listened at first, then asked some very fragmented questions, and even indulged Liu Chengkun to ramble on about a lot of true and false things. But these things that seemed completely unimportant, once verified before and after, Liu Chengkun's own lies were immediately thoroughly exposed. Since he could stand next to the mastermind Liu Yongyi, Liu Chengkun was not a small character either. Seeing the situation was bad, he simply lunged forward and knelt on the ground.

"I'll tell the truth. Ask me anything again and I'll only tell the truth. Please spare my life, my lord." This voice was full of fear. If the guard hadn't immediately dragged Liu Chengkun back to the stool forcibly, Liu Chengkun would have kowtowed like pounding garlic.

Seeing Liu Chengkun was finally subdued, Bi Qingshan sneered. "You want to tell the truth, right? Good, Liu Chengkun, then tell me again who those people walking at the very front were and where they were."

Starting from the third interrogation, with Liu Chengkun as the breakthrough point, these participants successively couldn't hold on and submitted. Various relatively true information began to be collected. Many people once considered small characters revealed their true colors, and some of them also began to confess. After comparing and summarizing the confessions of these people, the working group felt they could finally begin to interrogate those leading key figures.

Liu Yongyi, the leader of this counter-revolutionary incident, was brought to the interrogation room for the first time.

Different from the imagined fierceness, Liu Yongyi's appearance did not give a brutal impression. He was not tall, and looked quite delicate. Especially when he tightened his mouth, two dimples would appear on his face. He looked very shy. But in the eyes of the working group, Liu Yongyi did not have such a harmless feeling. Bi Qingshan stared into Liu Yongyi's eyes. From Liu Yongyi's pair of still bright eyes, Bi Qingshan saw a deeply hidden firm hostility and an indescribable ruthlessness. That was a kind of sight only present before a wild beast attacks.

This person is dangerous, Bi Qingshan thought.
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Chapter 147: Chain Reaction (5)

When the low-level personnel of the "counter-revolutionary gang" were brought in by comrades dressed in such a way, their fear was very obvious. The attire of the People's Internal Affairs Commission reinforced this feeling in a sense. This clothing combination originated from one of Chen Ke's many disordered records.

"Making the interrogated feel powerless and fearful is one of the key points to overwhelm them spiritually." Chen Ke wrote in his discussion on interrogation techniques.

This idea was easily accepted by the comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Commission. Chinese tradition emphasizes "majesty and ceremony" most. This little trick of Chen Ke was not an original creation. But the People's Party couldn't put on colorful official robes. Chen Ke's subsequent suggestion for the interrogator's clothing was "simple, powerful, metallic texture, and shiny." Of course, after this passage, Chen Ke heavily wrote the instruction "personal extremely immature idea."

The comrades exerted the People's Party's style of seeking truth from facts. After reading Chen Ke's suggestion, the committee split into two factions at that time. One faction believed that Chairman Chen's suggestion should be implemented to completely overwhelm those counter-revolutionaries in terms of clothing and momentum. The other faction believed that since the purpose this time was to investigate clearly why a part of the masses attacked the grassroots organization of the People's Party, it was better to dress more approachable. Both factions had their own reasons. As the leader of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen adopted a compromise plan. After comparing various clothing combinations, he finally decided on the military uniform combined with a leather armed belt with a cross-shoulder strap. The armed belt wiped with lard had luster and texture; after fastening it, the whole person also looked more spirited, and the oppressive force increased significantly.

These low-level personnel had been locked up for several days; naturally, they couldn't eat well during the days of detention. Their already thin and weak bodies were held by the powerful arms of the working group comrades; they really felt great fear.

Many of these people were locals, so their personal information was prepared completely. After inquiring about basic information such as name and age, when further asking why these people participated in attacking the base area government, their answers were quite consistent: "For loyalty [Yi Qi]."

"Since Big Brother Liu spoke, and also promised us grain, we followed him." Almost every bottom-level person answered the same way.

regarding such an answer, the working group personnel had to ask: "You survived by eating the grain of our People's Party, and then attacked the fort of our People's Party; do you think doing this is loyal?"

The answers to this question became varied. Some swore solemnly that they didn't know Liujiapu had been occupied by the People's Party before attacking the fort. Some were not skilled in lying, so they could only say they were deceived. Or smiled apologetically saying they had eyes but failed to recognize Mount Tai, and resolutely wouldn't do such a stupid thing next time. Of course, there were more bizarre answers; participants said they didn't know they were going to fight at all; they participated just to join in the fun and see something rare. Some even said they were originally sleeping, were woken up from their dreams, went confusedly, and then were captured confusedly.

Regardless of what reasons these people used to explain their actions, no one expressed daring to oppose the People's Party government in the future.

When they finished talking about their own affairs and it was their turn to expose others' affairs, various information and materials began to gush out. In almost everyone's confession, others rushed in front, and they just followed behind as bystanders. In these confessions, the people rushing in front were different.

Thanks to considerable consideration for enduring mental power when selecting the first batch of comrades for the People's Internal Affairs Commission, the people selected were all relatively meticulous. Part of the comrades in the working group were responsible for interrogation, and another part began to cross-compare multiple confessions, screening out content with commonalities. More than a dozen names gradually surfaced in the summary.

"It seems Comrade Lin Shenhe's work was done very well." Qi Huishen couldn't help praising while looking at the lists in front of him. Before the working group came, Lin Shenhe provided a batch of lists he collected; these dozen names that appeared with great frequency in the confessions were impressively on the list. They were the names of the main secret society leaders near Wuhe County. The leaders who rose to oppose the People's Party were these secret society leaders.

Bi Qingshan didn't mean to echo Qi Huishen. He frowned and asked: "Should we comb through the accomplices again? Few of them told the truth. I'm afraid there are still some people who haven't been caught out."

Due to the adoption of advanced working methods, the lies of this batch of people already interrogated could be seen almost at a glance. Bi Qingshan was very disgusted with the performance of these people; he had quite a mind to investigate thoroughly to the end.

"Qingshan, are you really preparing to kill on a large scale?" Qi Huishen asked. "These people are all disaster victims. It hasn't been long since they returned to the local area, and they haven't joined our grassroots government. Saying they were coerced is not too excessive."

Bi Qingshan did not agree with Qi Huishen's idea. "Coerced? These people were all persuaded back by our local cadres; how could they not know who is in charge in the base area? These people went simply to grab grain. Just not bold enough, wanting to follow behind to get benefits. Just because the local area was fully prepared, they weren't given a chance. If they told the truth honestly, I would think we could let them go. Now that they are caught and still full of lies, what is this? We must teach them a lesson."

Looking at the indignant Bi Qingshan, Qi Huishen knew that what Bi Qingshan stated just now was exactly the reason why many People's Party comrades demanded severe punishment for this group of people. These disaster victims returned to their hometowns under the mobilization of cadres; to accept this group of people, the People's Party did a lot of work. It was impossible for these people not to know that the People's Party was in power in the base area. In such a situation, these people still dared to participate in the action of attacking the grassroots organization of the People's Party; this nature was definitely a contradiction between the enemy and us, not a contradiction among the people. Many comrades advocated killing all these people to eliminate future trouble.

Qi Huishen didn't like indiscriminate killing, and Chen Ke's attitude towards this counter-revolutionary incident was also relatively cautious. He didn't want a consensus of severe punishment to form in the working group first. Before personally commanding the investigation work, Qi Huishen hadn't felt how easy it was to fabricate charges. After personally participating in various inquiries, Qi Huishen felt that as long as there was a preconceived method, plus enough skills, it was really too easy to persecute a person to death. Needless to say these participants with actual counter-revolutionary actions, wanting to use this incident to bring down a batch of cadres in Wuhe County was not a difficult thing. Precisely because he personally felt the power of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen hoped even more that the department he controlled would never have a strong violent impulse. He couldn't help advising: "In a disaster year, the common people's livelihood is precarious, and there are great changes in the base area. It is understandable that these people don't believe in our new regime."

Bi Qingshan didn't know Qi Huishen's thoughts. His heart was now full of anger towards counter-revolutionaries. "Use heavy punishment in troubled times. If we let these people off easily, what will other common people think watching? Moreover, they are full of lies now; this is opposing us, thinking they can muddle through. This is absolutely not okay."

Hearing this, even Qi Huishen couldn't say anything more. Although he thought there was no need to kill on a large scale, this tolerant attitude also needed a bottom line. Tolerance does not equal indulgence. These captured personnel indeed hadn't shown an honest attitude of admitting guilt so far. The People's Party advocated "leniency to those who confess, severity to those who resist." This group of people still had luck in their hearts and were still resisting the new government. From this perspective, at least their luck mentality had to be dispelled, and they must tell the truth to the working group. Holding a kind of worry, Qi Huishen let Bi Qingshan continue his work.

The newly started second round of interrogation was targeting those contradictory statements. The effect of persuasion with kind words was very unobvious. Seeing that the People's Party didn't use torture, many participants felt they could deny to the end. regarding their contradictory words, many tried to use the excuse that they remembered wrong or said wrong at the time. Some even bolder ones actually said the working group recorded wrong. They didn't say so originally. Facing such a situation, the originally calm questioning quickly became intense.

Qi Huishen looked at the various inquiries and sophistry in the interrogation room; he really felt very helpless. The purpose of these participants was nothing more than to get a better result for themselves, little knowing that their own efforts were pushing themselves in the completely opposite direction. Actually, as long as these people admitted their mistakes with bitter tears, and then honestly confessed what they did at that time, the People's Party could let them go. The sophistry of these people only pushed themselves to a more dangerous situation. What made Qi Huishen feel sad was that there were basically no people willing to admit they were wrong.

"Liu Chengkun, you won't shed tears until you see the coffin." Not long after Bi Qingshan started the third round of interrogation, he finally couldn't help shouting loudly, "Even if we originally wanted to release you back, listening to you say this, we can't release people instead. Liu Chengkun, do you really feel you did wrong? You are just pretending to be pitiful to me because you feel you were caught. You don't know you shouldn't have participated in this kind of thing at all, do you?"

Liu Chengkun could see that Bi Qingshan was really angry. He tentatively said: "I was wrong, I know I was wrong. Officer, I admit my mistake; can you let me go?"

With a slap, Bi Qingshan slammed the table. He shouted: "Knowing you were wrong, you still tell me lies? You first said you followed to transport grain. Then you said you were at the very back of that group of people. Someone has clearly proved that you were holding a stick and following Liu Yongyi at that time. Hmm, you also said let Liu Yongyi rest assured, you would never be a coward. I asked you several times, and you didn't tell me the truth; is this you knowing you were wrong?"

Hearing this, Liu Chengkun seemed to be scalded by a soldering iron; his face was full of the horror peculiar to having lies exposed. "This, who said this? This is wronging me!"

"Wronging you?" Bi Qingshan patted a stack of interrogation records. "How many things about others have you said yourself; I don't need to read it to you again, right? You can talk about others; won't others talk about you? And we don't talk about what others said. Liu Chengkun, you said seven or eight times here what that Liu Yongren standing next to Liu Yongyi said, what Liu Yongyi said, and how they talked. You said you stood at the end of the team; there were hundreds of people. Are you clairvoyant and clairaudient? Can you see them talking across hundreds of people, and hear what Liu Yongyi and Liu Yongren at the very front said across hundreds of people? Who are you deceiving?"

Liu Chengkun opened his mouth but couldn't speak after hearing this. Bi Qingshan's interrogation skills were quite brilliant. He listened at first, then asked some very fragmented questions, and even indulged Liu Chengkun to ramble on about a lot of true and false things. But these things that seemed completely unimportant, once verified before and after, Liu Chengkun's own lies were immediately thoroughly exposed. Since he could stand next to the mastermind Liu Yongyi, Liu Chengkun was not a small character either. Seeing the situation was bad, he simply lunged forward and knelt on the ground.

"I'll tell the truth. Ask me anything again and I'll only tell the truth. Please spare my life, my lord." This voice was full of fear. If the guard hadn't immediately dragged Liu Chengkun back to the stool forcibly, Liu Chengkun would have kowtowed like pounding garlic.

Seeing Liu Chengkun was finally subdued, Bi Qingshan sneered. "You want to tell the truth, right? Good, Liu Chengkun, then tell me again who those people walking at the very front were and where they were."

Starting from the third interrogation, with Liu Chengkun as the breakthrough point, these participants successively couldn't hold on and submitted. Various relatively true information began to be collected. Many people once considered small characters revealed their true colors, and some of them also began to confess. After comparing and summarizing the confessions of these people, the working group felt they could finally begin to interrogate those leading key figures.

Liu Yongyi, the leader of this counter-revolutionary incident, was brought to the interrogation room for the first time.

Different from the imagined fierceness, Liu Yongyi's appearance did not give a brutal impression. He was not tall, and looked quite delicate. Especially when he tightened his mouth, two dimples would appear on his face. He looked very shy. But in the eyes of the working group, Liu Yongyi did not have such a harmless feeling. Bi Qingshan stared into Liu Yongyi's eyes. From Liu Yongyi's pair of still bright eyes, Bi Qingshan saw a deeply hidden firm hostility and an indescribable ruthlessness. That was a kind of sight only present before a wild beast attacks.

This person is dangerous, Bi Qingshan thought.
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Chapter 148: Chain Reaction (6)

The working group encountered great trouble when interrogating Liu Yongyi. No matter how the comrades of the working group asked, whether with a cold attitude, a stern attitude, or even anger, Liu Yongyi remained silent from beginning to end. If Liu Yongyi spoke nonsense and cursed the People's Party loudly, it wouldn't make the working group feel so tricky. But Liu Yongyi chose silence as his way of confrontation, which made the working group feel extremely difficult to deal with.

At the founding meeting of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, the instruction given by Chen Ke was: "The main task of the People's Internal Affairs Commission is not to physically eliminate counter-revolutionaries; the Internal Affairs Commission must first defeat these counter-revolutionaries spiritually. Counter-revolutionaries are not born; anyone's choice is gradually formed in life and learning afterwards. The reason why you comrades present can be selected into the organization of the People's Internal Affairs Commission and granted such great authority is because based on your previous performance, we believe you are firm revolutionaries. Since you are firm revolutionaries, then you comrades must firmly believe in the justice, advanced nature, and invincible essence of the revolution. Revolutionary violence can cut off a person's head, but may not be able to make a person bow his head. The commander of three armies can be captured, but the will of a common man cannot be taken away. In future work, when facing those counter-revolutionaries, I require everyone to first overwhelm them spiritually, let them understand that the justice these counter-revolutionaries think they have is wrong in front of the revolution."

It was because of Chen Ke's instructions that the comrades of the working group could face their work with a firm mentality. Since they firmly believed they were right, there was absolutely no need for the working group to really get angry. Anger is merely a means, a technique. Anger shouldn't be a completely useless way of venting adopted out of helplessness. But the comrades of the working group were all young people; facing Liu Yongyi's firm confrontation, everyone had almost unbearable anger in their chests.

"For such a diehard counter-revolutionary, just drag him out and kill him."

"He wants to resist to the end! Even if he refuses to confess, relying solely on others' exposure, he is dead for sure."

"No matter what, we must pry open this guy's mouth."

Listening to the murderous words of the comrades, Qi Huishen was very surprised by Liu Yongyi's attitude and method. Judging from now, Liu Yongyi had made up his mind to die. This was easy to understand; the People's Party could not let Liu Yongyi go. At this critical moment when the base area was expanding rapidly, even if only to establish prestige, actions like Liu Yongyi's could not be forgiven. Otherwise, what if others followed suit? Qi Huishen's rank was already very high; he knew very well the views on secret societies within the high level, especially Chen Ke's firm advocacy that the main work goal in the future was to build a strong grassroots government organization. To achieve this goal, various forces that once dominated the countryside must be wiped out. Qi Huishen understood Chen Ke's personality and attitude towards work very well; once he made up his mind, no matter what difficulties there were, Chen Ke would spare no effort to promote the established policy.

Thinking of this, Qi Huishen stopped everyone from continuing to get angry unnecessarily. "Comrades, Liu Yongyi seems to understand that he can absolutely not survive this pass. That's why he behaves like this. But I think there is something very strange here. If according to the norm, ordinary political organizations would have tortured Liu Yongyi long ago. I don't think Liu Yongyi can maintain this ruthlessness under torture. Why does he dare to do this to us? Does he know our People's Party doesn't allow torture, or did someone give him advice? I think this matter must be clarified first."

Hearing Qi Huishen's analysis, the young comrades immediately felt enlightened. Indeed, everyone only noticed Liu Yongyi's silence but forgot to analyze the reason for this silence. If whips, soldering irons, tiger benches, and chili water were used, Liu Yongyi should have "sung" long ago. Where would it be his turn to be so stubborn?

"Secretary Qi, where to start checking?"

"Look at the data; Liu Yongyi is detained alone. Then first investigate whether this person has had any in-depth contact with our People's Party, and at the same time check what the comrades guarding Liu Yongyi have said. Did they inadvertently reveal any details about the interrogation? In addition, when you interrogate Liu Yongyi again, I allow you to talk about his family."

Hearing Qi Huishen's words, everyone showed a surprised look on their faces. The regulations formulated by the working group did not allow mentioning the issue of threatening the prisoner's family. If the threat mode of implicating the nine clans [guilt by association] was adopted, the other party would be extremely easy to submit, but it also meant that both sides had actually completely torn their faces. On this issue, the working group was very cautious.

"Not to threaten Liu Yongyi with implication of his family. Change the way of saying it." Qi Huishen explained.

After intense preparation, the new interrogation began. This time the chief interrogator was Qi Huishen. Liu Yongyi sat on the stool with his hands tied behind his back without saying a word. Facing Qi Huishen, Liu Yongyi even closed his eyes, looking completely like a dead pig not afraid of boiling water.

"Liu Yongyi, you seem to be alone, but your next-door neighbor's daughter who married into Fengyang Prefecture shares the same father with you, right? What was her name again? Oh, I remember her name is Wang Chaihua. Fengyang Prefecture is also in our hands now. When you die, we will notify Wang Chaihua to collect your corpse."

When Qi Huishen spoke halfway, Liu Yongyi's closed eyes had opened completely. His breathing became rapid, his Adam's apple moving up and down constantly, as if some words were blocked in his throat.

"After Ms. Wang Chaihua married into Fengyang Prefecture, you went to see her several times. Presumably your relationship is very good. Moreover, although not of the same surname, she is your sister after all. She will definitely collect your corpse and won't let your corpse expose in the wilderness."

Hearing this, Liu Yongyi tightened his lips tightly, and a painful look appeared on his face.

Qi Huishen acted as if he didn't see it. "Liu Yongyi, don't think everyone doesn't know some things. The eyes of the masses are snow-bright. Many things everyone doesn't say with their mouths, but their hearts are like a bright mirror. Just like you used someone else's name to join our police organization in our base area. What was that name again? Let me see." While speaking, Qi Huishen opened a document and looked at it. "Oh, called Li Fugui. Speaking of which, Comrade Li Fugui, you have also been a policeman, so you are also our revolutionary comrade. Comrade Li Fugui, can you report to the organization why you launched a counter-revolutionary action?"

Liu Yongyi, who had remained expressionless throughout the interrogation, finally became expressive. Expressions of anger, surprise, and disappointment changed constantly on his face. Qi Huishen maintained a relaxed and calm look on his face all along; as if he saw nothing, he continued to ask: "Comrade Li Fugui, do you have anything to say to the organization?"

"I have something to say." Liu Yongyi spoke for the first time in the interrogation. "I f*ck your mother."

As soon as the voice fell, the guard next to him flew a kick onto Liu Yongyi's face, kicking him directly off the stool. Before Liu Yongyi fell completely, the guard on the other side had quick hands and sharp eyes; he reached out and grabbed Liu Yongyi's queue, forcibly holding him back and not letting him fall to the ground. Two guards held up Liu Yongyi, whose face was swollen, and forcibly pressed him back onto the stool to sit.

Qi Huishen still acted as if he saw nothing; treating enemies, People's Party comrades would never be soft-hearted. This is a most basic stance. Whether silent or speaking, Liu Yongyi had already shown an extreme attitude. There was no longer any stance to be polite to him.

"Liu Yongyi, since you have been a policeman of our People's Party, you must know what your end will be. So I think we don't need to waste these efforts anymore. You might as well tell the truth why you opposed our People's Party. We won't ask you about accomplices or helpers. No need for you to say; those people spoke much faster than you. You just need to say what you think in your heart, and then we won't bring you for trial anymore. This is also a matter of mutual convenience."

Qi Huishen's words were clear; Liu Yongyi knew he absolutely had no possibility of being spared. If he didn't speak the words in his heart at this time, he could only take them to the underworld. He moved his swollen cheeks slightly; the guard's kick used a lot of force, and speaking wouldn't be so fluent for a while. When he felt better, Liu Yongyi said viciously: "You broke my Big Brother Liu's fort and killed several of my good brothers. I absolutely cannot not avenge this hatred. Otherwise, how can I, Liu Yongyi, still mix in this Liujiapu?"

"Then you infiltrated the police force preparing to assassinate People's Party people?" Qi Huishen asked.

"There are plenty of people in the police force who want revenge; no need for me. I just wanted to see if I could rescue Liu Eighth Master."

Hearing these, Bi Qingshan immediately asked: "Who exactly wants..."

Just halfway through speaking, Qi Huishen pressed Bi Qingshan's shoulder, forcibly stopping Bi Qingshan from continuing to ask about the traitor issue.

"Liu Eighth Master is still locked up in the base area now. Why did you give up, Liu Yongyi? It seems jianghu loyalty is still not as precious as your own life, Liu Yongyi." After finishing speaking, Qi Huishen suddenly frowned as if suddenly realizing, "Oh~~~! I understand. You have tried to rescue anyway; this is already worthy of friends. Since you couldn't rescue him, it's not that you, Liu Yongyi, are incapable, only that Liu Eighth Master's luck is bad. I understand; continue."

This ridicule angered Liu Yongyi quite a bit; his swollen face turned red. But he didn't know how to refute Qi Huishen.

Seeing Liu Yongyi refused to speak again, Qi Huishen asked again: "Then why did you think of running back to organize people to attack the fort and grab grain? I actually understand this matter the least. Tell me about this, and I won't ask anything else."

"Hmph, your People's Party is just a hundred or so people, starting from a small county town. Relying on this Liujiapu, I will definitely not be worse than you. What I really didn't expect was that you were really willing to spend capital. You actually helped the local common people plant thousands of mu of wheat. If not for this, how could only three hundred or so people follow me to attack the fort?"

"Among these three hundred or so people, many were deceived by you, right?" Qi Huishen continued to strike Liu Yongyi slowly.

"Hmph, that bunch of people..." A look of contempt appeared on Liu Yongyi's face. "That bunch of people are simply mud that can't support a wall [worthless], and the ones inside the fort too. Just because every family was distributed grain from a few mu of wheat fields, they could betray me. After driving away your People's Party, the whole fort belongs to everyone. These people just refuse to take a long-term view. Not just the fort, even this Wuhe County could be ours. As a result, those people simply remember the food but not the beating; after being beaten by your People's Party, these people simply don't take it to heart."

"Liu Yongyi, what the common people want is to live a good life. Even if you promise the sky, as long as you can't make the common people live a good life, everyone won't follow you. We broke the Liujiapu fort, but we didn't break the fort for ourselves; we did it for the thousands of common people outside the fort who were about to starve to death. I said before, the eyes of the masses are snow-bright. They see clearly what we did. If we transported the grain in the fort back to Fengtai County, do you think the common people wouldn't know? If we did that, without your incitement, the common people themselves would rise up and fight us to the end. You think the common people were bought by a few mu of wheat fields per family, then let me ask you, in this disaster year, who sincerely planted wheat for the common people, who sincerely distributed a few mu of wheat fields to the common people per family? Is it you, Liu Yongyi, or the former owner of this fort, Liu Eighth Master? Which of you can sincerely do such things for the common people?"

After hearing this, Liu Yongyi fell silent again. And the expressions of the surrounding working group members became proud and solemn invariably. Qi Huishen was right; in this disaster year, no, in present-day China, except for the People's Party, no government, political party, gentry, or secret society would sincerely do even the smallest thing for the common people. Not for their own interests, but purely out of consideration for the interests of the common people. This fact made all revolutionary comrades who heard these words feel a pride and self-esteem from the bottom of their hearts.

Seeing Liu Yongyi silent, Qi Huishen continued to ask: "Then why didn't you speak during the interrogation? I'm quite curious about this matter. Please be sure to tell me."

Hearing Qi Huishen's words, a strange look appeared on Liu Yongyi's face; this look was actually shame. After a good while, Liu Yongyi said: "When I was a policeman, some principles were taught in the troops. If you did something wrong, don't explain. I quite agree with this. Since I was caught, I'm dead for sure naturally. If I explain, it's like I don't want to die. In the past, I wouldn't say hundreds responded to my call in this Liujiapu, but absolutely no one dared to betray me like this. Unexpectedly, I took such a fall in your hands; I don't want to lose face again. So simply say nothing. Losing face once is enough."

Qi Huishen nodded silently; he could understand this explanation very well. "Take Liu Yongyi down."

Liu Yongyi didn't expect Qi Huishen to end the interrogation just like this; he felt a bit surprised instead. When taken out, he turned his head to look at Qi Huishen. At this time, Qi Huishen didn't look up to watch Liu Yongyi being taken out, but buried his head and started writing things. With an inexplicable feeling of loss, Liu Yongyi turned his head back to look ahead.

Three days later, the report on the Liu Yongyi counter-revolutionary group in Wuhe County was sent back to the People's Party Central Committee, and the investigation in Wuhe County came to an end.
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Chapter 149: Chain Reaction (7)

The report of the People's Internal Affairs Commission caused a shock no less than an earthquake within the Party. The confessions and analysis reports of hundreds of people allowed everyone to see hundreds of detailed faces vividly. The sequence of events of the Liu Yongyi counter-revolutionary incident also presented a clear vein.

As a leader of a secret society, Liu Yongyi once provided manpower support to the leader of the Liujiapu fort as a "broker." After the People's Party broke the fort, Liu Yongyi became "unemployed." There was no space for "brokers" in the grassroots regime directly established by the People's Party. The Party communicated directly with the common people, and administrative power reached every common person in the base area. Under this system, Liu Yongyi had no place to use his skills. Plus, after the People's Party broke the fort, Liu Yongyi lost all his subordinates, and simply couldn't gain a foothold in the local area.

As a "local figure" of Liujiapu, Liu Yongyi did not wait for death facing such a predicament. He once tried to rescue the leader of the Liujiapu fort, hoping to make a comeback. For this, Liu Yongyi disguised himself as a disaster victim and went to the Fengtai County Base Area, and mixed into the police force of the base area through jianghu connections. Because the base area was heavily guarded, the attempt to rescue the leader of the Liujiapu fort failed. When the People's Party persuaded the fleeing common people to return to their hometowns, Liu Yongyi had to return to Liujiapu with the common people.

After returning to Liujiapu, Liu Yongyi found that the grassroots organization of the People's Party was stronger than before. It was impossible for him to resume his old "broker" life, so he had the idea of overthrowing the grassroots regime of the People's Party and establishing an independent force belonging to Liu Yongyi himself in Liujiapu. Of course, Liu Yongyi couldn't do such a thing alone. He first contacted secret society personnel in Wuhe County and surrounding areas who were also in an "unemployed" status. Those people were also extremely dissatisfied with the newly established grassroots government of the People's Party, so everyone hit it off instantly. Plus coercing some lazy guys who loved to eat but hated to work, this mob launched an attack on the grassroots organization of the People's Party in Liujiapu, Wuhe County.

At the end of the report, the People's Internal Affairs Commission concluded: The "relief-oriented small peasant economy" in the old rural system was completely destroyed by natural disasters. After the landlords and clans who were responsible for "relief" to a certain extent were completely neutralized, their relationship with the people changed from limited cooperation to comprehensive confrontation. After the People's Party destroyed the landlord class, the secret societies attached to this system also stood on the opposite side of the people. Because no larger-scale investigation was carried out, the People's Internal Affairs Commission could not determine whether areas outside Wuhe County were also in this situation, but the People's Internal Affairs Commission suggested conducting comprehensive investigation work within the base area. Because this group of people could provide employment opportunities to a certain extent, they could also be considered a "force" rooted in the people. Strict attention should be paid to those secret societies acting as "brokers."

Qi Huishen was an old party member who stayed in Shanghai during the initial period of the base area and was not well-known at the grassroots level. After being entrusted with heavy responsibilities by Chen Ke, many comrades were not completely convinced in their hearts. After this detailed and clearly analyzed report was submitted to the Party Central Committee, many people looked at Secretary Qi Huishen with new eyes.

"Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? It can be seen clearly now." Lu Huitian said when speaking at the Politburo meeting. The comrades attending the meeting didn't even nod in agreement, because everyone's thoughts were exactly the same as Lu Huitian's. During the flood, the disaster relief model led by the People's Party became the dominant force overriding everything. If the people didn't participate, obey, and cooperate, they couldn't survive. So the boundary between enemies and friends was not clear. When the flood began to subside and the absolute dominant power of the People's Party began to weaken, the contradictions originally covered by natural disasters, especially the contradictions between the new system led by the People's Party and the traditional old system in the countryside, emerged.

Lu Huitian looked at the comrades watching him attentively, and said loudly: "We must destroy this old system. As the backbone of the old system, this group of people must be ruthlessly eliminated."

Hearing this statement from Lu Huitian, a look of surprise appeared on many people's faces. One must know that before the People's Internal Affairs Commission set off for investigation, Lu Huitian advocated lenient treatment. Lu Huitian thought at that time that most of these people involved in the counter-revolutionary incident were coerced, rather than harboring any real hostility towards the People's Party. Unexpectedly, as soon as the report came up, Lu Huitian completely changed his attitude and demanded to kill these people mercilessly.

Lu Huitian knew the thoughts of the comrades. He said calmly: "Comrades, I once proposed an opinion of lenient treatment; that was made without actual investigation. On this point, I want to make a self-criticism. Without investigation, there is no right to speak. I just made my own judgment based on the situation I grasped at the time. After this report came out, I saw the actual situation in the local area, and my thoughts naturally changed. I have to admit that I didn't feel before that the cruelty of the struggle was already a comprehensive contradiction between the new and old systems. In this regard, I have great deficiencies. In view of my own lessons, I hope everyone can have sufficient understanding of this matter. Class struggle is not a joke; this concept must be established in the mind."

Hearing this, some comrades of the Politburo felt deeply sympathetic, while some couldn't fully understand. At this time, they heard someone start applauding. Everyone looked and saw that the one taking the lead in applauding was actually Chen Ke. Regardless of whether it was from the heart or not, the comrades started applauding with Chen Ke.

Lu Huitian glanced at Chen Ke with a grateful look. At this time, Chen Ke's support was too important for Lu Huitian. As one of the representative figures of the moderate faction, Lu Huitian knew the pressure he faced at this time. The situation of He Zudao, another representative of the moderate faction, was different from his. He Zudao's "moderation" was more directed against the "tough" style of shouting to fight and kill in the army. What occupied more weight in He Zudao's speech at that time was "cautious investigation" rather than "leniency." He Zudao believed that all participants should not be arbitrarily classified as counter-revolutionaries without investigation and then executed uniformly. He Zudao firmly approved of Chen Ke's formation of the People's Internal Affairs Commission and provided considerable manpower support.

The one who truly advocated "turning big issues into small ones" was Lu Huitian. After this report was submitted, Lu Huitian felt a sense of crisis at that time. The content revealed by this report could be said to be diametrically opposite to the specific local situation Lu Huitian thought at that time. Lu Huitian thought at that time that the people were just not used to the new system promoted by the People's Party, because the new system required everyone to pay more labor. But who is really willing to work hard? Human nature is to love ease and hate work. Guys like Chen Ke who work like their lives depend on it every day are the anomalies among the people. Given time, the people will eventually be able to get used to the high-intensity labor of the new system. Even now, Lu Huitian still thought his view made some sense.

But Qi Huishen's report was written from the perspective of class struggle and system contradiction, which completely overwhelmed Lu Huitian's thoughts at a theoretical height. Facing this report, Lu Huitian knew that if he couldn't accept Qi Huishen's view, he would inevitably encounter fierce opposition. Because Party Chairman Chen Ke had always advocated class struggle.

When Lu Huitian expressed support for the main line of class struggle in this report, he was still somewhat apprehensive. If comrades who expressed a tough attitude from the beginning expressed distrust of Lu Huitian, that would be a very troublesome thing. And Chen Ke's applause now was obviously giving Lu Huitian support. With such support, at least no one would trouble Lu Huitian temporarily.

The applause subsided quickly. At least after Chen Ke stopped applauding, the comrades in the army immediately stopped applauding. Without looking carefully at the expressions of those comrades, Lu Huitian could imagine their thoughts at this time. The urgent task now was not to entangle with these comrades about who was more revolutionary. As the leader of civil affairs work, Lu Huitian had to come up with a more reasonable solution. The People's Party had always opposed "empty talk." Lu Huitian could become the top leader in civil affairs work among so many comrades not because he could speak better than other comrades, but because he could always do more and more effectively than other comrades.

"In the subsequent work in the base area, regarding the adjustment of civil affairs work, my view is that we must first determine who we serve. The object we want to serve is the diligent working people. Developing productive forces relies on diligent working people; they are the objects exploited and oppressed by the old system. This is the object we must win over. And our enemies, I think, are landlords, counter-revolutionaries, and bad elements. Judging from the situation in Liujiapu, although the landlords in the fort were arrested by us, the old system operated with this group of people as the core. Even if they are gone, Liu Yongyi still hoped to rescue these people and let them regain power. They are the invisible core existence. Counter-revolutionaries like Liu Yongyi have the most activity ability; they try to obtain benefits through the old system. This group of people jumped out. And those following Liu Yongyi are those lazy bad elements. In order to get something for nothing, this group of people hates labor. The local government has organized them to participate in reconstruction work, and this group of people can even get a lot of benefits. But in order to get grain immediately, they dared to follow Liu Yongyi to attack our grassroots government. They absolutely cannot be spared either..."

The meeting unified thoughts. The resolution finally reached by the Politburo was to execute all main secret society elements such as Liu Yongyi. This group of people were not only local secret societies in the Liujiapu area; they came from many surrounding places. These secret societies also took risks to participate in counter-revolutionary incidents because the People's Party broke the local forts and they couldn't cooperate with the landlords of the local forts. The comrades of the Politburo unanimously agreed that the captured landlords from breaking these forts should be executed uniformly to eliminate future trouble.

As for how to treat the bad elements participating in this action, most comrades in the Party thought they should also be executed. But a few comrades did not support this. For example, Chen Ke thought this group of people were just people attached to landlords and secret societies. After eradicating landlords and secret societies, this group of people would have no foundation. Presumably, they could be sentenced to labor reform.

But Chen Ke's idea met with opposition from the comrades. The comrades of the military strongly opposed this view with a clear attitude. Everyone expressed understanding of Chen Ke's benevolent idea, but at this critical moment, it wouldn't do without killing one to warn a hundred. According to investigation, these people did not participate in the battle of the people spontaneously attacking forts; they chose to flee from famine. Eating the relief grain provided by the People's Party, they lived until now. And as soon as this group of people returned to the base area, they were not enthusiastic about participating in the construction of the base area at all, but easily participated in the action of attacking the grassroots organization of the People's Party. If they were not all killed, what mentality would this create for the people?

"Chairman Chen, your heart is too kind." Chai Qingguo said emotionally, "You just don't know how bad the hearts of that bunch of people are. If they were earnest working common people, having eaten our grain, they would have gratitude no matter what. They would always repay us to feel at ease in their hearts. But this bunch of people are simply white-eyed wolves [ingrates]. They absolutely cannot be kept. Now they jumped out; if we don't root them out, that would be wrong."

Chen Ke didn't really mean to let this group of people go either; he was just a bit worried that such slaughter would frighten ordinary common people. Comrades including "former moderate" Lu Huitian thought this group of people shouldn't be spared, and everyone's reasons were very sensible. Chen Ke agreed with the comrades' point of view.

Three days later, the first large-scale execution of counter-revolutionaries in the base area began. Including all more than four hundred people who participated in Liu Yongyi's counter-revolutionary action, and the captured landlords in the areas related to these personnel, a total of more than eight hundred people were publicly executed. The People's Party did not hide this matter; on the contrary, the reasons for execution were widely publicized in the base area.

"Landlords disregarded the life and death of the common people for their own selfish interests."

"Secret societies plotted against the new government."

"Bad elements were lazy and lived through the disaster year relying on relief provided by the People's Party, but turned around and participated in counter-revolutionary actions."

These reasons fully demonstrated the attitude of the People's Party and showed the People's Party's merciless stance towards opponents. It caused an uproar among the common people in the base area. Before this large-scale suppression of counter-revolutionaries, the image of the People's Party among the common people was "capable, able to fight, very amiable." After this large-scale execution, the people's view changed greatly. Although there were many ways to express it in language, summarized there was only one idea: "The People's Party started killing people; they are already the government of the base area." After the execution operation ended, the common people who originally followed the People's Party expressed absolute support. The attitude of the common people who had already started cooperating with the People's Party was not affected much. And the common people who were originally in a wait-and-see attitude began to participate in various new policies promoted by the new government tremblingly.

The uncompromisingly strict attitude had an excellent effect.

As the holder of the People's Internal Affairs Commission, Qi Huishen established his image in one fell swoop through this incident. The People's Internal Affairs Commission received the approval of the Party. After this incident, the People's Party lost trust in local secret societies. In order to prevent similar incidents that might occur in the future, the People's Internal Affairs Commission began to investigate the information and intelligence of secret societies in the base area with full force.

Qiu Jin didn't know about the internal policies of the People's Party. She only knew that the People's Party began to promote some important things. In this half month, it was extremely difficult for her to see Chen Ke. In the critical period of spring plowing, the entire People's Party and base area were involved in a high-speed track. The so-called lack of land in the countryside could only be said to be a kind of "relative lack of land," or more accurately "lack of good fields." Targeting this situation, the People's Party vigorously promoted the popularization of new farm tools on one hand, and personally led the masses to start expanding "food production" on the other. Not only were the army and government working, but even the female students of the Normal School were invested in labor. New farmland was opened in the school. After the troops carried out basic reclamation, the subsequent planting work was handed over to the female students of the Normal School to be responsible.

Those delicate young ladies waved small hoes and shovels and began to plant in the ground. When Qiu Jin saw it for the first time, she felt like her eyes were playing tricks on her. The base area allocated one hundred mu of land for these more than two hundred girls to plant; the planting content was peanuts. This was also one of the girls' social practices. It was to be counted in the assessment. Qiu Jin didn't expect Chen Ke to treat future "teachers" like this. In her view, women should engage in more technical industries, rather than cultivating in the land like men. Not to mention these educated women.

But Chen Ke simply didn't see her; Qiu Jin couldn't find anyone to protest to either. Not only did Chen Ke not see her, but Qiu Jin's nephew Hua Xiongmao also didn't see her, which made Qiu Jin even more depressed.

regarding the matter of female students participating in farming, the parents who came with Qiu Jin did not oppose it so fiercely. When Qiu Jin talked about this with Huang Chengxun, Huang Chengxun actually said: "Learning some ability to serve crops a little isn't a bad thing." This puzzled Qiu Jin very much.

Huang Chengxun didn't like a woman with a flamboyant personality like Qiu Jin. Moreover, after arriving at the base area personally, Huang Chengxun also understood that Qiu Jin couldn't help much with the matter of taking his daughter home. So he was unwilling to explain in depth. In this era, large-scale cities had not yet formed; farming and reading were still a tradition. The literary atmosphere in Anqing was very strong, and there was no contemptuous attitude towards farming. Of course, Huang Chengxun did not oppose the female students of the school participating in farming work. He went to see it personally; peanuts didn't need too deep plowing, which was more suitable for the physical condition of girls. In Huang Chengxun's view, organizing girls from the Girls' School to farm proved that the People's Party had no other ideas about the girls. Because Huang Chengxun himself also led his children to plant a fraction of a mu of peanuts in the courtyard at home. The People's Party's practical attitude didn't annoy Huang Chengxun at all. On the contrary, Huang Chengxun was worried about the People's Party's posture of making it clear they wanted to exist for a long time. If the People's Party really became strong, Huang Chengxun wouldn't be able to ask for his daughter back so easily.

regarding the revolution, Huang Chengxun neither approved nor fiercely opposed. What he was dissatisfied with was that the People's Party forcibly dragged him in like this. In previous days, Huang Chengxun still dared to oppose verbally. After the People's Party executed "counter-revolutionaries" on a large scale, Huang Chengxun dared not even say such opposition anymore.

Since Qiu Jin couldn't get support from others, she had to continue staying in the base area depressed. When she thought Chen Ke had completely forgotten her, Chen Ke suddenly sent someone to invite Qiu Jin over. Qiu Jin had a bellyful of words to say, but before Qiu Jin could speak, Chen Ke threw a heavy bomb at Qiu Jin: "Teacher Qiu, according to our news, the Manchu Qing's Hubei New Army is about to move out." Hearing this, Qiu Jin was stunned on the spot at that time.
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When Chen Ke informed Qiu Jin that the Hubei New Army was about to come to suppress the "Anqing Revolution," Qiu Jin's first feeling was actually a sense of "unreality." Qiu Jin was not mentally prepared for war. She knew the war had already begun; on the night of the Battle of Anqing, Qiu Jin was taking care of the terrified female students in the Girls' School. The sound of guns and cannons, shouts, and screams outside the school, as well as the crying and screaming of female students inside the school, all left a deep impression on Qiu Jin. In addition, the smell of gunpowder smoke and blood remaining in the air the next day, and the scars left by the war on Anqing City, all made Qiu Jin, a revolutionary, see the war.

But until now, Qiu Jin was still just a bystander rather than a participant in the war. Hearing Chen Ke tell her that the Hubei New Army had moved out and a new war was about to break out, Qiu Jin's breathing couldn't help but become rapid. She had also discussed with other cadres of the Guangfuhui facing the map. The Hubei New Army was upstream of Anqing and would inevitably go downstream with the current. The first to bear the brunt would be Anqing defended by the Yuewang Society, not Chizhou occupied by the Guangfuhui. But this was only a consideration on paper. Chizhou was not far from Anqing; if the Hubei New Army was frustrated in attacking Anqing and turned to attack Chizhou, the Guangfuhui couldn't count on receiving support from the Yuewang Society.

"Wen Qing, where did you get this news?" Qiu Jin asked nervously.

Chen Ke thought for a while before answering this question. "This is news obtained by our intelligence agency in Hubei. But we don't know exactly when it will be. It is estimated that the Hubei New Army will move out within a month at the latest."

This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately keeping people in suspense, but he really didn't know. The intelligence system of the People's Party was not considered "powerful." Chen Ke believed that the purpose of the intelligence system was to collect basic intelligence from various places, such as grain prices, supply levels, lists of local governments, and the location, quantity, and equipment of stationed troops. After entering the industrial age, the intelligence system was more about having a detailed understanding of the enemy's infrastructure and public sentiment. As for the proportion of so-called "classified intelligence," it was not that large. Due to the continuous rise in the intensity and severity of war, and the tighter composition of the whole society, a new intelligence system was an inevitable trend. Moreover, Chen Ke didn't have the time and connections to "penetrate into the enemy" now; he could only organize a simple intelligence system.

Of course, Chen Ke couldn't even tell Qiu Jin clearly that the purpose of this intelligence system was not even for war, but for the economy. The economy of the base area was an industrialized organizational model, that is to say, the products produced in the base area were for "trading." Wuhan and Wuhu along the Yangtze River were both trading ports; Chen Ke established the intelligence system to invest in product sales effectively in these areas and earn profits.

Qiu Jin obviously didn't realize the many pieces of information implied in Chen Ke's answer. At this time, she was completely immersed in her own imagination space.

"Within a month?" Qiu Jin first subconsciously beat her leg with her fist, then stood up and paced back and forth in Chen Ke's office. She looked up and saw the map of China in Chen Ke's office; she hurriedly rushed over and studied the map.

Qiu Jin's performance disappointed Chen Ke very much. Could this performance be called "embracing Buddha's feet only when in trouble" [making a last-minute effort]? If so, what Qiu Jin would do next would make Chen Ke very difficult.

Sure enough, studying the map, Qiu Jin looked more and more excited. She turned her head abruptly, staring at Chen Ke closely. "Wen Qing, you have to help us!"

Hearing this, Chen Ke couldn't help lowering his head. He thought in his heart: This isn't borrowing money, Sister Qiu. You definitely want me to help you defend Chizhou, and further let me help you make the revolution successful. Why should I help you? If I had this ability, why did I give up Chizhou in the first place?

Thinking of this, Chen Ke felt he must dispel Qiu Jin's unrealistic fantasy solidly. He raised his head and looked at Qiu Jin's expectant eyes. "Does Teacher Qiu have any plans?"

Qiu Jin didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts. She said loudly completely according to her most instinctive thoughts now: "Wen Qing, you have to send troops to help me."

Sure enough, Chen Ke sighed in his heart. He asked: "Teacher Qiu, how many troops do you think can win this battle?"

Qiu Jin didn't hear the firm refusal in Chen Ke's words at all. Hearing Chen Ke's inquiry, she even thought Chen Ke's words meant agreeing to lend troops. Qiu Jin's face immediately showed excitement. "I want five thousand people. No, seven thousand people. As long as there are seven thousand people, we can not only repel the Hubei New Army, we can even attack Wuhu."

Hearing this, Chen Ke only felt he said the wrong thing; he shouldn't have let Qiu Jin have illusions at all. If it were a cadre of the People's Party, hearing his words would immediately know this meant firm refusal. He was used to talking to comrades, and respected Qiu Jin very much usually, so he softened his heart and didn't explain clearly. Since he made the first mistake, he absolutely couldn't make the second one. Chen Ke hardened his heart and said calmly: "Teacher Qiu, I can't take out a single soldier now. Don't mention the matter of borrowing troops again."

"What?" Qiu Jin never expected Chen Ke to answer like this. Her eyes widened immediately, filled with shock.

After speaking the words of complete refusal, Chen Ke felt relaxed instead. He continued: "Our base area itself is still extremely short of troops; there is no military strength to support you at all. So, I want Teacher Qiu to set off for Chizhou now and tell Mr. Tao Chengzhang and Mr. Xu Xilin that since your lack of troops is such that you actually want to borrow troops from us hundreds of li away, then simply don't fight the Hubei New Army head-on. Take the troops to scour Chizhou immediately and retreat to the Jiangsu and Zhejiang area. If you retreat late, the little military strength you gathered so hard will also be wasted."

Qiu Jin was furious at Chen Ke's words. She saw the huge power of the People's Party with her own eyes in the base area these days, tens of thousands of troops and millions of obedient common people. This was the revolution Qiu Jin dreamed of. Since seizing Chizhou, the Guangfuhui also began to try its own revolutionary rule in Chizhou City. Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin were busy all day long. The situation everyone faced could be simply described as "gentry don't buy it, people don't obey."

Although the Guangfuhui also organized speeches and invited prominent figures to talk, telling them a new revolutionary government was established. After overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the common people of Chizhou City could live a better life. But the gentry and common people responded to the Guangfuhui's efforts with "flight." Although the Guangfuhui set up gate checkpoints, people tried to escape from Chizhou City every day. Before Qiu Jin left for Fengtai County, the remaining population in Chizhou City was less than 70% of the original. Those remaining in Chizhou City were roughly of two types: one type had big families and businesses and couldn't escape, and the other type had nothing and didn't need to escape.

When the Guangfuhui discussed this matter internally, they reached a "consensus": without population, a larger-scale army cannot be organized; without a larger-scale army, effective management and defense cannot be organized; without effective management and defense, population outflow cannot be stopped even more. This is a vicious circle. One of the reasons why Tao Chengzhang sent Qiu Jin to Fengtai County was hoping to get manpower support from the People's Party, or at least hope to guide how the People's Party organized its own base area.

The suggestion given by Chen Ke now conformed to the Guangfuhui's cognition of the status quo in Chizhou. Only one point was different: all efforts of the Guangfuhui were to keep Chizhou. And Chen Ke's suggestion was to abandon Chizhou completely. regarding Chen Ke's suggestion, Qiu Jin scolded sternly: "We will absolutely not give up Chizhou!"

"Teacher Qiu, do you want to overthrow the Manchu Qing? Do you really want to overthrow the Manchu Qing?" Chen Ke asked.

"What are you saying? Our revolution is of course to overthrow the Manchu Qing." Qiu Jin's voice became even sharper.

"Then let me ask you, do you think it is better for you to be completely eliminated by the Manchu Qing in Chizhou? Or is it better to leave Chizhou and make the Manchu Qing feel like a fishbone stuck in the throat? Since the Guangfuhui has occupied Chizhou, just this reputation can make the Manchu Qing tremble with fear. As long as you are still alive and haven't been caught by the Manchu Qing, they will be unable to sleep at night. Comparing these two, which one is the real blow to the Manchu Qing? Moreover, your team has been rectified for so long and is much stronger than before. With such a batch of core members, there are plenty of places to attack. If you can't attack big cities, can you attack small county towns? The Manchu Qing is beaten by you today, and beaten by you tomorrow. Once the big army moves, the consumption is huge. Not to mention anything else, just the military expenditure spent on the road can make the Manchu Qing go bankrupt."

Qiu Jin really didn't expect Chen Ke to propose such a strange point of view, and couldn't think of a rebuttal for a while.

"Teacher Qiu, as long as the Manchu Qing takes Anqing and Chizhou, they will definitely attack our base area. Did you decide to set off now to report the news? Or are you prepared to stay in our base area and fight the Manchu Qing with us? You have to give me a result today, so I can determine whether to send someone to escort you back."

"Wen Qing, are you worried about the Manchu Qing attacking Fengtai County?" Hearing Chen Ke's words, Qiu Jin thought of this point.

"The Manchu Qing won't let you go; can they let us go?" Chen Ke laughed. "We are about to have a meeting soon; I have no time to say more. Teacher Qiu, think about it carefully."

After almost forcibly sending Qiu Jin out, the comrades of the Military Commission who had been waiting impatiently next door saw Chen Ke walk into the conference room. Chai Qingguo asked immediately: "Chairman Chen, how long do you think that bunch in Anqing can hold on?"

Chen Ke laughed: "If we defend Anqing, it's not a matter of how long we hold on, but how long the Manchu Qing can hold on. If it's that bunch in Anqing, I don't know. This has to be asked of Comrade Pu Guanshui; he is familiar with the New Army."

Chai Qingguo didn't care about Anqing matters at all. He continued to ask: "Then how do we deal with the Manchu Qing siege?"

Chen Ke laughed: "Qingguo, recite the 16-Character Mantra for me."

"The enemy advances, we retreat; the enemy camps, we harass; the enemy retreats, we pursue; the enemy tires, we attack." This was the basic course of the military academy. Chai Qingguo recited it fluently. Then he continued: "Chairman Chen, this is common sense. Can we beat the Manchu Qing relying on this?"

Not only Chai Qingguo, but other Military Commission comrades also stared at Chen Ke. Everyone didn't have Chen Ke's insight based on history, and the ability to link theory with practice was still insufficient. Although they won a big victory in Anqing and everyone felt they could beat the Manchu Qing army, Chen Ke had emphasized many times before that the strength of the Qing army in field battles might not be below the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army. Thinking that tens of thousands of Qing troops were about to besiege the base area on a large scale, none of the Military Commission comrades could maintain a calm state of mind.

Looking at the anxious looks of the comrades, Chen Ke felt it was time to explain to everyone some questions he didn't clarify at the time.

"Comrades, this meeting will be a top-secret meeting. Since it is a top-secret meeting, I think everyone should know the confidentiality regulations."

Hearing Chen Ke say this, excited looks appeared on the faces of the Military Commission comrades. For so long, the Military Commission had only made such a request once, during the campaign to attack Anqing. Since Chen Ke mentioned this confidentiality level issue again, this meant Chen Ke already had a comprehensive plan. Everyone was very confident in Chen Ke's strategic planning ability.

Seeing everyone had confirmed the confidentiality issue of this military meeting, Chen Ke continued: "When we launched the Battle of Anqing, the primary purpose was to obtain our own strategic initiative. The Manchu Qing government is an extremely evil and dirty government. They have a great characteristic, which is being keen on inciting inter-provincial contradictions. They hope every province regards neighboring provinces as enemies. Their purpose in doing so is to prevent everyone from uniting, so that no joint force will be formed to deal with the Manchu Qing government."

The comrades had heard Chen Ke talk about this matter. Now that Chen Ke mentioned it again, quite a few comrades already vaguely felt what Chen Ke was going to say. At least Hua Xiongmao, Chai Qingguo, Yan Fu, and Zhang Yu showed expressions of understanding.

"Now the Anhui New Army no longer exists. The Manchu Qing garrisons around the base area have also been swept away. The troops sent by the Manchu Qing can only be troops from other provinces. That is to say, before these troops from other provinces fight to our base area, the first thing they will harm is the local common people of Anhui. As the saying goes, 'bandits pass like a comb, soldiers pass like a grate, officials pass like a razor.' Plus the contradictions between provinces deliberately created by the Manchu Qing, how do you think this group of foreign provincial bandit soldiers of the Manchu Qing will harm the local common people of Anhui along the way?"

Everyone originally had this vague feeling. Now hearing Chen Ke say this, they all had a feeling of sudden realization. But Pu Guanshui couldn't help raising an objection: "I stayed in the Beiyang New Army; Beiyang's treatment is very good. Military discipline is also passable. If the Beiyang New Army comes, I think they may not necessarily harm the common people like this."

regarding Pu Guanshui's worry, Chen Ke smiled. "The Beiyang New Army might not harm the common people of Anhui too much. The problem is, how much does it cost for the Beiyang New Army to move out once? Does the Manchu Qing have money? How many Beiyang New Army troops can they mobilize to fight all the way from Hebei and Shandong to our base area? Their number will absolutely not be too many. We can deal with small-scale Beiyang New Army. The New Army in other places doesn't have the financial resources of Beiyang Zhili; they will inevitably loot in Anhui. Do you think what I said makes sense?"

Hearing this, comrades including Pu Guanshui nodded in agreement.

"Then let's return to the 16-Character Mantra. The 16-Character Mantra has an unspoken key point, which is the intelligence problem. The intelligence sources of the Manchu Qing are officials, gentry who support them, and other forces bought by them. And the Manchu Qing does poorly in this regard. After the Manchu Qing bandit soldiers enter the base area and start harming the common people, they have alienated themselves from the people. The people will absolutely not stand on the side of the Manchu Qing. Without the support of the people, the Manchu Qing troops are blind and deaf. What about our People's Party? Can we get the support of the people? Everyone should know in their hearts. So we can use the 16-Character Mantra, while the Manchu Qing troops absolutely cannot do it."

The Military Commission comrades already knew before the meeting that the Manchu Qing began military operations, and everyone was quite nervous. After listening to Chen Ke's analysis, the worry in the comrades' hearts had dissipated by more than half. Yan Fu couldn't help praising: "Hearing Wen Qing analyze like this, indeed 'people in the boat are all enemies'." Hua Xiongmao and Pu Guanshui immediately nodded in agreement; they agreed very much with Yan Fu's evaluation. These people had received a considerable degree of education and had read the *Records of the Grand Historian*. Yan Fu quoted a passage Wu Qi said to Marquess Wu of Wei.

Chai Qingguo had not received such profound cultural education. Originally because of some past events, Chai Qingguo's opinion of Chen Ke was not very good. Moreover, starting from the Insurance Corps era, the treatment of the troops was also quite hard. But since the rush planting and harvesting were completed, Chai Qingguo obeyed Chen Ke much more. Especially after the complete victory of the Battle of Anqing vigorously promoted by Chen Ke, Chai Qingguo's attitude towards Chen Ke changed greatly, from the original attitude of barely cooperating to firm support. He didn't understand Yan Fu's words, but Chai Qingguo was still very excited. "Let's hurry up and mobilize the troops now to help the common people of the base area complete the spring plowing before the enemy attacks."

This was actually what Chen Ke wanted to hear most. Chai Qingguo proposed letting the army help the common people complete spring plowing as soon as possible, which actually implied the meaning of letting the troops quickly enter the combat readiness period.

The people are the most pragmatic. No matter what you say with your mouth, the people can see through at a glance whether you are sincerely considering from the perspective of the people's interests in actual action. This was also one of the reasons why Chen Ke dared not carry out overly theoretical education after taking comrades to the base area. Marxism is great, and the ideal of communism is also very lofty; Chen Ke always thought so. However, if this is treated as political absolute correctness from the beginning, this itself violates Marx's discussion on relative truth.

The problem facing the base area now is first to develop productive forces by promoting the new system. Land reform and redistribution of land can certainly solve the problem of "not worrying about scarcity but about inequality," but what the people want is to eat more. If the level of productive forces cannot be improved to make the people's lives better than before, then the number of beneficiaries in the process of promoting land reform is still very limited. The disaster year has passed; the model of forcibly extracting labor force like last year is fundamentally unsustainable. To invest more labor force, besides the promotion of new farm tools, we can only rely on the revolutionary army to provide sufficient support.

Chen Ke spent great effort on army building. The compulsory knowledge education within the army was not to create an army with "highly educated qualifications," but to make this army itself possess stronger production capabilities. Whether civil engineering or organizational discipline, the improvement of these capabilities of the army means a great increase in production efficiency. This is the real power possessed by the People's Party.

In the war that is about to unfold, without the support of the people, there is no future for the People's Party. And to get the support of the people, the People's Party and the Worker-Peasant Revolutionary Army commanded by the People's Party must let the people gain benefits. Someone might say the people are short-sighted, but Chen Ke doesn't think so now. The people have suffered for thousands of years and endured thousands of years of sin. Without this short-sightedness, the people would have died without a burial place long ago. Since the People's Party takes liberating the people as its fundamental purpose, then the People's Party has the obligation to bear this toil and suffering. This consciousness of daring to bear suffering is the awareness that People's Party members should have.

"Then the Military Commission should grasp firmly to complete the matter of helping spring plowing. Including the troop's farms, we cannot slack off either." Chen Ke issued the order.
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After the Military Commission meeting adjourned, Hua Xiongmao hurriedly left the venue. His heart was filled with a new understanding of the People's Revolution. Just as he was about to stride out of the camp gates, he suddenly heard a familiar voice call out from behind him: "Zhenglan, don't go just yet."

Hearing Qiu Jin's shout, Hua Xiongmao felt a jolt in his heart. Since Qiu Jin had arrived at the base area, Hua Xiongmao had tried his best to avoid meeting her. He was well aware of Chen Ke and the Party Central Committee's attitude toward the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society, and he personally supported this attitude. The People's Party had no obligation to provide military and political aid to the Yue Wang Society or the Restoration Society. The greatest significance of these two revolutionary parties now was merely to attract the attention of the Qing court in Anqing and Chizhou. Chen Ke was not a "nice guy"; after the Anqing Campaign, the reason the People's Party handed Anqing and Chizhou over to the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society involved some rather cruel considerations in Chen Ke's plan. The Yue Wang Society was a local secret society, and the Restoration Society was a revolutionary party from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Neither was likely to be completely wiped out by the Qing. However, the Qing court would certainly want to exterminate these two parties that had caused such a "commotion." Just rooting them out would consume a tremendous amount of the Qing's strength. These two parties would inevitably buy the People's Party a lot of time.

Hua Xiongmao knew that Chen Ke was not plotting against Qiu Jin personally, but Qiu Jin was, after all, Hua Xiongmao's aunt. Hua Xiongmao could not violate security discipline to reveal the People's Party's internal intelligence to Qiu Jin, yet he felt a sense of guilt toward her. The result was that Hua Xiongmao tried every possible way to avoid contact with Qiu Jin. Today, despite his caution, he had slipped up and been blocked by her.

Pretending not to hear Qiu Jin's call was certainly a way to solve the problem temporarily, but Hua Xiongmao could not bear to do so. He stopped in his tracks, turned around, and saw Qiu Jin running over quickly.

Stopping in front of Hua Xiongmao, Qiu Jin said straight to the point, "Zhenglan, I have a favor to ask. Lend me some troops. You decide the number, it doesn't need to be many—ten or twenty men will do. But they must be able to help me and your uncle, Xu Xilin."

"Aunt, I can't help with this," Hua Xiongmao replied regretfully. "In our People's Party, the Party commands the gun. Without an order from the Party Committee, I cannot mobilize a single person."

Qiu Jin stared at Hua Xiongmao as if looking at a monster. After a long while, she asked in that specific tone of anger that comes from being made a fool of, "Zhenglan, you have thousands of men under your command. You won't even lend me ten people?"

"Aunt, I'm not trying to fool you. This is the system of our People's Party. If the Party Committee makes a decision, I have to lead thousands of troops out to fight. Without a decision from the Party Committee, I can't take a single person away." Hua Xiongmao tried hard to convince Qiu Jin.

"Zhenglan, do you think these words can trick me?"

Hua Xiongmao didn't know how to explain it to Qiu Jin because he had never thought about this question before. As he struggled to think, a thought suddenly flashed through his mind. This was something he had not considered before, but now this thought streaked across his thoughts like lightning, giving Hua Xiongmao a sudden feeling of enlightenment. "Aunt, it is precisely because our army has such discipline that our People's Party can be invincible. Our army is the Party's army, not my personal army. Our army fights for the common people, which is why we can win battles. If the army became my personal army, who would be willing to listen to me?"

If these words were spoken to the Military Commission of the People's Party or the soldiers, Hua Xiongmao could absolutely successfully convince them. But he was now facing Qiu Jin, who was outside the People's Party. Qiu Jin could not understand what Hua Xiongmao was saying at all. Because Qiu Jin also held an important position in Chizhou, she knew that as the leader of a political party, one must set an example. So Qiu Jin could actually understand why Chen Ke could not agree to lend people. With the People's Party also facing the Qing siege today, Chen Ke could not easily explain it to his subordinates. After thinking it over, Qiu Jin felt that Hua Xiongmao could definitely help. Hua Xiongmao had thousands of men under him; wouldn't it be incredibly easy to support with ten or twenty men? She never expected that Hua Xiongmao would use such an inconceivable excuse as "without an order from the Party Committee, I cannot mobilize a single person myself" to refuse her.

"Zhenglan, you can't even lend me a dozen men from your personal guard?" Qiu Jin was thoroughly enraged.

"My personal guard?" Despite seeing Qiu Jin's angry face, Hua Xiongmao almost laughed out loud when he heard this. The military cadres of the People's Party did not have their own guard units. The only guard battalion was the direct unit used to protect the Party Central Committee. The guards for commanders at all levels were arranged by Political Commissar He Zudao. To put it bluntly, even if Hua Xiongmao wanted to leave with Qiu Jin right now, he wouldn't dare take his guards. Because the guards might not necessarily agree with Hua Xiongmao's idea of leaving without permission. But Hua Xiongmao knew clearly that he couldn't explain this problem to Qiu Jin. If he really explained it this way, Qiu Jin would still be completely unable to understand the organizational model of the People's Party.

Just as he didn't know how to handle the situation, Chen Ke's guard appeared. "Mr. Qiu, Chairman Chen invites you over."

These words finally rescued Hua Xiongmao from his awkward predicament, but this feeling of relief did not last long. Qiu Jin glared at Hua Xiongmao with eyes full of anger. That resentment, born of extreme incomprehension, made Hua Xiongmao feel a chill in his heart. He suddenly felt a sense of grievance. The organizational model of the People's Party eliminated the private control of military cadres over troops in the army. The troops were completely controlled by the Political Department. All of Hua Xiongmao's power came from the authorization of the Party Committee. Although Hua Xiongmao himself had a high status in the army, he was merely a member of the Standing Committee within the Party Committee. As a standing committee member, he also had to accept the resolutions of the Party Committee. He could not issue orders on his own initiative.

Qiu Jin did not give Hua Xiongmao a chance to explain; she turned and left with Chen Ke's guard.

Hua Xiongmao turned and walked toward the outside of the military camp, dejected. Honestly, since following Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao had never thought he would so quickly become a commander in charge of over ten thousand troops. But the organizational model constructed by Chen Ke did not reveal anything special at the beginning. The like-minded comrades were all young. Facing the sudden great flood, everyone lacked experience and had to discuss everything. At that time, Chen Ke personally led by example on the front lines, leading everyone through life and death situations. Since Chen Ke wasn't afraid, what could anyone else say? Just follow Chen Ke, the founder of the People's Party. A whole set of systems was established unknowingly in Chen Ke's seemingly inadvertent arrangements. Every comrade saw that they shouldered their own responsibilities, and every matter could find a relevant person in charge. Hua Xiongmao was very satisfied with this system. Today, he discovered that even for someone in a high position like himself, it was absolutely impossible to use this system to do private business that violated the principles of the People's Party. If he wanted to send troops privately to help Qiu Jin, there would have to be a huge man-made loophole in this already established system. And Hua Xiongmao asked himself, he did not hope for such a man-made loophole to appear.

The Party Committee had long discussed what support Qiu Jin could get from Chen Ke. The People's Party would send people to escort Qiu Jin back to Chizhou. Since the systems of the Restoration Society and the People's Party were completely different, any help given to the Restoration Society would not have any real effect. Rather than wasting comrades' lives, it was better to simply not help either side. The Restoration Society had once cooperated with the People's Party, and as a return, the People's Party had already handed Chizhou over to the Restoration Society. In the eyes of the People's Party comrades, even if Chen Ke's strategic design was not indifferent, the Restoration Society had already greatly publicized its existence by occupying Chizhou. Capturing a city was something the Restoration Society would have had to pay a huge price to accomplish, but the People's Party had done it for them. Everyone had already settled the account according to the previously discussed plan. As for what would happen next, the Restoration Society sought what it wanted and got it. They should have no complaints. However, Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin were Hua Xiongmao's relatives after all. Knowing they faced danger yet being unable to help, this feeling was still very poor. Hua Xiongmao lowered his head and left the military camp. The guard had already prepared a horse for him; this was a warhorse of the New Army captured in the Anqing Campaign. After Hua Xiongmao mounted the horse, he couldn't help but look back in the direction of Chen Ke's office. Qiu Jin should be arguing with Chen Ke about the issue of aiding the Chizhou Restoration Society by now. Hua Xiongmao thought of this and couldn't help but sigh slightly, then urged his warhorse to rush toward the station at Yuezhangji.

The dispute between Hua Xiongmao and Qiu Jin happened at the gate of the Fengtai County military camp, and many cadres saw it. Yan Fu came out together with Hua Xiongmao, and he also saw this scene of relatives arguing. Seeing Hua Xiongmao's dejected appearance, Yan Fu even felt a sympathy from the bottom of his heart. Sympathy aside, Yan Fu did not think there was anything wrong with Chen Ke's attitude toward Qiu Jin. Yan Fu knew that Chen Ke and Qiu Jin were old friends. Both wore the same style of expensive watch on their wrists, which was enough to prove that their relationship was quite unusual. Yet as the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke took the interests of the People's Party as the highest standard. Yan Fu strongly agreed with this attitude.

Before the Anqing Campaign, Yan Fu had also harbored some illusions about the Yue Wang Society, hoping to get their help when attacking Anqing. Before Yan Fu mentioned the Yue Wang Society, Chen Ke didn't even know of its existence. Yet Chen Ke could grasp the characteristics of the Yue Wang Society based on imagination alone. In the Anqing Campaign, Chen Ke's positioning of the Yue Wang Society was "malicious neutrality." At the summary meeting after the Anqing Campaign, everyone exchanged the various things that happened when they contacted the Yue Wang Society, and the comrades were full of praise for Chen Ke's foresight. "Secret societies" are unreliable—this was the unified thought of the People's Party high command.

However, with Yan Fu's experience, the lowest level he could imagine was secret societies. Although Yan Fu had heard Chen Ke speak of "People's Revolution" countless times, he still couldn't quite accept what Chen Ke called "People's Revolution." In Yan Fu's view, the people needed to be educated by their superiors. Whatever the People's Party said, the common people just had to follow and do it. Wasn't it a matter of course for superiors to guide and educate the people?

Yan Fu could feel that Chen Ke also had many thoughts similar to his own in his heart, but Chen Ke himself was struggling hard against these thoughts. Chen Ke not only constantly educated the comrades of the People's Party—"The people know reason, the people can distinguish right from wrong, we must trust the people"—but Yan Fu could also see that Chen Ke was constantly trying to convince himself to believe in this attitude. When formulating policies, Chen Ke required People's Party cadres to explain them clearly to the people in words they could understand before execution. Yan Fu felt this was where Chen Ke contradicted himself. If the people could only understand the significance of a policy when they received benefits, didn't this approach imply that the people were a group of petty individuals who didn't understand righteousness and only knew how to pursue their own interests?

Whether it was secret societies or the people, neither was reliable. Yan Fu couldn't help but think. However, Chen Ke still had relatively good vision. When they captured Anqing, he had at least snatched a group of female students from the Anqing Girls' School, preparing to cultivate them into teachers. Although this method was indeed a bit radical, Yan Fu felt that from a long-term perspective, it was a good method. Moreover, Anqing was about to become a new battlefield immediately. Yan Fu did not trust the discipline of the New Army. Once the New Army retook Anqing, there would inevitably be a military disaster. These female students would be much safer in the base area. The future defense of the base area was unlikely to involve naval battles, and the Party Committee hoped Yan Fu would strengthen the education system of the base area as soon as possible. So Yan Fu decided to go to the Normal School to have a look.

When Yan Fu arrived at the Normal School, the female students had just finished their farming tasks for the day. Having been in the base area for so long, their habits as young ladies had weakened significantly. Wiping sweat with cloth towels, they sat on small stools they carried with them to rest. At this moment, it was confirmed that Ren Qiying, serving as the temporary ideological committee member, was speaking to everyone.

"Students, everyone said yesterday that simplified characters are ugly. I admit this. However, simplified characters are easy to learn and recognize, far easier than those traditional characters. We will all be people's teachers in the future. We teach, teaching everyone to read, with the goal of letting the people master the tool of writing. Writing is a tool, not a symbol of status. By reading, by learning culture, the people can learn many skills through more books. These skills can make the people's lives better. This is the purpose of education. We educate the people to teach the masses a skill for a better life, not to cultivate a bunch of bastards who want to be masters over others just because they know a few broken characters."

"Then Mr. Ren, why does the base area still have exams? I see in the base area's regulations that civil servants recruited in the future will all need to take exams?" a female student asked.

Hearing the student's question, Ren Qiying smiled. "The civil servants of the base area are public servants of the people. If they don't know how to read, many jobs won't be done efficiently. As the saying goes, a dull pencil is better than a good memory; only by mastering the tool of cultural knowledge can one work better. We promote cultural education to let everyone work better, not to become officials. This is the biggest difference between our base area and other political organizations. We must realize that at any time, we ourselves are common people just like everyone else, not lords high above just because we know a few characters. We are all equal."

"According to what you say, Chairman Chen Ke is also a common person equal to us?" the female student asked somewhat timidly.

"Correct. In the base area, there are only differences in division of labor, not differences in status. Chairman Chen Ke is a political leader; this is an already existing fact. But this does not equate to Chairman Chen Ke having privileges over us."

"Then when we were farming, why didn't Chairman Chen Ke farm together with us?" a student who looked a bit mischievous said in a low voice.

Ren Qiying did not get angry at such a complaint. She smiled and said, "Then when Chairman Chen Ke fights battles, why don't you go fight?"

Hearing this, the student who complained in a low voice blushed and dared not make another sound.

"This is the difference in division of labor. Because we believe Chairman Chen Ke is indeed stronger than us in this aspect, we elected Chairman Chen Ke to the position of Chairman. Comrades, our People's Party does not engage in privileges. Chairman Chen Ke becoming the Party Chairman is also the result of everyone's voting. As a member of the People's Party, I also participated in the voting. Chairman Chen Ke was elected by us, not self-appointed. Nor did he obtain this status through coercion and bribery."

Hearing this, the female students, who originally did not agree with Ren Qiying's political education from the bottom of their hearts, couldn't help but widen their eyes. They originally didn't know that the instructor before them had such great power, actually being able to participate in such a major event as electing the Chairman of the People's Party. In their view, Chen Ke was at least equivalent to a county magistrate. Qing county magistrates were never elected. This fact greatly shocked the girls' worldview.

Yan Fu frowned slightly upon hearing Ren Qiying's words. It wasn't because the fact that Chen Ke was elected by People's Party members puzzled him. In Yan Fu's view, education was a means for the government to transform the people, but in Ren Qiying's explanation, education was merely letting the people master a tool to transform themselves. This viewpoint, which was almost diametrically opposed, made Yan Fu feel a genuine shock.
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Qiu Jin banged on the table and cried in Chen Ke's office, but in the end, she was forcibly sent to the base area. This news quickly spread throughout the Central Committee of the People's Party. The middle and high-ranking cadres of the People's Party knew the relationship between Chen Ke, Hua Xiongmao, and Qiu Jin. Seeing two senior cadres stand so firm in their position, the comrades felt reassured. However, seeing these two senior cadres being so impersonal, the comrades also felt a bit uncomfortable. In everyone's view, even just for the sake of Qiu Jin's relationship with the two, they should at least symbolically support her with a few dozen people. If it was just this amount of support, as long as Chen Ke gave the word, the comrades in the Party could accept it. But when Qiu Jin left, apart from the two soldiers escorting her, she couldn't take away a single soldier.

Not long after Qiu Jin left, the People's Party's intelligence network began to send back more news. These were messages from ten days ago or even earlier. After the Manchu Qing lost Anqing and Chizhou, the revolutionary situation seemed to have been temporarily eased by the Spring Festival. But after the Spring Festival, large-scale chaos suddenly erupted in Jiangnan. The Restoration Society launched a new uprising in Shaoxing, and spontaneous food riots by disaster victims broke out in Nanjing and Wuhu. Meanwhile, the various New Army units underwent different degrees of purges, aimed at thoroughly eliminating the revolutionaries who had infiltrated the New Army.

At this time, members of the several small teams sent out a few months ago began to return to the base area. Japanese people do not celebrate the Spring Festival (Lunar New Year), and the Party members who had volunteered to return to Japan to gather local revolutionary youths returned to the base area in three groups. Chen Ke never expected that the five Party members, including Kuroshima Jin, who went to Japan, would actually bring back over five hundred Japanese revolutionary youths.

When Kuroshima Jin saw Chen Ke, he was about to subconsciously bow respectfully, but saw Chen Ke already extending his hand. Kuroshima Jin then realized that after returning to Japan for several months, he had reverted to the Japanese habit of bowing. He hurriedly straightened his back, took a step forward, and shook hands tightly with Chen Ke. Kuroshima Jin said excitedly, "Chairman Chen, we are back."

"Comrade Kuroshima, you've worked hard." Chen Ke looked at the dark mass of Japanese people behind Kuroshima Jin, feeling a bit off in his heart no matter what. Although Chen Ke knew it was 1907 and not 1937, the arrival of the first batch of over two hundred Japanese youths in the base area gave Chen Ke a feeling of a Japanese invasion of China.

Kuroshima Jin was not clear about the thoughts in Chen Ke's mind. He pointed to several Japanese youths in the front row, "Secretary Chen, let me introduce them. These are descendants of the Sekihōtai."

Kuroshima Jin's words surprised Chen Ke slightly. "Sekihōtai? Could they be the descendants of Sagara Sōzō?"

"That's not it. I couldn't contact Mr. Sagara Sōzō's descendants. At that time, I heard you talk about the Sekihōtai, so after returning to my country, I began to inquire about this matter. I really didn't expect your understanding of Japan to be deeper than mine. These are the descendants of the Sekihōtai."

The Sekihōtai in the war to overthrow the Shogunate propagated "rent and interest reduction," which was far from the level of "People's Revolution." As a result, after the Shogunate fell, the Sekihōtai was exterminated by the Meiji Restoration government. When Chen Ke was in Shanghai, he had talked about this with Japanese comrades in the Party, but he never expected to see the descendants of this Sekihōtai with his own eyes. He stepped forward and shook hands with these revolutionary youths one by one.

Chen Ke's Japanese was learned during his university days to play Japanese games, watch original Japanese anime, and listen to Japanese songs. Asking him to translate Japanese technical materials would definitely be insufficient, but he was barely competent in daily conversation. The only problem was that Chen Ke didn't understand the layers of "honorifics" in Japanese at all, so when Chen Ke spoke Chinese-style Japanese with a Kanto accent and no honorifics, the expressions of those Japanese youths became a bit strange.

Seeing the expressions of the comrades, Kuroshima Jin immediately darkened his face and said loudly in Japanese, "You are very rude like this. His Excellency Chairman Chen is not familiar with Japanese; do not be so unruly."

Hearing Kuroshima Jin's rebuke, those Japanese youths immediately stood straight and said respectfully, "Hai!"

"Alright, Kuroshima-kun. Everyone is a revolutionary comrade. My Japanese level is not very good; everyone will get used to it slowly." Chen Ke hurriedly stopped Kuroshima's scolding.

Facing Chen Ke's criticism, the feelings of being accustomed and unaccustomed collided violently in Kuroshima Jin's heart at this moment. This was the attitude he had become accustomed to over the past year. People's Party members were used to finding problems in themselves first. But as a Japanese, a superior would never admit to subordinates that he was wrong, let alone admit that he caused inconvenience to subordinates. Kuroshima Jin's loyalty to the revolution largely stemmed from this atmosphere of the People's Party. Kuroshima Jin wanted to apologize to Chen Ke, but Chen Ke asked Kuroshima Jin first. "Comrade Kuroshima, regarding our People's Party's program that labor is the most glorious, have you explained it clearly to these comrades?"

"I have already explained it clearly," Kuroshima Jin replied immediately.

"Then after arranging their accommodation and eating, can these comrades go to the livestock farm to start work tomorrow?" Chen Ke asked further.

Kuroshima Jin didn't expect Chen Ke to be so anxious to arrange work for the Japanese comrades. After hesitating for a moment, Kuroshima Jin replied, "No problem. I have already told the comrades about these things."

Chen Ke did not want to make things difficult for Kuroshima Jin and these Japanese comrades. From his observation, the demeanor and behavior of these Japanese youths did not look like Japanese farmers. If Kuroshima Jin had the ability to incite hundreds of farmers, then Kuroshima Jin could well have started a revolution in Japan. These people were very young and judged to be of the petty-bourgeois type. To have the courage to cross the ocean to come to China to participate in the revolution, they were either determined revolutionaries or having an outburst of petty-bourgeois impulsiveness. Regardless of the background of this group, the best way to identify revolutionaries was to let them start from the most basic work. As long as they could persist in long-term and serious work, any kind of petty bourgeoisie could be transformed into qualified laborers.

Seeing Kuroshima Jin indicate there was no problem, Chen Ke then turned to the Japanese youths, only to see them looking at him with an expression Chen Ke couldn't read. Chen Ke had never been to Japan and didn't know what Japanese people looked like in daily life. He wasn't in the mood to figure this out either. With the base area so busy now, how could he have time to worry about this idle matter? Chen Ke shouted to the Japanese youths, "Welcome everyone to the base area to join the Chinese revolution. Our revolution is first of all about working diligently and steadily. Spring is here; if we don't hurry to work now, everyone will go hungry. I hope everyone can realize their revolutionary ideals through serious work in the base area. Now, everyone go rest and eat first."

The Japanese youths never expected Chen Ke to use such plain words as a welcome speech. Although they had various thoughts in their hearts, no one objected. They had traveled a long way to reach the base area; rest and food were what these youths needed most now.

The standard military barracks built of red bricks in the base area surprised the Japanese youths greatly. Seeing the standard eight-person dormitories with glass windows moved these Japanese youths even more. In 1907, although Japan had won the First Sino-Japanese War, the standard of living was far from surpassing China. The living conditions of the Japanese people were still very poor. Most common people lived in traditional wooden houses. Living in a multi-story building, and a brick one at that, was a very luxurious living condition in Japan.

In the meal provided by the base area afterward, there was sweet potato rice mixed with some rice. In addition, everyone was actually allocated two duck eggs. This made the Japanese youths feel that their life was approaching or even exceeding the average standard of living of Japanese landlords. When five large basins of oily cabbage stewed with duck meat were brought to the table, the Japanese youths looked at Kuroshima Jin and didn't even dare to move their chopsticks.

"What are you staring at? Start distributing," Kuroshima Jin shouted. Looks of joy appeared on the faces of the Japanese youths, but they still dared not move. No Japanese youth would resist eating meat. But these people strongly suspected what kind of lies Kuroshima Jin had told them. Living in red brick houses, having duck eggs and meat to eat every day. How was this a revolutionary base area suffering hardship? This was simply the happy life of a great Japanese landlord.

Kuroshima Jin looked at the Japanese youths who dared not move their chopsticks. He remembered that Japan had a system of individual servings. Although the duck was chopped into chunks, it was hard to compare which piece was bigger. Someone needed to distribute the food. These people all came with him; in their view, Kuroshima Jin should preside over the distribution work.

According to the method learned from the People's Party, Kuroshima Jin shouted loudly, "Everyone, don't just stare. Hurry up and elect representatives to distribute the food and divide the dishes evenly. By the way, the representatives distributing the food must be the last to receive their meal."

After the first half of the sentence, many among the Japanese youths were eager to try, but after hearing the second half, many froze on the spot. However, smelling the fragrant scent of cabbage stewed with duck meat, appetite conquered reason. The youths either recommended themselves or recommended others, and soon five people were selected to start distributing the food.

As soon as the dishes were distributed, the youths immediately started to fetch rice. Some checked which bowl suited their appetite, while others just took a bowl and left, sitting back in their seats to wolf down the food. After finishing the rice, sweet potato porridge was served. Everyone served the porridge in the bowls that had held the meat dish and slurped it down.

After the meal, Kuroshima Jin held a temporary meeting. A Japanese youth had obviously grabbed a bowl of stew with duck leg meat. biting on the duck leg bone, he asked, "Kuroshima-kun, is the food in the base area usually like this?"

Other Japanese youths looked at Kuroshima Jin with empathy, their eyes filled with the same question. When Kuroshima Jin gathered these revolutionary youths, he had said that life in the base area was extremely hard. Everyone needed to be sufficiently mentally prepared. For these Japanese youths to have enough courage to cross the ocean and travel thousands of miles to the base area, they were either completely despairing of the Japanese Meiji government or forced into a desperate situation by life. They were even prepared for life in the base area to be more cruel and difficult than in Japan. Red brick houses and duck eggs had already exceeded the highest hopes of these youths for living conditions, and the cabbage duck stew made them feel extremely satisfied. So, was this meal just an occasional improvement in diet, or was it the daily fare? This question was really impossible not to care about.

"I told you long ago, when we first started building the base area, life was extremely hard. How could everyone get enough to eat?" Kuroshima Jin said loudly. But mentioning not getting enough to eat, he felt a bit guilty. Japanese people didn't have large appetites. Even when the base area was at its hardest, Kuroshima Jin couldn't say he went hungry. After the duck raising in the base area showed some results, and duck eggs began to appear frequently in the food supply, Kuroshima Jin felt he could eat very full. On the contrary, during the few months he returned to Japan, the "big stomach" he developed in the base area was mocked by many Japanese compatriots.

"Gentlemen, this meal will appear frequently in the base area now because this is the fruit of the revolution." Kuroshima straightened his back and said loudly, "I told everyone, not long after I arrived at the base area, there was a huge flood here. The refugees everyone saw in the Manchu Qing territory along the way were the common people who were still displaced after the flood last year. Even now, they are still suffering from hunger and cold."

The Japanese youths indeed saw many refugees along the way, and even saw many corpses of refugees who had died on the road. It wasn't until they entered the base area that the whole situation looked better. The closer to the core base area, the better the situation looked.

"Then how do the comrades of the People's Party make everyone live a good life within the territory?" the Japanese revolutionary youths couldn't help but ask.

"It's very simple. In the base area, no one can deprive others of what they produce for their own private gain. During disaster relief, all food was distributed evenly. Chairman Chen Ke ate exactly the same food as us. After the rush-planting and disaster relief were completed, the grain produced by the people was all distributed to the people to eat, without anyone intercepting even a single grain. These duck eggs and duck meat were not seized from the people, but raised personally by the comrades of the People's Party and the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In the base area, no one can reap without sowing, and the people can eat what they produce. That's why life in the base area can get better day by day. This is the revolution!"

Hearing Kuroshima's impassioned words, a youth said excitedly, "Kuroshima-kun, can one go from not having enough to eat to frequently eating meat in just one year? If the revolution can really be like this, wouldn't it be too easy to mobilize the common people in Japan?"

Looking at the excited Japanese youths, Kuroshima Jin immediately poured a bucket of cold water on them. "Then you have to be able to defeat the army fed by the Japanese zaibatsu first. Gentlemen, we all know very well what the lives of the Japanese people are like after the Meiji Restoration. Which year has there been no Rice Riot? But which time has it succeeded? The blood of the people has flowed into rivers and gathered into lakes. But the power of the Japanese reactionaries is too strong, so it is absolutely impossible without a revolutionary army. My purpose in gathering everyone to come to China to participate in the revolution is to learn how to build a revolutionary organization, and then cultivate an army formed by our Japanese revolutionary youths. When the Chinese revolution succeeds, we can return to Japan, and even invite Chinese comrades to return to Japan with us, overthrow the corrupt Japanese government, and liberate all the suffering people in Japan."

The Japanese youths stared at Kuroshima Jin and looked at each other. Some could accept Kuroshima Jin's words, and some could not. But these people were a group completely disappointed with the Japanese government after the Meiji Restoration. Not to mention the descendants of the Sekihōtai, most of these youths came from the petty bourgeoisie. Coming from backgrounds of small landlords, rich peasants, and small workshop owners, their family livelihoods were constantly deteriorating under the expansion of big capitalists and zaibatsu. They also became the most radical group, most opposed to the Japanese government. But even so, these Japanese youths still couldn't quite accept the idea of borrowing troops from China as Kuroshima Jin suggested.

"If the goal of China's revolutionary party becomes conquering Japan, what then?" a youth asked. This was also the worry of these youths. In the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan defeated China, forming Japan's self-confidence towards China. But on the way to the base area personally, what these people saw was a vast and populous China. The People's Party had occupied a territory of several hundred *li* in just one year. For Japan's small land area, this was already the power of a super-feudal lord. If, as Kuroshima Jin said, the People's Party ruled the whole of China, would China have no ambition to conquer Japan?

This was not the first time Japanese comrades asked this question. Many youths who asked this question chose not to follow Kuroshima Jin to the base area. Kuroshima Jin didn't expect that even after arriving at the base area, there were still people worried about this problem. He said loudly, "Gentlemen, I don't think Japan and China need to fight a life-and-death war for hegemony in Asia. The purpose of the People's Revolution is to liberate the people. And if a liberated Japan and China join hands, we can definitely drive away all colonialists and liberate the entire Asia. Japan has no future isolated on a small island. If Japan launches a war, it might be able to defeat a government like the Manchu Qing, but the invading army can absolutely not win against an organization like the People's Party. Only by integrating into Asia and the world can Japan have a bright future. If everyone feels this or that worry, you might as well observe and learn diligently in the upcoming work to see if the People's Party is a political party with aggression as its goal. If everyone feels uneasy about the People's Party, you can choose to leave. I will not stop you."

Hearing these words, the Japanese youths didn't say anything more. Everyone expressed their willingness to work in the base area for a while and see the situation.

After the meeting, Kuroshima Jin went to find Chen Ke to report on his work. His purpose in returning this time was not simply to find comrades; Chen Ke had also entrusted Kuroshima Jin with other important tasks. The land in Japan is relatively barren, but earthworms grow big and fast, making them very suitable for feed. In the materials Chen Ke had seen, the name of feed earthworms contained the word "Japan." Chen Ke himself didn't know exactly what species they were, so he asked Kuroshima Jin to collect various earthworms after returning to Japan. Kuroshima Jin had indeed completed the task.

After handing over the matter of earthworms, Kuroshima Jin did not hide the content discussed by the Japanese youths in the meeting today. He introduced the situation to Chen Ke in full detail. Chen Ke nodded, "Comrade Kuroshima, I indeed have no intention of invading Japan. If the Japanese revolution succeeds, I hope the two countries can coexist peacefully and develop together. But there is one thing I have to say upfront. The current Japanese government is a thug for the British in Asia. Once we have a war with the British, the Japanese government will inevitably participate in the war. I am also a patriot first. As a patriot, I believe one should not belittle the patriotism of people from other countries. Chinese people have Chinese patriotism, and Japanese people have Japanese patriotism. If our People's Party and the Japanese government go to war, I hope you can determine your stance."

"Chairman Chen, I oppose all wars of an aggressive nature. You said before that wars between imperialist powers are to divert internal contradictions. If the Japanese government launches an imperialist war, I personally will absolutely not support it."

Chen Ke nodded, "Then let me change the question. Competition exists between any countries. The base area is about to start trying to produce raw silk and silk fabrics. You also know that since the base area does not consider production according to the capitalist way, then in order to be competitive, the price of our raw silk and silk fabrics will be very low. In Japan's exports to the United States in recent years, raw silk is a major part. Once our commodities compete with Japan, Japanese enterprises will definitely be affected. Maybe some people will lose their jobs or even starve to death. What do you think of such a situation?"

The question Chen Ke raised was quite sharp. This was not a theoretical discussion, but an extremely realistic problem. Kuroshima Jin was stumped by Chen Ke, but the silence in the office didn't last too long. Kuroshima Jin spoke, his voice trembling, but this trembling was not due to helplessness, but due to the passion brought by being overly firm. "Chairman Chen, after following you in the revolution, I finally understand one thing. As long as the man-eating system exists, people will always starve to death. I also once cheered for Japan winning the First Sino-Japanese War, thinking that Japan could become a powerful country from then on, and the lives of the people would also get better. But the fact was not like this. Under the rule of the Japanese government, people starve to death every day in Japan. People die if we win, and people die if we lose. Without overthrowing this system, the people cannot be saved. So I will absolutely not attribute this responsibility to the People's Party's revolution. If we want to save the Japanese people, the root lies within Japan."

"Hehe, haha." Chen Ke suddenly covered his mouth and laughed.

"Chairman Chen? Do you not believe me?" Kuroshima Jin asked excitedly.

"No, no. It's not that I don't believe you, Comrade Kuroshima. I completely believe that what you said is your sincere words. I just lament that I can meet such a firm revolutionary like you. How many of the Japanese comrades who came with you do you think can reach your level?"

Facing Chen Ke's question, Kuroshima Jin said loudly, "As long as they participate in the revolution truly to liberate the people, I believe they can all have my understanding."

Seeing Kuroshima Jin's face looking full of vitality due to being filled with firm conviction, Chen Ke couldn't help but praise in his heart: It's so good to be young! It is precisely because of believing in justice that one can have such a pure mentality. Chen Ke didn't think he was old. He knew that he was only because he came from the downstream of history, having seen more and understood more, so he inevitably felt constrained when solving the realistic problems he faced. It was precisely because he stood on the shoulders of those great men in history that Chen Ke's vision became broader. That was why Chen Ke knew how arduous it was to want to surpass these unparalleled historical great men and to let the people get more true liberation on the basis laid by these great men. There was one thing Chen Ke could be sure of: if he and Kuroshima Jin swapped places, Chen Ke himself would very likely not have Kuroshima Jin's consciousness.

Looking at Kuroshima Jin, Chen Ke suddenly remembered a sentence. "Those who put the burden of the times into their own hearts and unwaveringly shoulder their responsibilities—if they have such self-awareness, they are great men; if they do not have such self-awareness, they are saints."
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When Qiu Jin left the base area, she was full of resentment. Chen Ke's ruthlessness and Hua Xiongmao's betrayal of the family made Qiu Jin extremely annoyed. So she ignored the two People's Party comrades accompanying her back to Chizhou. But after just one day, Qiu Jin lost this spirit.

With her fierce personality, Qiu Jin initially walked with great vigor because of the anger held inside her. But after only half a day, she felt her physical strength couldn't keep up. The two comrades from the People's Party Reconnaissance Unit carried all the luggage, while Qiu Jin walked empty-handed, yet she still couldn't quite keep up with their pace.

This road was a very traditional route, going south from Fengtai County through Hefei and Luzhou to Anqing, then crossing the Yangtze River from Anqing to reach Chizhou. When they arrived in Hefei on the third day, looking at the red flag with the sickle and hammer flying at the head of the city, Qiu Jin didn't even have the mood for dissatisfaction. Regarding the Restoration Society leader Tao Chengzhang's experience of walking a hundred *li* a day, Qiu Jin always praised it sincerely. But when she herself walked over a hundred *li* a day, the immense consumption of physical strength even deprived her of the ability to think. Revolution, betrayal—none of it was important anymore. What Qiu Jin needed was rest. Her greatest wish was to lie down and sleep immediately.

On the fourth day, the two comrades hired a mule in Hefei for Qiu Jin to ride, while they continued to walk. Even so, these two comrades from the People's Party Reconnaissance Unit could still maintain a speed of marching over a hundred *li* a day. Qiu Jin noticed that whenever they rested, these two men would take out pencils and paper to record many things. Because Qiu Jin had been very rude to them at the beginning, apart from normal travel arrangements, they didn't speak at all. Qiu Jin was also embarrassed to ask them what exactly they were writing.

Rest times were very short. Logically speaking, being able to ride an animal should save a lot of energy, but long-distance travel didn't work like that. Sitting on the back of a swaying mule for over ten hours a day was also a huge drain on physical strength. Moreover, the fatigue accumulated from the first three days of walking hadn't completely recovered. Qiu Jin had long ceased to care about the scenery by the roadside; she only hoped to reach Chizhou as soon as possible and then have a good sleep. Never to endure the hardships of the road again.

In the afternoon of the sixth day, the squad finally arrived near Anqing. The two People's Party comrades took turns leading the mule, while Qiu Jin dozed off sitting on the moving mule. Between half-dreaming and half-waking, bursts of dull sounds from the distance felt very hypnotic. It sounded very much like the muffled thunder on the horizon on a summer afternoon in Shaoxing, followed by a heavy rain. On such days, taking a nap was very pleasant. This wonderful feeling was interrupted by the two comrades. "Mr. Qiu, Mr. Qiu." They woke Qiu Jin from her semi-sleeping state.

"Mn?" Qiu Jin didn't know what was going on and opened her eyes groggily.

"Mr. Qiu, there is fighting over in Anqing. Should we take a detour?" Reconnaissance soldier He Jinwu asked.

"Fighting? How do you know Anqing is fighting?" Qiu Jin had been traveling with the scouts the whole time; there was no reason for the scouts to know Anqing was fighting while she didn't.

"That noise is the sound of cannons," Reconnaissance soldier He Jinwu explained.

"Mn?" Qiu Jin listened carefully. It turned out the sound she thought was muffled afternoon thunder in her semi-sleep was the sound of cannon fire. Had the Hubei New Army started attacking Anqing? Qiu Jin's spirit roused, and her sleepiness instantly flew to the nine heavens.

"Mr. Qiu, should we bypass Anqing city?" Reconnaissance soldier He Jinwu asked.

"No, let's go to Anqing first to have a look. To see exactly what the fighting in Anqing looks like."

At the artillery position of Yingjiang Temple outside the East Gate of Anqing, Xiong Chengji was commanding the artillerymen of the Anqing Revolutionary Army to fire fiercely at the New Army naval vessels on the river. Since yesterday, Xiong Chengji had been commanding operations on the front line of the artillery. There were twelve gunboats on the river; four belonged to the Anhui New Army Navy, and the other eight were from the Hubei New Army Navy. They had been trying to destroy the artillery position of the Anqing Revolutionary Army set up at Yingjiang Temple with artillery fire, and then push into the Anqing docks. Xiong Chengji's combat mission was to block the New Army's naval vessels.

Shells exploded into splashes of water on the river surface. Every splash was very close to the New Army's gunboats, but they just couldn't hit the targets. Xiong Chengji stood inside the bunker of the battery, standing straight, holding binoculars to look at the New Army fleet on the river. Beside him, almost everyone was pressing against the bunker of the battery, or bending over as much as possible to expose themselves as little as possible. Because of the water mist raised by the artillery battle, plus the steam from the ships, visibility on the river was very poor. The New Army gunboats seen through the binoculars were small and unclear, let alone for the gunners responsible for shooting at the artillery position. They simply couldn't see the movements of the New Army ships clearly. Moreover, the commander of the New Army fleet was also very smart. The twelve gunboats spread out their formation as much as possible, exchanging fire with the Yingjiang Temple artillery position from the farthest distance. The command of each gunboat was quite effective; they fired in turns, and shells fell on the Revolutionary Army's artillery position almost every moment. Although their accuracy was about the same as the Anqing Revolutionary Army's artillery, the gunboats were moving back and forth, while the Yingjiang Temple artillery position could not move. Up to now, under the attack of the New Army fleet, the Revolutionary Army's artillery had lost four cannons, with over fifty dead and over a hundred wounded. The artillery position had reached a precarious situation.

Watching the New Army gunboats moving at irregular speeds on the river surface, because the speed and position of the ships could not be accurately judged, the shells always failed to hit the enemy effectively. The deputy artillery commander cursed loudly, "Damn it, it's all because the People's Party took away so many people and so many guns. Otherwise, we would have sunk these sons of bitches into the river long ago."

Honestly, Xiong Chengji did not agree with the deputy artillery commander's view. After this day of artillery battle, Xiong Chengji found that the Anhui New Army and Hubei New Army were worthy of being New Armies. So far, both sides had a common characteristic, which was that they refused close combat. The strategy of the Hubei New Army was obvious: they definitely wanted to knock out the Yingjiang Temple artillery position first. Xiong Chengji could roughly figure out that the New Army was preparing to rely on the naval gunboats to cover the siege. Just on this point, Xiong Chengji felt that neither the Anhui New Army nor the Hubei New Army could compare to the People's Party's army.

The People's Party's army fought in a different mode from the New Army. The People's Party simply did not adopt the mode of long-range shooting, although they also had some strange mortars that could fire powerful shells. But the People's Party simply didn't engage in any "infantry-artillery coordinated operations." Their artillery was entirely for supporting infantry close combat. The Anqing Revolutionary Army also had some "post-war summaries" because after the war, many officers and soldiers of the Anhui New Army defected to the Yue Wang Society. When they mentioned the Anqing Campaign launched by the People's Party, fear appeared on their faces. In the darkness, either they couldn't see the People's Party troops at all, with only annoying shooting harassing the New Army non-stop, giving them no peace; or People's Party troops would suddenly appear beside them. These soldiers wearing dark blue uniforms would shoot at close range while attacking the Anhui New Army officers and soldiers with powerful hand-held bombs. As long as they encountered the People's Party, it was immediately a mountain of corpses and a sea of blood.

Xiong Chengji had also witnessed the battle of the People's Party attacking the West City with his own eyes. With a single order, the troops launched the attack in an extremely skilled manner. Needless to say for the Anhui New Army, Xiong Chengji himself admitted that even the Anqing Revolutionary Army, which called itself revolutionary, would absolutely not perform better than the Anqing New Army if they encountered an attack by the People's Party. It was precisely for this reason that the Anqing Revolutionary Army now placed heavy troops on the defense of the city walls to prevent the Hubei New Army's assault, preventing the Hubei New Army from adopting the same tactics. But facts proved that the Hubei New Army was not the People's Party's army; they still adopted the most common tactic of New Armies: "Use firepower to strike the enemy from the farthest safe distance."

Not long after the deputy artillery commander's cursing ended, Xiong Chengji breathed a sigh of relief. The New Army fleet began to turn their bows, avoiding the firing range of the Anqing Revolutionary Army, and sailed upstream along the Yangtze River. For the past day, the New Army fleet had consistently followed this pattern: shell, replenish ammunition, continue shelling. Since Hubei had an arsenal, ammunition supply was no problem. But Anqing didn't have this condition. After fighting for only one day, shells began to appear insufficient. If the People's Party hadn't taken away a few guns, and the Hubei New Army hadn't destroyed a few more, if the artillery were fully equipped now, with the firing frequency of the past day, the shells would probably have been used up by now.

"The Hubei New Army's fleet has retreated." Xiong Chengji put down his binoculars and said to the deputy artillery commander.

After cursing the People's Party, the deputy artillery commander was preparing to curse the Restoration Society as well. Hearing Xiong Chengji's words, he couldn't bother cursing anymore. He hurriedly straightened up and raised his binoculars to look at the river. Seeing the retreating New Army fleet, the deputy commander shouted excitedly, "Comrades, comrades! We beat back the Hubei guys' fleet."

This shout, which should have greatly inspired morale, now had very few responders. Every time the Hubei New Army's fleet was beaten back, it wouldn't take long for them to make a comeback. After experiencing the excitement of "beating back the enemy" the first few times, the artillerymen turned a blind eye to such encouragement.

The soldiers of the Anhui Revolutionary Army, who had been hunching over to avoid the shells from the New Army gunboats throughout the battle, finally tried to straighten up at this time. Xiong Chengji hadn't said anything yet, but the deputy commander, who had been following Xiong Chengji—although he was close to the bunker wall, he was standing after all—scolded, "Are you so afraid of death? Hurry up and clean up. The Hubei guys' fleet has already run away."

Under the deputy commander's scolding, the soldiers began to clean up the position. Because everyone was getting better at taking cover, this round of attacks produced no dead or wounded. Everyone didn't feel there was anything that needed cleaning up. They straightened up and looked at the deputy commander with a strange look.

"Move those stones that are in the way. Find some soil to fill the pits on the ground." The deputy commander had begun to roar.

Hearing the deputy commander's roar, the soldiers of the Revolutionary Army began to work in a disorderly manner. But due to a lack of organization and management, the people working were also in a rush and completely missed the point. This immediately triggered stronger anger from the deputy commander. He jumped over, gesturing and issuing orders to the soldiers. But from beginning to end, the deputy commander didn't do a single concrete thing himself.

The reorganization work proceeded extremely slowly; a few craters hadn't been filled after a long time. Then a signalman was seen running over, "Commander Xiong, have we beaten back the Hubei New Army's attack?"

"Yes, they went back to replenish shells." Xiong Chengji told the truth.

This answer made the signalman's face look ugly. "Then when will they come back?"

Xiong Chengji looked at his pocket watch. "They probably won't come again today, right?"

The signalman's face immediately regained its radiance. "Then I'll go back and report to Grand Commander Chen." After speaking, the signalman immediately turned and ran.

Chen Duxiu, Bai Wenwei, and other senior cadres of the Yue Wang Society were meeting in the former Anhui Governor's Yamen. Rather than a meeting, it was better to say they were waiting for news. Since the Hubei New Army attacked, everyone had been sitting in the Yamen issuing orders. The rumbling sound of cannons tortured everyone's nerves. Apart from sending "heavy troops" to defend the city walls, everyone kept sending signalmen to the Yingjiang Temple artillery position located at the front line of the battle to "grasp" the latest situation at all times. But as for what to do after grasping the situation, everyone could only grasp it first and then see.

Fortunately, Xiong Chengji at Yingjiang Temple performed well. He had held out for over a day, preventing the Hubei New Army from attacking Anqing city. Every time the news that "the Hubei New Army has been defeated" was heard, there would be a burst of activity in the Anhui Governor's Yamen. Everyone either sighed with relief holding their chests or bragged, mocking the Hubei New Army as unable to withstand a single blow. This scene was enacted many times, yet everyone showed no sign of boredom at all.

Hearing the news that Xiong Chengji had "beaten back" the Hubei New Army once again, there was another burst of celebration in the Anqing Governor's Yamen. Regarding Xiong Chengji's judgment that "the Hubei New Army will not come again today," this excitement reached an even more intense level. Chen Duxiu was still relatively sober; he asked, "It's about to get dark soon. We have to guard against the Qing army launching a sneak attack in the dark."

"Don't worry, Grand Commander Chen. I have already made arrangements on the city wall. We will absolutely not repeat the same mistakes (*chongdaofuzhe*)." Bai Wenwei said loudly.

Chen Duxiu was a very excellent scholar. He heard that Bai Wenwei's use of the word "repeat the same mistakes" was obviously incorrect. Bai Wenwei was referring to the People's Party's night raid on Anqing, but at that time, the Yue Wang Society was not the defending side. However, at such a time, Chen Duxiu naturally wouldn't care about such trivial matters. The current Anqing Revolutionary Army had an almost frightened bird-like alertness to night raids. They even specifically arranged for rest during the day to guard strictly all night long.

"Then Commander Bai Wenwei will be responsible for this matter," Chen Duxiu replied. "In addition, have the branch societies everywhere sent people to Anqing?"

Hearing Chen Duxiu's inquiry, Bai Wenwei's face turned somewhat ugly. After occupying Anqing, the Yue Wang Society began to recruit manpower from "branch societies everywhere." It wasn't that there were no secret societies bringing people to "enter the city" happily; this group of people was actually quite numerous. But the purpose of these people was not for the revolution, but to "become officials, divide money, and divide grain." There was indeed some money and grain in Anqing city, but the People's Party had taken away a large part. The remaining money and grain were not small in amount, but how could it be enough for these green-eyed secret society members to divide? At the beginning, Bai Wenwei and others felt they could rally multitudes with a single call, so they were very generous in spending. Now the imagined situation did not appear, while the money and grain in the treasury were consumed rapidly. Bai Wenwei had to reduce expenditures, and recently secret society leaders had already left Anqing with their followers.

"Not for the time being. But they will come," Bai Wenwei said bracing himself.

Chen Duxiu was a smart man; he could see Bai Wenwei's embarrassment. Chen Duxiu was very clear about the embarrassed status quo they faced. He frowned and suddenly said, "A few days ago, Comrade Shi Dekuan brought back news from People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, willing to cooperate fully with our Yue Wang Society. And Comrade Shi Dekuan also looked around in the People's Party's territory. The People's Party now has a huge territory, and numerous troops and people. I think we should cooperate with the People's Party. What does everyone think?"

These words sounded very pretty, but the people of the Yue Wang Society all understood the content Chen Duxiu didn't say explicitly. This "full cooperation" meant borrowing troops from the People's Party. No one supported it, and no one opposed it. The People's Party acted extremely strangely. After they captured Anqing, they actually retreated on a large scale immediately according to the agreement, without staying at all. Even though they moved away a lot of things, in all fairness, compared with the secret societies under the Yue Wang Society, the People's Party's degree of self-restraint was really too good.

The people of the Yue Wang Society were deeply impressed by the elite troops of the People's Party. If they could get the support of such an army, Anqing could absolutely be held. The problem was, judging from the status quo of the People's Party, they had no intention of occupying Anqing before the war. Since Anqing had no attraction for the People's Party, and the distance between the two sides was so far, even if the People's Party cooperated, it was unlikely they would really send troops.

Just then, a signalman ran in. Seeing the signalman, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society all felt a burst of fear. Could it be that something happened?

"Reporting to the Grand Commander and all Commanders. At the North Gate, female Mr. Qiu Jin of the Restoration Society requests an audience."

The signalman's news surprised everyone somewhat. Everyone knew that Qiu Jin and Shi Dekuan arrived at the base area together. This could also explain why Qiu Jin appeared at the North Gate. But why did Qiu Jin think of visiting the Yue Wang Society at this time?

"How many troops did Mr. Qiu Jin bring?" Bai Wenwei asked.

"Mr. Qiu Jin only brought two people." The signalman provided accurate news.

Everyone looked at each other. Chen Duxiu said, "Dekuan, go and welcome Mr. Qiu Jin."

"Yes!" Shi Dekuan stood up and went with the signalman.

"Do you think Qiu Jin didn't borrow troops from the People's Party?" Bai Wenwei asked first.

"This is hard to say. But looking at it now, I'm afraid she didn't borrow any. If she borrowed troops, why would Qiu Jin need to come to us?" The one answering the question was former New Army officer Liu Daying. He was also an old Yue Wang Society cadre.

"I actually hope they could borrow some," Chen Duxiu voiced his own hope.
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Accompanied by Shi Dekuan, Qiu Jin and the others entered Anqing city. It had been nearly two months since the People's Party attacked Anqing. Compared to that time, Qiu Jin's most immediate feeling was that Anqing city had become dirty and chaotic. Before the war broke out, the city's operations were at least at a normal level; the government's cleaning work was functioning, and the common people's own cleaning work was also running. Urban hygiene was at least maintained at a basic level. The Yue Wang Society had occupied Anqing for nearly two months, but the urban sanitation that should have been led by the government had completely stalled. Although the people were also cleaning the hygiene in front of their own doors, it was impossible for everyone to transport the large amount of garbage in the city out of the city. The result was that garbage piled up like mountains everywhere, sewage flowed across the city, and excrement and urine were all over the ground. The once decent Anqing city was now completely polluted by filth and stench.

Walking along the way, Qiu Jin saw that the market in Anqing was extremely depressed, with every household closing their doors. Not only were no businesses open, but large locks hung on the gates of many courtyards. Presumably, the whole families had fled Anqing city. This situation was quite similar to Chizhou city. Qiu Jin had once thought that after the revolution, the people would enthusiastically support it. Reality ruthlessly gave Qiu Jin a lesson. Revolution is first of all destruction; before a brand-new system is built, the people will not support the revolution unconditionally.

Qiu Jin covered her mouth and nose, smoked by the pungent smell of excrement and urine. But she still couldn't help asking, "Comrade Lu Zhengping, how does your People's Party organize sanitation in Fengtai County?"

Lu Zhengping replied calmly, "In our view, urine and feces are very good fertilizers. From the beginning, we established public toilets to collect manure for fertilizer. Defecating anywhere is prohibited in the base area."

Qiu Jin sighed slightly. "Wenqing is always unexpected."

Lu Zhengping replied proudly, "When the base area first began to establish the agricultural fertilizer collection system, Chairman Chen personally scooped out public toilets and pulled manure carts."

In these times, scooping manure was considered a lowly job. Hearing that Chen Ke had personally done this, both Shi Dekuan and Qiu Jin were startled. Shi Dekuan looked at Lu Zhengping with shocked eyes, but saw Lu Zhengping's face full of pride, without the slightest sense of shame that the Chairman of the People's Party had done the work of scooping manure.

Qiu Jin shook her head slightly. "Why does Wenqing demean himself so much?"

"What do you mean demean himself?" Hearing Qiu Jin's words, He Jinwu, who came with them, was immediately annoyed. Along the way, Qiu Jin had ignored the two of them, and they hadn't gotten angry. But hearing Qiu Jin say that working was demeaning oneself, He Jinwu immediately couldn't suppress his anger. "Everyone in our People's Party, from top to bottom, has scooped manure pits and pulled manure carts. Without collecting fertilizer, where would the good harvest come from? Is this shameful? What's shameful about this? Besides, look, you occupy Anqing, so you should treat Anqing as your home, right? Look at the appearance inside the city; is there anyone who treats their own home like this?"

Being scolded by He Jinwu like this, both Shi Dekuan and Qiu Jin were embarrassed and didn't dare say anything more.

Lu Zhengping understood He Jinwu's anger very well. The People's Party's education had always emphasized "China is the home of all of us; we must treat her well." Besides such slogan-style propaganda, the People's Party also had detailed regulations regarding execution. In addition to resolutely forbidding troops from disturbing the people, as long as the troops had leisure, they had to be responsible for local public health work. Organizing garbage was one of them. Lu Zhengping was now a Political Commissar of a reconnaissance detachment of the People's Party. He had to attend the collective training at the Party School. Chen Ke served as the principal of the Party School. In the cadre training course, he specifically talked about specific working methods. "If we ignore public health, what kind of mentality do you think this is? This is a passer-by mentality, a bandit mentality. Our People's Party is bound to liberate the whole of China. Even if we exist in certain areas for only a short time, we must assume the responsibilities of the government during this period. If there isn't enough time and we can't do big things, can't we even do the small thing of cleaning up hygiene? From a military perspective, by cleaning up hygiene, everyone becomes familiar with the local terrain. From a political perspective, the eyes of the masses are sharp. The people know everything we do. Living in a clean environment is always more comfortable than living in a dirty environment. The people will absolutely not support roving bandits. If our actions cannot show that we have the intention of long-term construction, if our actions cannot prove that we are the people's army, then we cannot obtain the people's heartfelt identification and support."

Many of Chen Ke's courses had always baffled many comrades. One of the reasons was that the content was too trivial and overly detailed. When comrades discussed in private, they sometimes thought Chairman Chen Ke was often "more meticulous than a young lady." The work content covered everything big and small. After doing it according to Chen Ke's requirements, the effect was merely that the common people watched coldly without saying a word. It wasn't until he saw the status quo of Anqing city with his own eyes that Lu Zhengping understood what result would follow if they didn't do as Chen Ke said. Lu Zhengping firmly believed that if he were a resident of Anqing city, he would absolutely not support the rule of the Yue Wang Society.

The group entered the Anhui Governor's Yamen. The leaders of the Yue Wang Society received the three with barely polite hospitality. Everyone introduced their origins to each other, and Bai Wenwei asked straightforwardly, "I wonder how many people the People's Party comrades have brought."

"Only the two of us. We are responsible for escorting Mr. Qiu Jin back to Chizhou," Lu Zhengping said.

"Are there no other reinforcements?" Bai Wenwei asked.

"No," Lu Zhengping spoke directly.

Hearing there were no reinforcements, the atmosphere in the hall instantly turned cold.

Chen Duxiu hadn't thought of how to break this awkward situation when he heard someone on his side stand up and ask sarcastically, "I say, Mr. Qiu, and the two from the People's Party. Since you have no reinforcements, what are you doing in our Anqing? To see a joke?"

"May I ask who this is..." Qiu Jin asked with a frown.

"I am Diao Dezhang," the speaker responded carelessly.

Qiu Jin sneered, "I haven't even heard your name. Someone like you behaves wildly in front of me?"

Diao Dezhang never expected Qiu Jin to be so impolite. Feeling he had lost face, he stood up abruptly in anger.

Before the conflict could erupt, Lu Zhengping said loudly to Chen Duxiu, "Mr. Chen, are the words spoken by this Mr. Diao Dezhang your meaning?"

Chen Duxiu was suddenly put on the spot. He actually didn't completely disagree with Diao Dezhang's words. But he indeed had no intention of authorizing Diao Dezhang. At this moment, criticizing Diao Dezhang wasn't right, and not criticizing wasn't right either.

Diao Dezhang rolled his eyes, curled his lips, and sneered, "I didn't expect you to be so glib. Then I ask you, firstly you didn't send troops to rescue, secondly you didn't send money or grain. What are you doing in our Anqing? What 'come over to have a look,' isn't it just that bullshit about sincere cooperation. Without us holding off the Manchu Qing here, your Restoration Society's Chizhou, and whatever People's Party's Fengyang, would have been taken by the Manchu Qing long ago. Where would it be your turn to pretend to offer condolences hypocritically here. I, Old Diao, have seen it clearly. The People's Party simply has bad intentions. They poked such a hornet's nest in Anqing and let our Yue Wang Society take the blame for you."

Watching Diao Dezhang spitting as he cursed the People's Party and the Restoration Society, Qiu Jin's face turned iron-blue with anger. However, Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu felt that Diao Dezhang was a thorough Jianghu ruffian who "wouldn't get up early without profit." The upper echelons of the People's Party knew that handing Anqing over to the Yue Wang Society was originally an ill-intentioned move. It was just that the leaders of the Yue Wang Society couldn't see through the situation. Before the People's Party could speak, they rushed up hurriedly to take the blame themselves. The People's Party was also happy to do such a favor with little cost. But for someone like Diao Dezhang, whose purpose in occupying Anqing was to get rich, it wasn't easy to fall for this trap.

Just then, with a bang, Bai Wenwei slapped the table. "Diao Dezhang, what exactly do you mean by these words? With the great enemy before us, you don't talk about how to resist the enemy, but instead say all this stuff. What do you want to do?"

Facing the angry Bai Wenwei, Diao Dezhang didn't care at all. "Mr. Bai, I've wanted to say for a long time, this Anqing can't be kept. The Manchu Qing has so many people and so many gunboats. We only have four or five thousand people; how can we hold Anqing? My meaning is, let's withdraw from Anqing quickly. There will be plenty of opportunities to make a comeback in the future. Defending Anqing to the death is a dead end."

Bai Wenwei raged, "Withdraw from Anqing? Where do we go after withdrawing from Anqing? Follow you back to your hometown?"

The quarrel broke out in the conference hall just like that. Lu Zhengping originally thought Diao Dezhang wanted to attack the People's Party, but after listening for a while, he found that Diao Dezhang's purpose wasn't this at all. He actually wanted to flee before the battle. And there were actually a few people echoing Diao Dezhang.

The quarrel lasted for quite a while. Finally, Chen Duxiu said to Qiu Jin with a tired look, "Mr. Qiu Jin, let's go inside to talk. Dekuan, you come too."

Avoiding the quarrel in the Governor's Yamen hall, the Yamen's living room was much quieter. There were very few people at the meeting: Qiu Jin, Lu Zhengping, He Jinwu, Chen Duxiu, and Shi Dekuan. Not long after everyone took their seats, Bai Wenwei also walked in angrily.

The six people sat around the table. Although Chen Duxiu still looked tired, without those internal separatists present, he quickly regained the elegance peculiar to literati. He asked, "This Mr. Lu, I wonder if Chairman Chen Ke instructed you with any special matters when he sent you here this time."

Lu Zhengping was one of the earliest People's Party comrades to propose liberating areas outside the base area. In the battle of Liujiapu in Wuhe County, his attitude was firm and his performance outstanding. He accumulated a lot of combat merits in the many battles that followed. Now he was a Political Commissar of the Reconnaissance Battalion. The Reconnaissance Battalion was the absolute elite force of the People's Party and performed extremely well in the Anqing Campaign. Although organizationally it was only a battalion-level unit, in reality, it was half a level higher than other battalion-level units. If it were just to escort Qiu Jin, Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu, the Commander of the Second Company of the Reconnaissance Battalion, would absolutely not have been used.

"I wonder what the special matters Mr. Chen refers to are?" Chen Ke had indeed given Lu Zhengping some tasks. Under permissible conditions, he asked Lu Zhengping to provide some military command assistance to the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society. But Chen Ke also made it extremely clear that even if he couldn't save the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society, Lu Zhengping had to return to the base area alive with He Jinwu. Lu Zhengping was extremely moved by Chen Ke's attitude of caring for comrades so much. So Lu Zhengping didn't rush to answer.

Chen Duxiu didn't beat around the bush either. He said frankly, "Now the Manchu Qing has attacked. We need support. Your party's troops are brave and good at fighting. We only need to borrow one thousand men. One thousand men is enough."

"Then how does Mr. Chen plan to use these one thousand men?" Lu Zhengping continued to ask. "Defend the city, or go out of the city to fight?"

Chen Duxiu didn't understand military affairs, so Bai Wenwei took over the topic. "We want your unit to go out of the city to fight."

Hearing this, He Jinwu turned his face away. It turned out the Yue Wang Society borrowing one thousand men from the People's Party was to use them for a suicide mission. Seeing He Jinwu's reaction, Bai Wenwei also felt very embarrassed. He couldn't continue with what he was going to say.

Lu Zhengping didn't mind this too much. He continued to ask, "Then what is the wartime situation now? Can Mr. Chen inform us?"

"Starting yesterday, the Qing army's navy stormed Anqing. They were beaten back many times by our batteries." Chen Duxiu could only talk about the combat achievements he could show.

Lu Zhengping acted as if he hadn't heard. He continued to ask, "I heard that the Hubei New Army came. I wonder where the Hubei New Army's navy is stationed? Where is the army stationed? How many people are there in total? Who commands these troops?"

"This... we haven't found out clearly yet." Chen Duxiu was also very disappointed about this.

The Yue Wang Society had occupied Anqing for nearly two months, yet they didn't even have a decent intelligence system. The People's Party was thousands of *li* away, but probably had more news than the Yue Wang Society. Lu Zhengping was an active soldier in the reconnaissance troops and was extremely disappointed with the Yue Wang Society's performance. If Chen Ke asked Lu Zhengping these questions, Lu Zhengping would rather commit suicide than have the face to say the words "haven't found out clearly."

The enemy came knocking on the door, yet they didn't know the basic intelligence of the enemy, and still wanted to borrow troops to go out to fight a field battle. This proved that the Yue Wang Society had completely failed militarily. The excrement-filled Anqing city outside was enough to explain the Yue Wang Society's political failure. The internal strife just now was enough to prove that the Yue Wang Society had also failed organizationally. Politics, military, internal organization—all failed. Lu Zhengping really didn't know what kind of "Revolutionary Party" the Yue Wang Society was.

As a member of the People's Party, Lu Zhengping knew very well that compared to People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, his ability was worlds apart. But compared to the Yue Wang Society, Lu Zhengping believed he was absolutely competent to be the leader of such a "Revolutionary Party."

Forcing his train of thought back from these useless feelings, Lu Zhengping began to consider how to help the Yue Wang Society. But thinking left and right, apart from letting the People's Party completely take over the Yue Wang Society and Anqing, there was surprisingly no other method.

But the situation now was that a dead horse had to be treated as a live one. Lu Zhengping recalled several military plans Chen Ke had told him about for a while, and then asked, "Mr. Chen, how many people in your unit can actually be pulled out to fight? I mean, how many people do you think can travel three to five hundred *li* in four days and still fight?"

"This..." Chen Duxiu turned his head to look at Bai Wenwei.

Bai Wenwei didn't know Lu Zhengping's meaning. "What does Mr. Lu mean by this? Are you laughing at us for not being able to fight?"

"Absolutely not. As far as I know, the ones coming this time are the Hubei New Army." As Lu Zhengping spoke, he took a map out of his satchel and spread it on the table. This was a battlefield map provided by the People's Party's Mapping Section.

"Since it's the Hubei New Army, their navy is also quite formidable. Within a hundred *li* along the Yangtze River, I'm afraid it has already been blockaded. So we have to walk at least one hundred and fifty *li* to avoid detection when crossing the river. I originally thought the Yue Wang Society knew the stationing situation of the New Army, and then we wouldn't fight north of the river. Instead, we would cross the Yangtze River and circle behind the Hubei New Army to fight. And we can't go east; Chizhou is to the east, and the Hubei New Army certainly has defenses. We must cross the river from the west. That's why I asked how many troops your unit has that can be taken out for three to five hundred *li* in four days."

Everyone's eyes moved on the map following Lu Zhengping's finger. They had never seen such a detailed drawing before. It was densely marked with various place names.

"Of course, if the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society cooperate fully, it would be better for both sides to send troops simultaneously." Lu Zhengping glanced at Qiu Jin after finishing, then continued, "Since everyone is here, I think we might as well tell the truth. Exactly how many capable soldiers do the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society have?"

Bai Wenwei and Qiu Jin looked at each other in dismay. Marching over three hundred *li* in four days—they had no concept of this standard at all, let alone having conducted training. It wasn't that they didn't want to answer Lu Zhengping's question, but that they simply couldn't answer it. Bai Wenwei probed, "I wonder how many people under the People's Party can achieve this level?"

Hearing this question, Qiu Jin immediately thought that Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu could absolutely do it.

Lu Zhengping replied seriously, "Mr. Bai, the one occupying Anqing now is the Yue Wang Society, not our People's Party. Don't you think you're straying too far from the subject with all this talk?"

Bai Wenwei argued, "Our army has about five hundred people who can meet this standard. But now the Manchu Qing army is at the city gates, and we find it difficult even to defend the city. how can we send these elites out of the city?"

Lu Zhengping immediately retorted, "Why are you defending this Anqing to the death? As long as the Hubei New Army is eliminated, this Anqing city will inevitably belong to the Yue Wang Society. If the Hubei New Army cannot be eliminated, the Yue Wang Society will inevitably be beaten passively. Mr. Bai, you should be able to figure out this bit of logic."

"Mr. Lu, according to what you say, did your party not want this Anqing city because you knew long ago that it couldn't be held?" Bai Wenwei couldn't help asking. In fact, he had long been puzzled by the People's Party giving up Anqing so readily. Although he was very dissatisfied with Diao Dezhang wanting to escape, Bai Wenwei actually agreed with Diao Dezhang's accusation against the People's Party.

Hearing Bai Wenwei's accusation, Lu Zhengping didn't even feel unhappy anymore. He asked Bai Wenwei in return, "As far as I know, before the war, the Yue Wang Society insisted on having this Anqing city. Now that you have obtained Anqing city, are you instead going to blame our People's Party for giving you this city?"

Seeing the situation turning into meaningless accusations again, Chen Duxiu, who had long been extremely bored with this, hurriedly interrupted the two. "Mr. Lu, is there no other way besides going out of the city to fight?"

"Mr. Chen, our People's Party has always advocated field warfare, and we only know field warfare and siege warfare. Asking me to defend a city, I really don't know how. Moreover, according to what we know, the Hubei New Army currently only has the strength of one Division plus one Brigade. The total number is no more than seventeen thousand. Those who can be pulled out to attack Anqing are at most ten thousand. When we war-gamed the Anqing defense battle, we felt we couldn't fight positional warfare with the Hubei New Army. Hubei has an arsenal; their bullets and shells are superior. If we let them suppress us, morale will be damaged no matter what. Only by weakening their firepower advantage in field battles and concentrating forces to fight a war of annihilation can we win. I wonder what Mr. Chen's military plan is?"
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After nightfall, Anqing city had quieted down. The core cadres of the Yue Wang Society gathered together to hold a meeting. Everyone first explained the "active attack" plan proposed by Lu Zhengping during the day. But what the attendees cared about more was the map provided by Lu Zhengping. This detailed map thoroughly aroused the enthusiasm of these people to point to the imagined world and steer the country. That feeling back then was so good, truly "returning to Jiangling in a day from a thousand *li* away." Imaginary troops, an imaginary world; everyone moved freely across them, transforming this world according to the ideals in their minds.

"Grand Commander Chen, if we act according to the People's Party's words and send all our elites out to fight for seven or eight days, what if the Qing infantry suddenly attacks Anqing? Relying on Anqing city is the best way."

"Circling behind the Hubei guys is also a way. But that really requires walking hundreds of *li*."

"Who leads the team? Who to take?"

No different from usual, waves of arguments unfolded. Apart from lacking specific plans with "feasibility," all kinds of "possibilities" were mentioned one by one, and everyone poured so much energy into these "possibilities" that everyone sounded reasonable.

Not long after, even plans like "assassinating the Governor-General of Liangjiang," "assassinating Manchu princes," and "assassinating the old hag Cixi" were proposed. Moreover, these bizarre plans were theoretically correct. Once the high-level figures were assassinated, the upper echelons would be shaken, and at least the Hubei New Army might not have the mind to continue fighting. This could also be called the strategy of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao."

Finally, even the plan of infiltrating the Hubei New Army and inciting them to rebel was formally proposed and discussed. If this discussion were seen by Chen Ke, he would definitely feel a very familiar sensation. Discussion threads on forums were mostly like this: "Talking about details when discussing strategy, talking about strategy when discussing details; possibilities are infinite, but never mentioning how to execute."

If it were before, everyone would talk until late at night, and then disperse back to rest with unfinished interest. But Chen Duxiu absolutely had no intention of letting this kind of daily discussion continue this time. He interrupted the conversation, "Gentlemen, talk about these things later. Are we going to send troops or not?"

Looking at the silent Shi Dekuan, Chen Duxiu asked, "Dekuan, what is your view?"

Shi Dekuan pursed his lips; it seemed he had summoned great courage before speaking. "Grand Commander Chen, if it doesn't work, let's just retreat to the People's Party's side. The People's Party definitely won't send troops to save Anqing. I went once, and the journey alone took almost ten days. Mr. Qiu returned from the People's Party this time and also took six days to reach our Anqing. Just the time spent on the road, plus preparing equipment and food... even if we set off now to contact the People's Party, by the time their reinforcements arrive in Anqing, it will take a month. I'm afraid we can't last until then."

"Dekuan, you are disturbing the morale of the army," Chang Hengfang immediately stood up to oppose.

"What Dekuan said makes sense." Xiong Chengji expressed his support. At this meeting, besides Shi Dekuan, Xiong Chengji was the only one who hadn't spoken. After a whole day of artillery battles with the Hubei New Army, Xiong Chengji no longer had his usual sharpness. "What's the use of us all dying in battle in Anqing? It might be better to withdraw to the People's Party's territory first. They are revolutionary comrades after all; it's better than us fighting to the death with the Manchu Qing here."

This plan was the most feasible plan so far. After Xiong Chengji expressed support for Shi Dekuan's idea, no one in the room spoke for a while.

"I think we still have to fight. Even if we retreat, we can retreat to Huaining," Bai Wenwei mumbled after a silence. Retreating gloomily without fighting a single battle—Bai Wenwei couldn't accept it no matter what.

Not many people echoed Bai Wenwei. Everyone didn't speak much. When it was really time to make a decision, the crowd lacked the courage instead.

Chen Duxiu asked, "Can we hold Anqing city?"

No one answered. On this issue, the crowd once thought Anqing could be easily held. High city walls, cannons, rifles—all these once made them think that as long as they occupied Anqing city, they could easily resist an enemy army of a hundred thousand. But the fact that the People's Party's three thousand troops conquered Anqing city overnight and annihilated the Anhui New Army ruthlessly told these people that Anqing city was not enough to be relied upon. The People's Party could do this with inferior forces, and the Anqing Revolutionary Army, whose strength was far inferior to the Anhui New Army, was now facing over ten thousand Hubei New Army troops. Unless a miracle happened, everyone knew they couldn't hold Anqing.

Seeing the Yue Wang Society comrades falling silent one by one, Chen Duxiu knew the result. He said without hesitation, "If we can't hold Anqing, we won't be able to hold Huaining either if we retreat there. Since this is the case, we will withdraw to the People's Party's territory. We will regroup there and make a comeback."

Hearing this, everyone secretly breathed a sigh of relief. Although this result wasn't good enough, it was still much better than imminent destruction. But another practical problem appeared before the Yue Wang Society: how exactly to retreat? The People's Party's exemplary role in this aspect was also extremely powerful. They had once retreated cleanly from Anqing with a large amount of captured supplies and equipment in just one day. If the Yue Wang Society wanted to retreat, what to take and what not to take? This was a key point.

"Let's invite the two gentlemen from the People's Party to discuss it," Chen Duxiu said.

"Grand Commander, why ask outsiders to intervene in our own affairs?" Chen Duxiu's idea was hard for these true backbones of the Yue Wang Society to accept.

Chen Duxiu smiled. "Comrades, I led everyone to establish this Yue Wang Society. I originally didn't expect us to be able to occupy Anqing. Even less did I know that after occupying Anqing, we would face such a situation. I am unqualified as this Grand Commander; none of us were ready. But Mr. Yan Fu and Chairman Chen Ke of the People's Party are ready. We might as well go and join these two first. It is far better than dying meaninglessly in Anqing."

Bai Wenwei felt very unconvinced in his heart. "Grand Commander, Mr. Sun of the Tongmenghui has already asked us to hold fast to Anqing, saying reinforcements will arrive immediately. As long as we can hold on, there will be absolutely no problem."

Chen Duxiu was unwilling to explain. "Gentlemen, since everyone elected me as Grand Commander, I am issuing this order now. is everyone willing to obey?"

The crowd looked at each other. Everyone knew they couldn't come up with a solution to the problem, and destruction was only a matter of time if they persisted like this. At this point, although various "possibilities" flew through their minds, no one dared to say anything more.

Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu were somewhat puzzled about being suddenly invited to the Yue Wang Society in the middle of the night. They originally wanted to escort Qiu Jin away during the day, but the Yue Wang Society insisted on keeping them in Anqing to rest for a day. Now the Yangtze River was blockaded by the Hubei New Army, finding a boat to cross the river wasn't easy, and the ferry crossing on the other side of the river was also occupied by the Wuhan New Army, so everyone had to stay in Anqing city. Since they were there, they might as well take it easy. Both of them were tired too, so they lay down and slept after eating. Until they were woken up by people from the Yue Wang Society, looking at the dark sky outside, Lu Zhengping asked somewhat strangely, "How long have we slept?"

It was Shi Dekuan who came to call them. He replied, "About three *shichen* (six hours). Gentlemen, our Grand Commander Chen invites you."

Only Chen Duxiu received the two. He told them that the Yue Wang Society hoped to withdraw from Anqing and defect to the People's Party.

"The Yue Wang Society wants to defect to our People's Party?" Neither Lu Zhengping nor He Jinwu expected Chen Duxiu to actually make such a request. Before departure, Chen Ke had made some predictions about the situation in Anqing and Chizhou for the two. These predictions didn't include the Yue Wang Society wanting to defect to the People's Party at all. Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu looked at each other, and looks of surprise couldn't help but appear on their faces. What should be done? Notify Chairman Chen immediately? Or refuse immediately?

Before Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu recovered from their surprise, Chen Duxiu immediately threw out a new bombshell. "I asked you two to come because I want to ask for a favor. Your views on military affairs this afternoon were very insightful. Your party retreated from Anqing not long ago in an orderly manner. I want to ask you two to be responsible for the withdrawal matters of our Yue Wang Society. I wonder if you two can help?"

"Mr. Chen, what exactly do you mean by this?" Lu Zhengping asked. He strongly suspected that Chen Duxiu was setting some trap for him. How could there be such an easy retreat?

Chen Duxiu looked at Lu Zhengping's face full of doubt. He smiled and said, "Mr. Lu, in your opinion, can our Yue Wang Society hold Anqing city?"

"..., I'm afraid it won't be that easy." Since Lu Zhengping didn't know what exactly Chen Duxiu meant, he simply told the truth.

At this point, Chen Duxiu didn't care about saving face anymore. He said frankly, "Since we can't hold it, why should we defend it to the death? Moreover, our Anqing Revolutionary Army is a newly built army, far inferior to your party's army. We hope Mr. Lu, on the basis of being revolutionary comrades, can help us formulate a retreat plan."

Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu looked at each other again. Although Chen Ke hadn't anticipated the Yue Wang Society wanting to retreat, he had specifically instructed that if the two saw that the Restoration Society in Chizhou obviously couldn't hold out, they should advise them to give up Chizhou and withdraw back to Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Unexpectedly, the Yue Wang Society here saw the situation clearly even earlier. Helping the Yue Wang Society formulate a retreat plan wasn't impossible, but neither of them was clear about Chen Ke's attitude towards the Yue Wang Society. Compared to the Restoration Society, the Yue Wang Society was more estranged from the People's Party. The two simply didn't know what the Yue Wang Society's attitude towards the People's Party actually was. If they rashly led the Yue Wang Society people to the base area without clarifying this point, and something happened, whether the two would be punished wasn't that important, but causing irreparable bad consequences for the base area would be terrible.

Chen Duxiu didn't press Lu Zhengping. Watching Lu Zhengping's uncertain expression, he waited quietly. Chen Duxiu could see that Lu Zhengping was not a literati. Lu Zhengping didn't have the feeling of self-control strictly trained into literati. What Lu Zhengping had was a focus peculiar to people who do practical work. This focus was different from the straightforward, clear-purposed "philistinism" of secret society members like Diao Dezhang. Diao Dezhang's straightforwardness stemmed from only caring about benefits and nothing else. Lu Zhengping didn't have a trace of this philistine flavor, but rather a very simple and honest feeling. Chen Duxiu hadn't had much contact with Lu Zhengping, only meeting him once today. In this contact, Lu Zhengping neither bragged nor pretended to be polite. Chen Duxiu hadn't seen many people like this. Although Yan Fu could reach this level, Yan Fu relied on long-term accumulation. Lu Zhengping looked only twenty-three or twenty-four, yet this young man had a temperament very similar to Yan Fu. If it had to be described, it was a feeling that made people feel convinced. Chen Duxiu heard Lu Zhengping's self-introduction; he was not a senior cadre of the People's Party. And a cadre undertaking the task of escorting Qiu Jin wouldn't have too high a rank. If the middle and low-ranking cadres of the People's Party had such quality, Chen Duxiu became more and more curious about the true strength of the People's Party.

"If Mr. Chen wants me to organize the retreat, how much of the plan I formulate can Mr. Chen obey?" Lu Zhengping finally broke the silence and spoke.

"As long as it's not excessive, I will definitely follow your advice," Chen Duxiu replied.

"If that's the case, forget it. The plan I want to propose will certainly be considered extremely excessive by the Yue Wang Society," Lu Zhengping replied, and after speaking, he stood up preparing to leave.

"Wait," Chen Duxiu hurriedly called Lu Zhengping back. "Mr. Lu, there is nothing greater than reason in this world. If Mr. Lu feels his request is correct, you might as well reason with me. Although I am dull, I consider myself a reasonable person."

"Mr. Chen, our Party Chairman Chen Ke said: The truths in this world are actually just those few, but it depends on what standpoint you view these truths from. Where your butt sits, you will naturally consider problems from there. According to the words of our People's Party, this is called 'the butt decides the head'."

"The butt decides the head? Haha, well said." Chen Duxiu was amused by these simple words. Although the words sounded a bit crude, they gave Chen Duxiu a sudden feeling of enlightenment. "Where does Mr. Lu think our butts should sit now? Sit over to the People's Party's side?"

Regarding Chen Duxiu's teasing, Lu Zhengping didn't find it funny at all. "No, Mr. Chen, your butts should sit over to the people's side."

Chen Duxiu was very puzzled by Lu Zhengping's accusation. He asked strangely, "Sit over to the people's side? Our revolution is originally for the people, for China."

"You are for the people, yet you let the entire Anqing soak in shit and piss? This is your revolution?"

"This..." Chen Duxiu completely didn't expect that Lu Zhengping's reason for criticizing him turned out to be public hygiene. "We indeed did not do well in this. But the situation is so tense; we really have no leisure to pay attention to this point."

"Do not fail to do good even if it's small; do not do evil even if it's small. Our People's Party talks about principles. Our Chairman Chen said that thousands of years ago in China, there was a senior named Xunzi who said, 'There are not two Ways in the world; the Sage does not have two hearts.' If you are really a revolutionary, then every single thing will meet the standards of a revolutionary. Revolutionaries are for making the common people live better. Don't look down on a small matter like defecating anywhere; for true revolutionaries, they would absolutely not let themselves do such a thing. If you don't have others in your heart, of course, you can just pull down your pants and shit or piss anywhere. If you have others in your heart, if you have the people's interests, then you absolutely wouldn't do this."

Hearing this, Chen Duxiu's face had become extremely grave. He was also a famous scholar and naturally knew the words cited by Lu Zhengping better than anyone. This was the first time he heard someone discuss revolution from such an angle. Speaking as Lu Zhengping did, not only did it not violate the teachings of the sages, but it sounded like the sages were educating those who studied sage books on how to be revolutionaries more than two thousand years ago. Chen Duxiu found that he surprisingly had no room for rebuttal. If he insisted on quoting classics to use excuses like "expediency" or "circumstances compel," Chen Duxiu knew very well that even if his tongue bloomed with lotuses, he was merely sophistry. Because standing from the standpoint of the people of Anqing city, during the month or so the Yue Wang Society was in Anqing, the people had indeed suffered. The people didn't enjoy any benefits of the revolution at all, nor did the comrades loyal to the revolution enjoy any benefits. The only ones enjoying benefits were those secret society members who attached themselves to the revolution, then divided money and grain, and urinated and defecated everywhere.

Facing a youth several years younger than himself, Chen Duxiu frankly admitted his mistake. "Mr. Lu, your reasoning is correct. I was wrong. According to what you say, what should we do?"

"Being particular about doing things means having a beginning and an end. Before every battle, our People's Party must unify our thinking, and after the battle, we must also unify our thinking. Where is this thinking unified? Unified on whether this matter should be started, and whether it is finished. I don't know how Mr. Chen sees it, but in my view, from the perspective of our People's Party, you have failed in Anqing. Even if you fight back next time, occupy Anqing, and the Hubei New Army attacks again and is annihilated by you, you have already failed this time. To retreat effectively, you must unify this thought. In this battle of Anqing, you have already lost." This was the working method Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized during the political commissar training. Seeking truth from facts means first facing reality. Even if reality makes people despair, one must face reality squarely. Refusing to face reality will inevitably lead to telling lies. As lies pile up one by one, the revolutionary cause will irretrievably head toward destruction.

Even an excellent literati like Chen Duxiu, who had read so many books and had such prestige, when Lu Zhengping made him face the reality of failure in Anqing, Chen Duxiu still couldn't do it. He only felt his face burning and his mouth dry. Chen Duxiu could admit he made a mistake, but Chen Duxiu strongly wanted to deny that he had failed in Anqing. Mistakes can be corrected, but failure cannot be repeated. This meant admitting that the matter of capturing Anqing, for which he had prepared for so long and spent so much effort, had ended in complete failure. This was a fact Chen Duxiu absolutely could not accept.

Chen Duxiu's face turned red and white by turns, looking even a bit hideous under the late-night lamp light. Lu Zhengping felt a bit scared in his heart; he worried what if Chen Duxiu suddenly went crazy? Looking at it now, making Chen Duxiu truly admit defeat seemed a bit too difficult. While worried, Lu Zhengping was also a bit strange. In the People's Party, those comrades who hadn't read many books found it very easy to accept the fact of failure. And they could conduct criticism and self-criticism very well. Wasn't it just admitting a failure? The facts were there; what was there not to admit? Comrades who hadn't read much and only learned knowledge in the People's Party could face failure. Yet Chairman Chen Ke, with such great learning, absolutely didn't cover up failure. Seeing that Chen Duxiu was also an educated person, he seemed to be harmed by reading books. A three-year-old child who couldn't read could admit they couldn't do something or failed at something. On the contrary, someone like Chen Duxiu who had read books and was already an adult couldn't even do a small thing like admitting failure.

Fortunately, Lu Zhengping had already slept for a while, so he didn't feel sleepy late at night. He exchanged a glance with He Jinwu. Lu Zhengping saw a very helpless feeling in He Jinwu's eyes. Lu Zhengping sighed slightly; no wonder Chairman Chen Ke would rather not have Anqing and quickly draw a clear line with these "Revolutionary Parties" like the Yue Wang Society. Cooperating with such an organization required worrying about so much nonsense. Lu Zhengping admired Chen Ke's vision from the bottom of his heart.

After waiting for a long time, Chen Duxiu's expression returned to normal. "Mr. Lu is right. Our Yue Wang Society has indeed failed. I will post notices in the city tomorrow to explain this matter to the common people. Then we will withdraw from Anqing."

He Jinwu couldn't stand it anymore after hearing this. He asked, "Mr. Chen, why post notices?"

"Eh? We have to explain this matter to the people. We made the people suffer so much..."

He Jinwu had an impatient temper, so he blurted out unpleasant words on the spot. "Explain my ass. Hurry up and clean up Anqing city, then pack up and run. Explain what? Post what notices? Do you think the common people don't know you can't hold on? What are you thinking?"

Compared to Lu Zhengping's words which were at least polite, He Jinwu's words were much more frank and straightforward. This confused Chen Duxiu instead. "Just now this Mr. Lu said we must stand on the people's standpoint and admit failure."

He Jinwu was the Commander of the Second Company of the Reconnaissance Battalion. The reason he didn't become a political commissar was that He Jinwu thought being a political commissar meant talking all day long, and his impatient temper couldn't handle it. But this didn't mean his view on problems would be any different from Lu Zhengping. Chen Duxiu's actions originally made He Jinwu angry beyond belief. Hearing Chen Duxiu say he wanted to post notices, He Jinwu could no longer hold back. He smiled and said, "Mr. Chen, if you want to stand on the people's standpoint, then clean up the shit, piss, and garbage in the city. If you want to stand on the people's standpoint, keep enough grain left in the official granary for yourself to eat on the road, and then distribute the remaining grain, no matter how much, to the common people. This is called standing on the people's standpoint. You can't beat the Hubei New Army; do you think the common people don't know? If you run now, the common people will definitely know you were scared away, beaten away. Is there any need to post any bullshit notices?"

If Lu Zhengping's words only made Chen Duxiu feel a kind of reflection and despair, He Jinwu's words made Chen Duxiu feel a great shame. He replied with a blushing face, "We'll do as Mr. He says. We'll do as Mr. He says."

"Wait." Lu Zhengping hurriedly stopped the flushing Chen Duxiu. "Mr. Chen, don't rush. Let's first consider clearly who you want to take away and who will go with you. This matter must be clarified first."
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The shelling of Anqing's Yingjiang Temple by the Hubei Navy continued the next morning. While the navy shelled, Hubei New Army infantry finally appeared west of Anqing city. The Yue Wang Society cadres, who had originally vowed to "kill all" the New Army soldiers, were clearly divided into two factions.

Hearing that the Hubei New Army's land forces had joined the battle, a secret society leader asked with a look of nervousness and fear, "Can we beat the Hubei New Army?"

"What's so great about the Hubei New Army? Once they get under the city walls, we'll shoot them all down!" Others were bold and eager to try. These secret society members had never participated in combat and had no understanding of war. Surveying from the high city walls of Anqing always gave them a heroic mindset.

Unlike the secret societies, the regular troops of the Anqing Revolutionary Army, established with the New Army as the core, had war experience and knew that these city walls meant nothing. The commanders of these regular troops frowned and said nothing, clearly having their own worries.

"We have four or five thousand people, guns and cannons, and Anqing city. How could we not hold Anqing city? If the People's Party hadn't taken away so much equipment, we would have rushed out and killed all the Hubei guys." Some Yue Wang Society cadres continued to spread clichés. These words still received support from quite a few people.

"Exactly, what is there to be afraid of. We should go out of the city now to meet the Hubei New Army and see what they are capable of." Some secret society leaders even requested to attack proactively.

Seeing the attitude of these secret societies, Chen Duxiu couldn't help but feel the urge to fight a decisive battle with the Hubei New Army in Anqing. After nearly two months of "sit-ins" in Anqing, the enemy finally attacked. What the Yue Wang Society faced now was a test of the revolution! Although he was forced to admit "failure" to Lu Zhengping of the People's Party a few hours ago, that admission wavered and was even about to vanish after seeing the room full of "revolutionary comrades." Chen Duxiu felt that he had only admitted "failure" in a shaken state because he was in a bad mood at the time. Actually thinking about it, the Yue Wang Society had four or five thousand people. Even if the New Army had over ten thousand people, in a siege battle, the attacker having a two-to-one advantage wasn't really a big advantage. Moreover, the combat effectiveness of the New Army might not be as strong as the People's Party. Chen Duxiu began to list various reasons why it was possible to defeat the Hubei New Army in his heart.

Just as Chen Duxiu began to fall into the fantasy of "revolutionary success" again, Qiu Jin was introducing Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu to Tao Chengzhang, who had come to welcome them at the gate of Chizhou city.

Last night, after Lu Zhengping finished explaining his views to Chen Duxiu, he bid farewell to Chen Duxiu. This had been told to Chen Duxiu beforehand. The Hubei New Army had blockaded the river surface, so it wasn't easy to cross the river during the day. Therefore, Lu Zhengping and the others had to get up in the middle of the night to set off downstream from Anqing and then find an opportunity to cross the river. Chen Duxiu admired Lu Zhengping deeply at the time, so he simply had someone take Lu Zhengping to the water gate of Anqing to pick a boat. Lu Zhengping wasn't polite either; he went to wake up Qiu Jin with He Jinwu, then picked a small boat at the Anqing water gate. They set off under the cover of night. Both Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu came from the Water Detachment and had excellent boat-driving skills. They had also followed the fleet transporting steel and sailed on the Yangtze River during the Anqing Campaign. Although it was just a small boat, they traveled extremely fast and arrived in Chizhou in the morning.

Hearing Qiu Jin's introduction, Tao Chengzhang knew that Chen Ke had not been able to provide reinforcements. He didn't care too much about this matter. Chen Ke was far away in Fengyang Prefecture; it would be strange if he could provide a large number of troops. Hearing Qiu Jin talk about the hardships of the journey, Tao Chengzhang knew profoundly from his own experience what energy and willpower long-distance travel required. Looking at Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu in front of him, although they were travel-stained, they didn't look exhausted at all. His evaluation of these two people became extremely high in his heart.

After the group entered the city, they found Chizhou was similar to Anqing, but at least there were a few shops operating. The ground was also far less dirty and messy than Anqing. In the morning, people sweeping the streets could actually be seen. Although judging from their attire, they were still the people responsible for cleaning in Chizhou city before. But compared to the total failure of Anqing, Chizhou was still much better.

The group entered the Chizhou Prefecture Yamen. People were coming in and out of the Yamen, and there were not many people waiting in the hall. It seemed that the efficiency of the Restoration Society was better than that of the Yue Wang Society, and their airs were far less grand than the Yue Wang Society.

Not long after they took their seats, Xu Xilin hurried in from outside. Seeing Qiu Jin, he revealed a relieved smile, "Xuanqing, you're back!"

Qiu Jin also stood up hurriedly, "Bosun, I just arrived. Mr. Tao said you took people to check the enemy situation; you're back so soon?"

Hearing this, Xu Xilin's smile vanished instantly. He said to Tao Chengzhang, "Duke Tao, the Hubei New Army has set up checkpoints more than twenty *li* away from us. I saw they were checking very strictly, so I didn't continue forward."

"It doesn't matter. You can't speak the local Anhui dialect; going up rashly would be inappropriate instead." Tao Chengzhang didn't mind. "Since Bosun has also returned, our people are all here. Let's listen to what message Mr. Lu has brought from Wenqing."

After speaking, Tao Chengzhang looked at Lu Zhengping with piercing eyes.

Because the Restoration Society was a secret society from Zhejiang, no local Anhui secret societies came to defect. So there were not many people participating in this meeting, only seven. The crowd gathered around a square table, looking at the map Lu Zhengping took out. "Our Chairman Chen Ke suggests that the Restoration Society's best strategy against a strong enemy is to leave."

"Flee without fighting?" There was no emotion in Tao Chengzhang's voice. On the contrary, Xu Xilin looked up at Lu Zhengping after hearing this.

"Since you definitely can't win, why make meaningless sacrifices here?" Lu Zhengping said.

No one refuted, no one argued. The eyes of the Restoration Society leaders fell on Tao Chengzhang. Tao Chengzhang was silent for a while before saying, "After fighting Anqing, I finally understand that I am inferior to Wenqing in matters of fighting. For the past two months, we have only occupied this Chizhou city, and there has been no progress in mobilizing the revolution. The gentry shirk responsibility, and the common people don't believe us at all. Since Wenqing thinks we should withdraw, we might as well withdraw back to Zhejiang."

Xu Xilin hurriedly said, "Duke Tao, we have to fight at least a little bit. Returning to Zhejiang so gloomily, how can we explain to Mr. Cai Yuanpei? Moreover, Anqing is still there, and the Hubei New Army is unlikely to attack us mainly. Why should we flee first like this?"

Before Tao Chengzhang could speak, Lu Zhengping said, "Anqing cannot be held. I just came from Anqing; I can see without fighting that Anqing absolutely cannot be held."

"How long did you stay in Anqing?" Xu Xilin asked suspiciously.

"Less than a day."

"Can you know Anqing can't be held in such a short time?"

"There are no troops outside that must come to the rescue, and no city inside that must be defended. The Yue Wang Society only thinks about defending the city and has no idea of eliminating the Hubei New Army at all. Can they hold it just by blindly defending? It is no longer the days of broadswords, spears, bows, and arrows. After being equipped with new firearms like rifles and cannons, the advantage of the defending side has been greatly reduced. Not to mention that the defenders of Anqing are simply a mob."

Xu Xilin didn't know much about military affairs. Hearing Lu Zhengping say this, he was still skeptical, doubting more than believing. Tao Chengzhang took over the conversation decisively, "How long does Mr. Lu think Anqing can hold?"

"It will definitely fall within ten days."

"Why ten days?" Tao Chengzhang was puzzled by this accurate number.

"Because I don't know exactly how the combat power of the Hubei New Army is. But since it is a New Army, presumably they won't stop fighting after encountering a slight setback. Before I came this time, Chairman Chen Ke specifically counted the number of cannons and shells on the Anqing side. Once the fighting starts, Anqing's cannons can last at most five days. After five days, the shells will be used up. With the strength of that group in Anqing, they can't withstand two days of shelling on the city wall. Once the city wall is taken from them, morale will definitely be low. Failure is just a matter of one day. So I say they will definitely be defeated within ten days."

Lu Zhengping spoke with numbers, explaining the ongoing battle in Anqing in a quantified way. The people of the Restoration Society were skeptical after hearing it. Cadre Ping Zhichu, who was at the meeting, asked, "Fighting doesn't necessarily mean defending the city. If the Yue Wang Society adopts methods like night raids, they might not necessarily lose to the New Army, right?"

Regarding such an erroneous view that could already be considered "very common sense," Lu Zhengping felt that the Restoration Society's level was indeed much higher than that of the Yue Wang Society. He explained, "Definitely not. The New Army has much more various drills than the Yue Wang Society. Novices fighting experts will absolutely have no chance of winning. This is not a single combat where chaotic punches kill the old master. This is a large-scale battle of thousands or tens of thousands of people. Without strict training, victory is impossible."

Ping Zhichu was still skeptical of Lu Zhengping's words. He looked at Tao Chengzhang and saw Tao Chengzhang nodding slightly, obviously agreeing with Lu Zhengping's attitude. It was no longer convenient for Ping Zhichu to say more.

"Then how to retreat? Does Mr. Lu have any advice?"

"The route of retreat, the speed of retreat, and contingency plans for emergencies." Lu Zhengping said without hesitation. He pointed to the map, "How long do you prepare to retreat to where? This depends on how much material you can bring. This determines the speed of retreat..."

Lu Zhengping talked for half an hour before finishing the basic essentials of retreat. In fact, when Chen Ke taught this knowledge in the military academy, he used moving house as an example. At that time, Chen Ke used relaxed and happy words, and the students often couldn't help but roar with laughter. But since Lu Zhengping had fought so many battles, he couldn't help but mix in his own military experiences. It was the first time the Restoration Society people heard someone explain "military operations" relatively systematically. Even a seemingly simple retreat had so many tricks in it. Everyone was dumbfounded listening. In their view, retreat was fleeing in defeat. But they never expected that even fleeing had so much knowledge in it.

Tao Chengzhang was the first to recover. His eyes widened, and he said fervently, "Mr. Lu, can you stay in our Restoration Society? I want you to command this retreat."

Lu Zhengping didn't expect Tao Chengzhang to react so intensely. The People's Party's military operations were all formulated by staff officers, and Lu Zhengping was not a staff officer. He hurriedly declined, "I am also just talking on paper. I have never commanded a retreat operation myself."

Tao Chengzhang didn't care about Lu Zhengping's explanation at all. He said firmly, "Mr. Lu hasn't commanded a retreat, and we haven't commanded a retreat either. At least Mr. Lu has learned how to retreat. Did Wenqing send Mr. Lu here just to go through the motions?"

When Chen Ke sent Lu Zhengping, he only asked Lu Zhengping to act according to the circumstances and give the Restoration Society as much help as possible. Chen Ke actually thought the Restoration Society would very likely choose to stick to Chizhou. Unexpectedly, the Restoration Society could choose to retreat so decisively, which was beyond Lu Zhengping's expectations. He exchanged a glance with He Jinwu, who frowned slightly. After pondering for a while, He Jinwu asked, "We cannot retreat to Zhejiang with you."

"No need to go back to Zhejiang." Tao Chengzhang said, pointing to the map. "Just crossing Wuhu is enough. From Chizhou to Wuhu, there are many Manchu Qing garrisons along the way. As long as we pass Wuhu, we have comrades to meet us."

This was the truth. One of the reasons Tao Chengzhang could make up his mind to retreat so quickly was that the Qing army had cut off the connection between Zhejiang and Chizhou, making it difficult for supporting comrades from Zhejiang to reach Chizhou. He knew the Restoration Society was isolated and weak in Chizhou, so he made up his mind to retreat.

Hearing this, He Jinwu couldn't find a reason to oppose anymore. Before he and Lu Zhengping came, Chen Ke's instructions were that if the Restoration Society and the Yue Wang Society had no intention of cooperating at all, then the two could return directly to the base area. If these two revolutionary parties were genuinely willing to cooperate, especially if the Restoration Society was willing to cooperate, then give as much help as possible. Of course, the premise was that Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu couldn't get themselves killed. Looking at it now, the Restoration Society's intention to cooperate was extremely firm, and the two were only responsible for retreat matters, so it didn't violate Chen Ke's orders.

"Political Commissar Lu..." He Jinwu hinted.

Lu Zhengping nodded. "Then we will temporarily help everyone as assistants. If you feel we are not doing well, just say it directly. We will absolutely not delay your affairs."

Tao Chengzhang hurriedly responded, "What are you saying, Mr. Lu? Since we asked Mr. Lu to command, we will absolutely not disobey Mr. Lu's orders."
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"Brigade Commander, the rebels in Anqing sneaked out of the city," a signalman reported to Li Yuanhong, the Brigade Commander of the 21st Brigade of the Hubei New Army.

It was already approaching evening. Hearing this news, Li Yuanhong immediately perked up. "How many people did the rebels send out?"

"Reporting to the Commander, about a hundred rebels sneaked out of the city, heading towards our 41st Regiment. The Regiment Commander asked me to report to you that he will absolutely not let the rebels succeed in their sneak attack."

"Mn. Tell the Regiment Commander of the 41st Regiment that he must not let a single rebel escape. Go down."

Not long after the signalman left, dense gunfire was heard in the distance. The gunfire didn't pause for long before a signalman, led by a personal guard, entered Li Yuanhong's central army tent panting. "Brigade Commander, the Regiment Commander of the 41st Regiment reports that the squad of rebels leaving the city has been completely annihilated."

"Well done!" Li Yuanhong breathed a slight sigh of relief, then hurriedly added, "Let the Regiment Commander send the captured rebels to the central army immediately. I want to interrogate them personally."

"Yes." The signalman responded and quickly left the central army tent.

The staff officers who had been in Li Yuanhong's central army tent also breathed a sigh of relief. "Commander, it seems these Anqing rebels are also vulnerable in front of our Hubei New Army."

"How did these people capture Anqing? Was the Anhui New Army that vulnerable?"

Listening to the skillful flattery of the staff officers below, a smile appeared on Li Yuanhong's face. The fall of Anqing and Chizhou had shaken the court and the public. Li Yuanhong never expected that he, a Brigade Commander, would lead troops to pacify the Anqing rebels. He really didn't want outsiders to see his nervousness and excitement. If he could successfully exterminate the rebels and retake Anqing and Chizhou, how great this credit would be was something Li Yuanhong didn't need to remind himself repeatedly. The more he faced such credit, the more Li Yuanhong had to remind himself to be cautious. Because the fall of Anqing and Chizhou was truly too surprising.

"Brigade Commander, should we start attacking the city?" The staff officers didn't have Li Yuanhong's thoughts. Learning that the rebels leaving the city were eliminated so easily, everyone was excited. Generally speaking, those who dared to go out of the city to fight were elites. If the rebels' elites were so vulnerable, let alone those shrinking inside the city.

"No rush. Let's wait until I finish questioning those captured rebels," Li Yuanhong said calmly. Although he said this, Li Yuanhong also couldn't help but feel a burst of excitement and pride in his heart. To cover up this excitement, Li Yuanhong simply buried his head and pretended to look at the map. But how could that proud expression deceive the clever staff officers? The staff officers hurriedly gathered around and began to point at Anqing city. Their words inside and out meant letting Li Yuanhong send troops in force quickly to take Anqing city rapidly.

Li Yuanhong knew the true thoughts of these staff officers. After the rebels captured Anqing and Chizhou, the court was in chaos. Anqing was the provincial capital of Anhui after all, and the Anhui New Army was stationed there. As a result, Anqing fell in one day, and the New Army was wiped out. One must know that the New Armies of various provinces were troops established with great effort by the court. When did such a rebel force that could easily eliminate the Anhui New Army suddenly emerge? The court was terrified from top to bottom.

Conflicts and disputes between court ministers had always been directed at people rather than issues. Any trivial matter, once it reached the court, could turn into a fierce struggle between factions. Let alone such a major event as the fall of Anqing. Even Li Yuanhong, far away in Hubei, heard that this struggle had turned into a fierce struggle between Yuan Shikai of the Beiyang clique and the various princes, as usual. The upper-level struggle was too complex and fierce; Li Yuanhong couldn't grasp the main points. The New Armies around Anqing were extremely fearful of this "Revolutionary Party" that suddenly popped up. Since the news obtained by the court indicated that the Anhui New Army was very likely involved in a collective rebellion, under the strict orders of the court, the New Armies of various provinces all launched strict internal investigations to catch the revolutionaries who had infiltrated the New Army. With such a major search, plus the New Year, the New Armies around Anqing couldn't move.

After the New Year, because many rebels in Jiangsu and Zhejiang echoed the Anqing rebels, the southern New Armies dared not move easily. The heavy responsibility of suppressing bandits fell on the shoulders of the Hubei New Army. Regarding who to send to lead the troops, there were multiple opinions within the Hubei New Army. Most people thought that Zhang Biao, the Division Commander of the Hubei New Army, should lead the troops. But the Hubei New Army had just undergone a movement of "checking for revolutionaries within the New Army." Under the management of Lord Zhang Zhidong, the Hubei New Army was very "advanced," and there were quite a few people internally inclined towards the Revolutionary Party. There were also some officers and soldiers who didn't want to go to suppress the Anqing rebels. If Division Commander Zhang Biao left Hubei, some feared these New Army soldiers would cause trouble. In the end, the heavy responsibility of commanding the troops fell on Li Yuanhong. And Division Commander Zhang Biao wasn't stingy either. The troops dispatched included the 21st Brigade under Li Yuanhong, as well as the Hubei New Army Navy which had gathered the Anhui New Army Navy's warships. Zhang Biao also allocated the 29th Regiment under his own command to Li Yuanhong's command. Li Yuanhong's troop strength reached seven thousand.

If Li Yuanhong could easily take Anqing, not only could Li Yuanhong be promoted, but these staff officers following Li Yuanhong could also be promoted. Seeing the great victory in the first battle and the rebels being so vulnerable, which related to their own promotion and fame, the staff officers' minds became even more eager.

The Hubei New Army under the city temporarily maintained caution because of Li Yuanhong. This was originally good news for the Yue Wang Society inside the city. But none of the Yue Wang Society cadres could realize this. The unit that went out of the city to fight was a particularly brave and loyal secret society unit. They almost volunteered to ambush outside the city, preparing to "raid the camp" at night. But unexpectedly, they were ambushed by the New Army instead, and the whole army was wiped out in a moment. For the Yue Wang Society, this blow was too heavy.

The defenders of the Yue Wang Society on the city wall whispered to each other, uneasy. This rapid defeat made many defenders who came from the Anhui New Army couldn't help but recall the failure facing the People's Party. That failure was equally rapid, simple, and neat. Many defenders even thought superstitiously: as New Army soldiers, they lost battles; after becoming revolutionaries, they still lost battles? Could this Anqing be a place where they were destined to be unlucky?

The lower-level soldiers were in a state of panic, and the upper level of the Yue Wang Society fell into the same feeling. The secret society members who had originally shouted about going out of the city to fight were now silent as cicadas in winter, daring not utter such big words anymore. And those secret society members who originally advocated abandoning Anqing and running away had flickering eyes. They exchanged glances, then looked at Chen Duxiu and others sitting at the head with a hesitant look.

Chen Duxiu didn't notice the eyes of the secret society members. His mood had fallen into a blank state due to the great ups and downs. Chen Duxiu didn't understand military affairs. To him, revolutionary war should be one victory after another. Otherwise, how could there be the final victory of the revolution? After the Hubei New Army demonstrated its superior strength, it also demonstrated its strong combat effectiveness. Chen Duxiu was stunned by this clean and neat military failure.

As a military cadre, Chang Hengfang, who came from the New Army, could accept this failure. "This is just a small defeat. As long as we guard Anqing city well and don't go out of the city easily, the Hubei New Army won't be able to fight into the city so easily."

These words failed to inspire morale. The crowd acted as if they hadn't heard these words at all; those dazed remained dazed, those timid remained timid.

"Let's arrange the team for guarding the city tonight. Defend carefully. Tonight..." Speaking of this, Chang Hengfang paused. He wanted to say "Tonight won't be easy," but the atmosphere in the room was so low that Chang Hengfang felt he couldn't say this somewhat depressing sentence no matter what.

Seeing Chang Hengfang hesitating to speak, Diao Dezhang swallowed his saliva and then said, "Grand Commander Chen, given the current situation, I'll take my brothers to guard the North Gate." After finishing, Diao Dezhang thought for a moment and added, "The shelling is fierce. The brothers didn't rest well yesterday. We'll rest for the first half of the night and guard the second half."

Seeing that Diao Dezhang, who consistently advocated surrender, could be so righteous, Chen Duxiu couldn't refuse. He nodded, "Let's do it this way. Hengfang, you go arrange the troops guarding the city tonight. Be careful."

Chang Hengfang began to arrange the deployment for guarding the city. As a result, the followers of various secret societies were sent to the city wall. On the contrary, apart from half of the New Army troops controlled by the Yue Wang Society being placed at the West City and several other key defense points, the other half were kept in the barracks inside the city. This wasn't because Chang Hengfang had any selfishness. There was destined to be a big battle tomorrow during the day. If they exhausted their energy guarding the city at night, the number of troops capable of fighting would be extremely insufficient when the fighting started tomorrow.

The secret society members hesitated to speak, clearly dissatisfied with Chang Hengfang's arrangement.

Seeing the cowardly appearance of the secret society members, Chang Hengfang said angrily, "What are you afraid of? Aren't our troops defending the West City? There are New Army brothers at other key points. If the Hubei guys come to sneak attack, everyone just needs to hold on for a little while, and our reinforcements can arrive."

The secret society leaders knew this was true, but they were still very uneasy in their hearts. A secret society leader named Zhou Xingchen said timidly, "Commander Chang, then let me guard the North Gate with Brother Diao. Brother Diao has many people, I have few. I want to guard the city with him."

More people could embolden courage; Chang Hengfang could understand Zhou Xingchen's thought. He adjusted the order of night watch, and the secret society leaders left one after another.

When only the cadres of the Yue Wang Society were left in the conference hall, Chang Hengfang said in a tragic tone, "Grand Commander, we can hold it."

"With no reinforcements outside, how long can we hold?" Chen Duxiu's voice seemed to be questioning, yet also seemed to be affirming. The people in the conference hall were silent after hearing this. Before facing the New Army's land forces head-on, everyone still had thousands of "scenarios." When the Hubei New Army's infantry lined up under Anqing city, all "scenarios" were ruthlessly dispelled by reality. When the eyes of these people were forced onto this only path, every one of them suddenly discovered that the end of this path was very likely complete destruction. Many in the Yue Wang Society had to face such a reality: "Perhaps they knew this result long ago, but they always averted their gaze to avoid facing it."

In such a miserable atmosphere, Xiong Chengji stood up and said, "Grand Commander, comrades, we have also drilled diligently for more than a month. Our backbone can fight. The only problem is just that the secret societies don't listen to orders. Anqing city is too big; without the secret societies, we can't defend it completely. We place our own elite troops inside the city. Once the New Army attacks the city, we will transfer troops to where the New Army attacks. Presumably, we can hold it."

Xiong Chengji was a professional military academy graduate after all; his suggestion was not bad. Hearing this, Chang Hengfang was the first to agree, "Indeed so. The New Army can fight against secret societies. But there are also quite a few New Army veterans in our troops. Everyone is New Army; what is there to be afraid of? Do the Hubei guys have three heads and six arms?"

Encouraged by these two young military men, the conference hall gradually gained some vitality. Many people were still uneasy in their hearts, but they were young people after all and had a spirit of refusing to admit defeat. The performance of the secret societies these days had proved that they couldn't fight at all. But when both offensive and defensive sides were New Army, the Anqing side had the city wall as a reliance. Being in a high position looking down would be much better after all. It was uncertain who would win.

If he hadn't met Lu Zhengping, Chen Duxiu would also have been inspired by the enthusiasm of the young comrades. But he couldn't forget the conversation with Lu Zhengping last night. "The secret societies are unreliable. The New Army comrades are insufficient in number. Anqing is so big. Even if we beat back the first few attacks of the Hubei New Army, once the Hubei New Army increases troops, or the Nanjing New Army increases troops, this Anqing still can't be held. Since this is the case, why must we defend to the death?"

Chen Duxiu agreed relatively with Lu Zhengping's view, but commanding the retreat of several thousand people wasn't an easy task either. The retreat plan provided by Lu Zhengping was to first prepare dry food and send people to scout the path. Then disband the secret societies, let the core troops daring to fight attack the Hubei New Army fiercely, and suddenly retreat when the Hubei New Army thought Anqing wanted to go out of the city for a decisive battle. This could both buy time and improve efficiency. Chen Duxiu also agreed deeply. The problem was that Chen Duxiu was a revolutionary, or more accurately, Chen Duxiu was a literati and revolutionary theorist. He lacked the ability to fully execute this plan, and even more lacked the boldness to persuade comrades to execute this plan.

Thus, amidst everyone's chaotic thoughts, Chen Duxiu almost drifted with the current and wasted a day with everyone. Now seeing the comrades so enthusiastic, Chen Duxiu didn't know how to bring up the matter of retreat even more.

Chang Hengfang had already made up his mind to fight a decisive battle. Seeing that other cadres had reached a consensus, he said to Chen Duxiu, "Grand Commander, if there is nothing else, I will go organize the night watch."

"Mn..., good. Let it be so for now." Chen Duxiu responded.

Chang Hengfang took Xiong Chengji and others out together. Only Bai Wenwei was left in the conference hall. Chen Duxiu suddenly realized that he had lost another opportunity to persuade comrades to retreat at this time.

"Strictly guard the camp; beware of rebel sneak attacks." Li Yuanhong issued an order.

"Yes, Brigade Commander. Commander, what is the password for the camp tonight?" The staff officer asked while answering.

Li Yuanhong looked at the dishes on the table in front of him. He wanted to use a dish name as the password casually, but he couldn't help remembering Cao Cao's password "Chicken Ribs." Suppressing the urge to use a dish name, Li Yuanhong said, "Let's use 'Night Raid Anqing' as the password."

"Night Raid Anqing." The clerk hurriedly wrote down the password. After presenting it to Li Yuanhong for review, he applied the seal.

After the staff officers went out, Li Yuanhong ate a few mouthfuls of food boredly, and let the personal guards take the leftovers away. The staff officers dared not eat at the same table with Li Yuanhong, so the big tent was quiet. After the personal guard brewed tea, Li Yuanhong took a casual sip, and his brows couldn't help but frown.

This wasn't because the tea wasn't tasty; Li Yuanhong had his own worries. In the afternoon, Li Yuanhong personally interrogated the captured rebels. But he found that the rebels were simply a mob. These people were beaten severely after being captured. When they were brought to Li Yuanhong, every one of them had wounds all over their bodies and faces. There was no arrogance to speak of. Li Yuanhong's inquiry was very smooth. These people explained the situation inside the city in full detail. These circumstances not only didn't make Li Yuanhong feel relieved but made him feel even more confused.

When Anqing fell more than a month ago, it truly shook the world. Anqing was a provincial capital and a famous city. The fact that it was captured in a single day made many people pessimistic about the court even think that the comprehensive collapse of the Great Qing was about to begin. Regarding exterminating the Anqing rebels, opinions within the court were clearly divided into two factions. One faction advocated immediate suppression, while the other advocated finding out what happened first.

Officials advocating immediate suppression upheld the court's consistent attitude over the years: ruthless measures must be taken against those who dare to rebel to deter rebels. But those advocating finding out first were some more prudent ones. Although the Anhui New Army was not a unit good at fighting among the New Armies, it was a whole Brigade of New Army. Being wiped out in one day showed that the rebel forces were far beyond imagination.

Party struggles were fierce in the court, but there was no party politics in Hubei. The officers of the Hubei New Army thought that with nearly ten thousand people including New Army and officials at all levels in Anqing city, someone should have been able to run out to report the news. Unexpectedly, the Hubei New Army waited for half a month and didn't wait for any news to come out. In the past half month, the Hubei New Army also sent many spies, but the results were very different. Various diametrically opposed intelligence reports were numerous, yet when summed up, they couldn't piece together a decent general situation.

What the Hubei New Army knew was that the Yue Wang Society occupied Anqing, and the Restoration Society occupied Chizhou. This intelligence was better and could justify itself. regarding the Anqing New Army and the officials filling the city, the intelligence was varied. Some said all officials from En Ming down were killed by the revolutionaries; some said En Ming and others had defected to the revolutionaries; some said the entire Anhui New Army had defected to the revolutionaries. Anyway, the whereabouts and lives of the officials filling the city were unknown. This extremely strange matter made the Hubei New Army somewhat at a loss.

In a blink of an eye, the New Year passed. The Hubei New Army learned that because the refugees displaced to Nanjing and other places by the flood last year began to cause trouble, the court ordered the Governor-General of Liangjiang, Rui Fang, to appease them properly, and he was unable to send troops to Anqing at all. Moreover, after the fermentation of a New Year, various news became even more unpredictable. generally speaking, not only were the whereabouts of the civil and military officials filling Anqing still unknown, but it was also heard that a new revolutionary party, the "People's Party," had risen in northern Anhui. The sayings about the People's Party were even more varied. Some said the People's Party was subordinate to the Yue Wang Society; some said the People's Party was subordinate to the Restoration Society. Every statement seemed reasonable. Finally, Lord Zhang Zhidong, far away in Beijing, issued an order for the Hubei New Army to prepare to send troops. Lord Zhang Zhidong was now a Grand Councilor in the capital; presumably, his words would absolutely not be wrong. The Hubei New Army began to prepare for war, but there was no news from the court for a long time. It wasn't until ten days ago that the Hubei New Army formally received the court's order to send troops to suppress.

But through today's interrogation, the captives confessed that the one who conquered Anqing was unexpectedly not the Yue Wang Society or the Restoration Society, but some People's Party that was not in Anqing at all. Moreover, the People's Party was not a subordinate of the Yue Wang Society or the Restoration Society. According to the captives, the People's Party was a revolutionary party established long ago and now controlled the area of North Anhui. North Anhui suffered floods, and news didn't get through; even if there was news, it was bad news. Such a group of revolutionaries suddenly rose in the disaster area. With poor communication between North Anhui and Hubei, Li Yuanhong really didn't know if he should listen to the captives' words. Sipping tea, Li Yuanhong was really undecided in his heart.

But after thinking for a while, Li Yuanhong put down his worries. Although the captives mentioned such a People's Party, they all said that the People's Party had returned to Fengyang long ago. Fengyang was hundreds of *li* away from here, so there was no need to fear. As long as Anqing and Chizhou were retaken, it would be a great merit. Let the court worry about whatever People's Party in Fengyang.

After determining these, Li Yuanhong ordered, "Notify all battalions to cook at the third watch tomorrow (around midnight to 2 AM? Usually means early morning). As soon as it gets light, start shelling the West City of Anqing."

"Yes, Brigade Commander."

"Wait, go and instruct all battalions again to strictly guard against Anqing rebels raiding the camp tonight." Li Yuanhong still maintained the principle of caution first.
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In the latter half of the night, the troops who had been staring wide-eyed guarding the Anqing city walls for most of the night finally looked forward to their replacements. The secret society members guarding the first half of the night were already sleepy, plus they had been on tenterhooks for half the night. With someone coming to replace them, everyone hurried down the city wall to return to the barracks to rest. It was early April now, and the nights were still very cool. No one noticed that the secret society members who went up to the North City wall were mostly wearing thick clothes.

Diao Dezhang's face still wore a depressed look. Since the Hubei New Army attacked, he had always looked like this. After getting on the city wall, Diao Dezhang first ordered his followers to find their positions behind the battlements, and then began to patrol. It took quite a while for the chaos on the city wall to subside. In the darkness of the night, only a dozen torches on the Anqing city wall showed a little vitality.

Zhou Xingchen had over forty men under him, while Diao Dezhang had over two hundred. These three hundred men occupied more than half of the city wall. It was pitch black below the city, but no one dared to light more torches. This was no longer the age of bows and arrows. These days, the secret society members had seen the range of rifles. Rifles that could kill people from such a long distance truly terrified them. If the city wall were brightly lit as storytellers described, it would only make themselves targets.

Zhou Xingchen secretly leaned close to Diao Dezhang. Seeing no one around, he lowered his voice and said, "Brother Diao, I want to ask you a favor."

Looking at Zhou Xingchen's sneaky appearance, Diao Dezhang frowned. "What is it?"

Zhou Xingchen leaned into Diao Dezhang's ear and said, "Brother Diao, when you take your brothers out of the city later, I hope you can take our brothers with you."

Diao Dezhang pushed away Zhou Xingchen, who was leaning close to his ear, then grabbed the clothes on Zhou Xingchen's chest and pulled him in front of himself, saying in a voice deliberately suppressed extremely low, "What nonsense are you talking about?"

Zhou Xingchen's voice was filled with a kind of weakness and shame. "Brother Diao, our brothers don't want to die. This Anqing city is a death trap. Now the Hubei New Army hasn't surrounded the city yet, we still have a way out. Brother Diao, if you didn't want to leave, why did you make the brothers wear such thick clothes? Isn't what's stuffed inside those clothes the reward money from these days?"

Diao Dezhang never expected Zhou Xingchen's eyes to be so sharp. He had actually made up his mind to leave Anqing city long ago. But since the Hubei New Army arrived outside the city, the defenders at the city gates were all direct subordinates of the Yue Wang Society. It was absolutely impossible to leave the city legitimately, so he requested to guard the city in the latter half of the night. Even so, Diao Dezhang didn't dare tell his plan to all his brothers; he only told a hundred relatively reliable ones. For the remaining hundred or so, he planned to let the trusted aides left behind persuade them to leave after he had left the city. Suddenly having his mind spoken by Zhou Xingchen, Diao Dezhang felt a mix of shock and anger.

Although his collar was grabbed in Diao Dezhang's hand, Zhou Xingchen already knew he had absolutely not misjudged Diao Dezhang. He leaned into Diao Dezhang's ear again and said, "Brother, let's not speak like strangers. If we want to leave, we leave now. Any later and it will be too late."

The sorrowful look on Diao Dezhang's face had long flown to the nine heavens. He gritted his teeth slightly and pushed away Zhou Xingchen again. His voice also became calm and firm. "Zhou Xingchen, I'll take some brothers down first, and you follow me down. Then we go our separate ways. But I'll say this upfront: if you fight us for the path, don't say I'm impolite."

Zhou Xingchen nodded hurriedly. "Yes, yes. Brother Diao, I just think you are a sensible person, that's why I want to follow you. I absolutely won't fight with Brother Diao. Whatever Brother says goes."

Not long after, several ropes were quietly lowered from the city wall. Diao Dezhang first sent trusted aides down the wall to scout the path. Since the Anhui Revolutionary Army didn't plan to go out of the city to fight at all, there were no checkpoints below the city. The only thing to worry about was whether the Hubei New Army had an ambush outside. Diao Dezhang pursed his lips, standing in the darkness of the city wall, staring closely at the darkness outside the city. Zhou Xingchen couldn't help pacing back and forth. After an unknown amount of time, a few bird calls were heard from outside. A moment later, a few more.

Zhou Xingchen guessed this was the signal. He leaned close to Diao Dezhang with a look of joy. Before he could speak, he heard Diao Dezhang shout in a low voice, "Shut your mouth." Zhou Xingchen obediently shut his mouth as if his throat had been choked.

A few more people went down the wall, and then there was no movement. After an unknown amount of time, the bird call signaling news came from below the city. Only then did Diao Dezhang relax. He hurriedly directed his trusted aides to go down the wall.

"Brother Diao, what about me?" Watching people go down the wall one by one along the ropes, Zhou Xingchen became anxious.

Diao Dezhang looked at Zhou Xingchen coldly, his tone full of contempt. "What's the panic? Hurry up and take your people to go down the wall here." After speaking, Diao Dezhang had already leaped onto the city wall, grabbed a rope, and started sliding down.

"Diao..." Zhou Xingchen wanted to ask more, but Diao Dezhang could no longer be seen from the city wall. He slapped his thigh and turned to call his subordinates.

If Lu Zhengping, who was currently in Chizhou, saw Diao Dezhang's practice, he would very likely not be able to help but offer a compliment. This decisiveness and caution were indeed qualities required for commanding a retreat.

In less than an hour, all the secret society members on the North City wall had gone down the wall, and then left Anqing city under the leadership of the scouts who had set off in advance.

After Zhou Xingchen's feet stepped on the land outside Anqing city, he immediately felt extremely relaxed in his heart. Finally free! Finally broke away from this death trap of Anqing. No longer need to feel fear amidst the sound of shell explosions and gunfire. After walking a short distance forward, Zhou Xingchen gathered his brothers and stopped in place. This action was extremely conspicuous in the flow of people trying their best to leave Anqing city, and these dozens of people stopping motionless also blocked the way for those behind.

"Why aren't you walking?" Diao Dezhang, who was walking in front, rushed back and asked in a low voice.

Zhou Xingchen took out a money pouch with a fake smile. "Brother Diao, you really helped me a lot this time. This little token is just a small gesture from me, your brother. Let's part ways here. The green mountains do not change, the green water flows forever. Next time Brother Diao has any instructions, I, your little brother, will definitely serve you faithfully."

"Are you stupid? The Hubei New Army is just outside. We have already scouted the path; you hurry up and follow us." Diao Dezhang said in a low voice.

Seeing his brothers already gathered together, Zhou Xingchen not only didn't look intimidated at all but even raised his voice. "That's not necessary, Brother Diao. For going down the wall with Brother Diao just now, I am very grateful. We left without saying goodbye, and the commotion just now wasn't small; I'm afraid the Yue Wang Society already knows. I'll cover the rear for Brother. If people from the Yue Wang Society chase us, we'll block them."

The place where Zhou Xingchen and others were located wasn't too far from the city gate. Diao Dezhang looked at the city gate, then looked at Zhou Xingchen and his followers who had completely gathered. Diao Dezhang smiled. "Then I'll trouble Brother Zhou. See you later." After speaking, he disappeared into the night with his subordinates.

After walking for a good while, Diao Dezhang suddenly stopped those trusted aides, while others continued forward. He quietly turned back with this group of people. But from afar, he saw Zhou Xingchen and others still gathered together, with no intention of moving at all. The two groups of people stood quietly separated by the night. Until there was a trace of light on the horizon, Diao Dezhang knew he couldn't hide any longer, so he unwillingly led his trusted aides to retreat quietly.

The sky brightened a few more shades. Zhou Xingchen looked around as far as he could see. Seeing that there was indeed no one around, he sent a few brothers to scout ahead before starting to retreat.

"What? The North City is empty now?" Chang Hengfang's voice was filled with doubt and shock.

The one replying was a petty officer of the New Army. He said somewhat anxiously, "Commander Chang, we don't know when all the people on the North City left. We don't know if they were captured by the Hubei New Army."

"I..." Hearing this, Chang Hengfang wished he could go up and slap this petty officer twice. This was obviously the secret societies fleeing privately; how could this petty officer think it was the Hubei New Army going up the city to catch people in the middle of the night? If the Hubei New Army could do this, why would they retreat? Killing their way down directly from the North City would be more effortless, and they could take Anqing immediately.

But this wasn't the time to scold his own people. Chang Hengfang shouted, "Have the troops defending the city all gone up to the wall now?"

"Yes. Commander Xu Yingxin has already taken brothers up to the North City."

Chang Hengfang roared, "You tell Commander Xu now, absolutely no one is allowed to enter or leave the city gates. If there are still secret society members wanting to go up the wall, drive them down immediately. Go now!"

After the officer left quickly, Chang Hengfang felt he had nowhere to vent his depression. He suddenly grabbed a chair beside him, raised it high, and then smashed it onto the table with all his might. Chang Hengfang used all his strength, as if in front of him was not a table but Diao Dezhang's head. The hardwood chair smashed onto the table surface, first making a loud bang, followed by a series of cracking sounds. A large hole was smashed into the table surface, and three of the chair's four legs were broken. Chang Hengfang was still not relieved. He waved the broken chair and continued to smash it onto the table surface non-stop.

The orderly outside saw Chang Hengfang so angry and hurriedly rushed in to hold Chang Hengfang's arm. "Commander Chang, no need for this. No need for this."

Blocked by the orderly, Chang Hengfang smashed a few more times before throwing down the disassembled chair, panting heavily. "These treacherous bastards. I absolutely won't spare them." Chang Hengfang roared. But he knew this was impossible. Before long, the Hubei New Army's new day of attack would begin. It was already extremely difficult to cope with the Hubei New Army's attack; where would there be troops to chase the secret society members who fled out of the city? And even if they caught up, so what? Persuade them to come back? Or simply kill Diao Dezhang and the others?

As if to prove Chang Hengfang's judgment, the sound of cannons suddenly came from outside. This was not the cannon sound from the river south of the city, but from the direction of the West City. The Hubei New Army began the formal siege battle.

Among the many New Armies of the Manchu Qing, the Beiyang New Army naturally ranked first. But the Hubei New Army also had its own many strengths. For example, Hubei's arsenal could manufacture firearms and ammunition itself. Moreover, when Zhang Zhidong established the Hubei New Army, he paid considerable attention to education. New Army generals mostly came from modern military academies, and their cultural quality was relatively higher than soldiers. In the early days of Zhang Zhidong's establishment of the Hubei New Army, it was explicitly stipulated that "only those under twenty who can also read are allowed to be recruited." He also listed "half of the soldiers entering the camp must be literate" as the first article of "Essentials of Hubei Troop Training." At the same time, Zhang Zhidong also attached great importance to the education of soldiers after entering the camp. Zhang Zhidong set up large and small "lecture halls" and "reading rooms" in each banner and battalion of the New Army, which was undoubtedly conducive to improving the cultural quality of soldiers. In particular, Zhang Zhidong showed ingenuity by creating the Hubei Army Special Primary School, selecting those "fluent in writing and reasoning" from the soldiers, ordering them to "come to the hall to study subjects during the day and return to camp at night," "graduating in turns and entering camp in turns," thereby "embedding the meaning of universal education in troop training." So in the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers of 1905, the Beiyang New Army "won with courage," and the Hubei New Army "won with learning."

Able to manufacture armaments themselves and having relatively high cultural literacy, the level of the artillery troops, which had the most technical content in the Hubei New Army, was outstanding among the New Armies. With an order from Li Yuanhong, the ready artillery troops began to bombard the West City wall of Anqing. After several rounds of test firing, the Hubei New Army's artillery constantly adjusted firing data. Shells began to fall accurately on the city wall.

The Anqing Revolutionary Army's initial idea was to rely heavily on the city wall for defense. Li Yuanhong knew this basic idea clearly. He held binoculars and looked at the city wall, only to see that after every shell landed on the city wall and exploded, sandbags, sand and soil, and shattered human limbs flew in the air. There were even scenes of whole people being blown into mid-air. Li Yuanhong put down the binoculars with satisfaction. Those on the city wall now should all be the elites of the rebels. Such a round of shelling would definitely cause heavy casualties to the rebels.

"Brigade Commander, should we attack the city?" The staff officers also saw the appearance of the city wall and asked with joy.

Li Yuanhong waved his hand. "What's the rush? Wait until the navy captures the Yingjiang Temple battery."

"If we press on now, we will definitely be able to capture the city wall." The staff officers advised.

Li Yuanhong sneered. "The rebels only have the city wall to rely on; they will definitely not give it up. Attacking the city now will only waste troops for nothing. No rush. After fighting for a while longer, we will stop and give the rebels time to climb the city wall. When they stabilize their footing on the city wall, we will use cannons to bombard again. Isn't this much better than fighting hard?"

"Brigade Commander has brilliant foresight." The staff officers quickly began to flatter him.

"Contact the navy quickly and ask them to capture the Yingjiang Temple artillery position today. Without the artillery position, let's see what the rebels use to hold this Anqing." After finishing, Li Yuanhong sat steadily on the folding chair. Although he was the Brigade Commander of the 21st Brigade of the Hubei New Army, Li Yuanhong was not from a military academy. He was a graduate of the Beiyang Naval Academy and also a student of Yan Fu. Li Yuanhong had participated in the naval battle of the First Sino-Japanese War. After the war, he defected to Zhang Zhidong and was highly regarded, so he rose all the way in the Hubei New Army. From his heart, Li Yuanhong trusted the navy more. As long as the navy took the Yingjiang Temple artillery position and then captured the water gate of Anqing, under the pincer attack from the south and west, Li Yuanhong firmly believed that the Anqing rebels couldn't last long.

The staff officers were somewhat puzzled. "Commander, a pincer attack from two sides is certainly good, but the rebels guarding the Yingjiang Temple battery are still resisting stubbornly."

Li Yuanhong came from the naval academy and had participated in the naval battle of the First Sino-Japanese War. There was one thing his attention and sensitivity far exceeded others in the Hubei New Army. "Even if the rebels can stick to the Yingjiang Temple position, they don't have that many shells. By this afternoon at the latest, they will have no shells to use. At that time, the naval warships will shoot at close range. No matter how stubborn those rebels are, they can't stop the shells."

"Brilliant foresight, brilliant foresight!" The staff officers flattered him again.

This time Li Yuanhong didn't pay attention to the staff officers anymore. He steadily picked up his teacup and began to sip.

Everything was almost the same as Li Yuanhong predicted. The defenders on the city wall were all the core troops of the Yue Wang Society. This dense shelling caused heavy casualties to the defenders on the city wall. Seeing this posture of the Hubei New Army, the Anqing Revolutionary Army worried that the Hubei New Army was preparing to take advantage of the situation to seize the West City wall. So they had to rush to send more troops to the city wall. In this back and forth, the number of casualties exceeded three hundred. When the army officers ordered reinforcements again, cases of disobedience had already appeared among the subordinates.

When this news reached the headquarters of the Yue Wang Society in the Anhui Governor's Yamen, Chang Hengfang, who was apologizing to Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei, roared furiously at the signalman, "First the secret societies fled, now is it the turn of the New Army?"

"Commander Chang, you can't say that." Bai Wenwei immediately stopped Chang Hengfang's loss of composure. At this point, everyone had to pull together. Chang Hengfang's words were obviously intensifying conflicts.

However, it never rains but it pours. Not long after, Xiong Chengji, the commander at the Yingjiang Temple artillery position, also sent an emergency report saying that the shells at Yingjiang Temple were few and far between. He hoped Chang Hengfang could send people to help defend the battery. The Yingjiang Temple battery had been the psychological pillar of the Anqing Revolutionary Army for the past two days. Hearing the rumbling sound of cannons, everyone felt they were using powerful artillery to persist in fighting the enemy. Because Xiong Chengji commanded well, amidst the chaos, no one had paid attention to the shell problem. If people were lacking, everyone could still transfer troops, but there was nowhere to get things like shells. Receiving Xiong Chengji's news, everyone looked at each other in dismay, not knowing what to say. Without cannons, should they use rifles to shoot against the enemy's cannons? Heaven knew how many shells the Hubei guys had and how long they could fight.

In this silence, Chang Hengfang roared, "Let's go out of the city and fight it out with these Hubei guys!"

"Hengfang, calm down." Bai Wenwei hurriedly advised.

Chang Hengfang threw caution to the wind at this moment. His eyes were wide open in anger as he shouted at Bai Wenwei, "Calm down for what? How did the People's Party win? They had no cannons and no guns. Wasn't it by close combat? letting the Hubei guys fight like this, we are simply waiting for death. Since we die anyway, we might as well fight to the death."

"What's the use of you fighting to the death? You can only take about a thousand people out now. Can you beat the Hubei New Army?" Bai Wenwei also got angry. "If you fight to the death, who will defend this Anqing?"

Regarding Bai Wenwei's words, Chang Hengfang immediately retorted, "Anqing is a pit dug for us by the People's Party. The People's Party knew they couldn't hold Anqing, so they simply pushed us out. The Manchu Qing attacked our Yue Wang Society with all their strength, and the People's Party watched the joke from behind. If you ask me, we shouldn't have wanted this Anqing at all. Let the People's Party give it to whoever they want. Isn't there still the Restoration Society? We didn't need to stick our necks out."

"The People's Party didn't plan to want Anqing from the beginning; it was I who insisted on occupying it." Seeing the comrades almost losing their reason, Chen Duxiu finally spoke. Hearing this, the comrades couldn't help but shiver. Although Chen Duxiu's words were the truth, no one was willing to admit it. And Chen Duxiu didn't mean to let everyone reflect. He knew that if he didn't make up his mind and sat watching the situation develop naturally, the final result would be meaningless destruction. "I thought as long as we occupied Anqing, the situation would change immediately. Looking at it now, I was completely wrong. If we can't completely defeat the Manchu Qing, occupying one or two cities is meaningless. It only lets everyone die in vain. Gentlemen joined the revolution for the success of the revolution, not to let the Manchu Qing use our heads to scare other revolutionary comrades. We retreat, retreat to Hefei which the People's Party just conquered."

Chen Duxiu's words shocked everyone. They never expected Chen Duxiu to make such a decision. "Grand Commander, can the People's Party tolerate us?" Bai Wenwei hurriedly advised.

"What is there to tolerate or not. We rose in revolution to overthrow the Manchu Qing and establish a new China. The so-called tolerate or not is just us wanting to swallow the People's Party, or the People's Party wanting to swallow us. Such partisan struggle is very meaningless. Comrades, what is the purpose of our Yue Wang Society?"

Hearing Chen Duxiu's question, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society stiffened their necks one by one and refused to answer.

Chen Duxiu didn't continue to force everyone. He said frankly, "The purpose of our Yue Wang Society is to emulate Yue Wumu resisting the Liao and Jin, unchanging until death. We must inherit his will and do our best to expel the Manchus. If the People's Party also has this purpose, what does it matter if we obey the People's Party's orders?"

"Grand Commander, we are in danger now, and the People's Party has no intention of rescuing us at all." Chang Hengfang was still relentless.

Addressing this common understanding among the Yue Wang Society cadres, Chen Duxiu asked, "Then when we occupied Anqing and were riding high, when did we ever care about the People's Party? Our Yue Wang Society occupied Anqing, but what did we do for the local people of Anqing? What benefits did the people get from our revolution? Did the people eat a grain of our rice? Or spend a penny of ours? Just the money we spent on Diao Dezhang and Zhou Xingchen could benefit how many common people? But did we do it? Now when we are defending the city, can we see the common people on the street? Comrades, being a person always requires talking about some morality (*daoyi*). Since we cannot establish China above, nor save the people below, then at least don't let revolutionary comrades die in vain with us."

Chen Duxiu's spirit at this moment overwhelmed the despairing Yue Wang Society cadres. Especially when Chen Duxiu mentioned morality, the cadres felt speechless. One of the foundations of the establishment of the Yue Wang Society was "morality." Like other "Revolutionary Parties" of this era, the Yue Wang Society had neither a comprehensive revolutionary concept nor specific revolutionary methods. They felt the misery of China and then directed all their resentment at the Manchu Qing government. But this passion born of justice could only be maintained in reality by "morality" and "Jianghu loyalty" in Chinese tradition. And the secret societies were undoubtedly unreliable, and Chen Duxiu personally criticized the "morality" that the Yue Wang Society prided itself on. For these revolutionaries, nothing was more drastic than this denial.

Seeing everyone silent, Chen Duxiu continued, "Everyone blaming the People's Party is blaming the wrong person. The one who was impatient to take Anqing into his hands back then was me, this Grand Commander. If comrades feel that I am still the Grand Commander, then listen to my order. We retreat to Hefei now. As long as we can preserve our backbone, the Yue Wang Society will surely have a day to make a comeback."

The cadres actually knew that if they didn't retreat now, when the Hubei New Army's infantry moved, it would be too late to retreat. And now the only one they could defect to was the People's Party. But for over a month, because of occupying Anqing, the Yue Wang Society had developed an arrogant mentality. Everyone felt that no matter how powerful the People's Party was, with one word from the Yue Wang Society, the People's Party would still hand over Anqing city obediently. Although everyone knew this thinking was wrong, the Yue Wang Society crowd had formed this concept in their hearts. Being driven out of Anqing by the Hubei New Army at this time and defecting to the People's Party gloomily—everyone found it unacceptable psychologically.

Chen Duxiu didn't care so much anymore. He began to issue orders. "If no one has any objections, we will start retreating now. Hengfang, you let the comrades on the various positions withdraw. Commander Bai, you take people to the silver vault now and bring all the gold and silver. Dekuan, you go and bring as much grain as possible from the grain depot. It must be enough for us to eat on the way to Hefei. As for the secret societies, tell them to disperse. Let those who want to leave go. For those willing to follow us, explain clearly to them that following us this time, there is no pay or provisions."

"What about the cannons and machine guns?" Chang Hengfang asked angrily.

"Leave them for the Hubei New Army to loot. Without these things for them to loot, I'm afraid the New Army won't let us leave so easily."

Everyone stood in place, wanting to raise objections. But facing the future of doomed destruction if they stayed in the city, no one could come up with a better way. After a long while, Chang Hengfang responded angrily, "I'll go gather the troops now." After speaking, he went out angrily.

"Grand Commander..." Bai Wenwei wanted to step forward and persuade him further.

"Commander Bai, whether we can retreat from Anqing unscathed is still uncertain. If we are caught up by the Hubei New Army on the road, it will be a bloody battle. Bring the money well. If we can reach Hefei, this will be the capital for our Yue Wang Society's revival."

Hearing that Chen Duxiu hadn't given up on the revolution, Bai Wenwei finally felt relieved. "Grand Commander, I will definitely guard our military funds well on the road."

"Dekuan, you go too." Chen Duxiu said to Shi Dekuan who stood dumbfounded in place.

"Grand Commander..."

"Go now, Dekuan. If we have no grain, are we going to be bandits robbing grain along the way?" Chen Duxiu said unquestionably.

"Yes." Shi Dekuan obeyed Chen Duxiu's instruction.
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Li Yuanhong did not expect the rebels in Anqing city to decide to retreat. Without any special reason, Li Yuanhong firmly believed that those rebels would not be willing to leave Anqing city. Under such judgment, Li Yuanhong ordered a temporary halt to the shelling. Although Li Yuanhong appeared to be conducting the war methodically, he actually had far more confusion and doubts in his heart than outsiders could see.

This battle to recover Anqing was not just a military operation; it also had a deeper political background. Li Yuanhong was just a soldier and knew very little about what exactly happened in the court. He only knew what happened in Hubei. After the fall of Anqing, Lord Zhang Zhidong suddenly went to Beijing. Before leaving for Beijing, Lord Zhang spoke: without Lord Zhang's personal order, no matter whose order it was, the New Army was not allowed to "act rashly." The meaning of this phrase "no matter whose order" was very rich. Theoretically, the Hubei New Army was the court's army and also under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Army. If these two issued orders, the New Army must obey. But Lord Zhang's meaning, put plainly, was "If I don't give the order, the Hubei New Army is absolutely not allowed to move."

Li Yuanhong didn't know exactly what happened in the court, nor did he have much impulse to know. The Hubei New Army was an army created single-handedly by Lord Zhang Zhidong, so naturally, they followed Lord Zhang's lead. Whether it was the court or the Ministry of Army, without Lord Zhang's order, not a single soldier of the Hubei New Army would move. After everyone prepared for more than a month, Lord Zhang Zhidong's personal order finally arrived in Hubei. The content was very simple: "Caution is the priority. Retaking Anqing and Chizhou is the main point. Do not be greedy for merit."

Li Yuanhong's understanding of this passage was: "Few deaths, no rush, fight slowly." The only thing Li Yuanhong didn't understand was that when the New Army sent troops, the court usually gave money, but this time the Hubei New Army was sent without a penny. But since Lord Zhang had spoken, it was impossible for the Hubei New Army to make a fuss over this little money. So Li Yuanhong proceeded with the battle step by step and did not adopt the tactic of surrounding Anqing city on four sides. He didn't know that his "conservatism" gave the rebels in Anqing city a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Because there were no Hubei New Army troops outside the North Gate, Chen Duxiu set the breakout route at the north of the city.

Of course, even if Li Yuanhong knew that the rebels in Anqing city were preparing to break out, he would not change his deployment. Lord Zhang Zhidong had explained very clearly: "Retaking Anqing and Chizhou is the main point." As for the rebels in the city, Li Yuanhong believed that Lord Zhang's words had already made it very clear: "Do not be greedy for merit."

When Chen Duxiu led more than nine hundred core members of the Yue Wang Society to leave the North Gate of Anqing, the situation was surprisingly smooth. Without any obstruction, they left Anqing city carrying the remaining hundred thousand taels of silver from the silver vault and over thirty thousand *jin* of grain from the granary. Two hundred backbone soldiers were left in Anqing city; Chang Hengfang led them to be responsible for the rearguard. Watching the high Anqing city getting farther and farther away, these Yue Wang Society backbones felt a strong sense of loss in their hearts. When could they return to this big city? None of these people had any idea. Just at this moment, the Hubei New Army's cannons fired again. The rumbling sound of cannons seemed to be a bugle call, encouraging these Yue Wang Society personnel who had withdrawn from Anqing to turn their heads north and walk quickly.

Chang Hengfang was extremely indignant about the betrayal of the secret societies. The reason he accepted the order to cover the rear was, on the one hand, that as a military commander, he was considered very capable and prestigious. On the other hand, Chang Hengfang had a burst of evil fire in his heart that he wanted to vent; he volunteered to be responsible for the rearguard himself.

"Commander Chang! We can't go up this city wall." The secret society leader cried and knelt down, then hugged Chang Hengfang's legs tightly. "Commander Chang, the Hubei guys' shelling is so fierce; going up the city wall means death. If you make us go up the wall, that's asking for our lives. Commander Chang, this wall cannot be climbed."

"Are you trying to betray the revolution?" Chang Hengfang roared. Behind him, two hundred fully armed Yue Wang Society backbone soldiers glared at the secret society leaders in front of them. They also knew about Diao Dezhang and Zhou Xingchen fleeing. Regarding the betrayal of the secret societies, these soldiers were as angry as Chang Hengfang. As long as Chang Hengfang gave an order, these soldiers would shoot the secret society members without hesitation.

Chang Hengfang stared closely at those trembling secret society leaders. "In the past month or so, each of you has earned at least fifty taels from us. When it's time for you to go into battle, why don't you have that vowing vigor from back then? Was everything you said back then just farting?"

None of the secret society leaders dared to make a sound. The loud noise and violent vibration of the exploding shells completely deprived these people of their courage. They dared not go up the wall no matter what, but facing the angry Chang Hengfang and the group of angry Anqing Revolutionary Army soldiers behind him, they also dared not refuse.

Chang Hengfang originally wanted to scold the secret societies again, but at this moment, he really didn't have the extra time. "It's fine if you refuse to go up the West City wall. You go guard the East City and South City for me right now. There are no Hubei guys under the East and South walls."

Hearing Chang Hengfang show mercy, this group of people nodded repeatedly. Chang Hengfang didn't say more; he ordered the soldiers to escort this group of people, making them take their followers up the city walls of the South City and East City. Under the wall, Chang Hengfang called the secret society leaders together again. "We have now circled from the north of the city to behind the Hubei guys. This is to fight a decisive battle with the Hubei guys. You must guard the East and South of the city for us. Do you hear me?"

"Commander Chang, we can definitely hold it, we can definitely hold it." Regardless of what they thought in their hearts, the secret society leaders said non-stop with their mouths.

"When we come back after winning the battle, if you are not on the wall, don't say I'm impolite." Chang Hengfang made the final threat, then led the troops towards the North Gate.

By midnight, Chang Hengfang finally caught up with Chen Duxiu and the others who had already left the city. The combined force of more than one thousand one hundred people didn't care about anything else and marched overnight with torches. Everyone knew that the Hubei New Army had cavalry. If they couldn't get out of the cavalry's attack range as soon as possible, just these one thousand one hundred people really wouldn't be enough for the New Army Cavalry Battalion to fight. Urged by fear, plus having a clear destination, the troops burst out with unprecedented marching ability, actually walking more than forty *li* in one night.

Li Yuanhong learned that Anqing was already an empty city that night. Several gentry who ran out of Anqing city cried and asked Li Yuanhong to enter the city. After the secret societies left in Anqing city discovered that the Yue Wang Society had run away, some began to retreat, while others with great courage had already begun to loot in Anqing city. These gentry came to find Li Yuanhong to ask for rescue troops.

Whether by torture or gentle questioning, since the gentry told the truth, naturally no other result would be asked. Li Yuanhong readily sent out scouts. The scouts soon returned to report that the situation in Anqing city was indeed as the gentry said. Li Yuanhong kept the regiment left to him by Division Commander Zhang Biao to guard the main camp, and sent two regiments under his own command to "rescue the people of Anqing." This was a fat job. Since Anqing was already an empty city, everything left in this city could be taken arbitrarily by these Hubei New Army soldiers. Especially those secret society members; they definitely had valuable things on them. Killing these rebels, firstly, heads could be exchanged for rewards; secondly, the property on these secret society members would completely belong to the New Army.

There were no defenders on the city wall long ago. Li Yuanhong's troops didn't lose their reason because of this huge profit in front of them. They first went up the city wall, then quickly occupied the various city gates. Looking down from a high position at this time, they saw fire and wailing rising together in the city. After guarding the city gates and walls, these rebels in the city found it hard to escape even with wings. Some Hubei New Army soldiers watched the secret societies looting and were anxious to go down and get rid of these misbehaving "rebels." The officers calmly stopped the soldiers' impulse. "What's the rush? Let them rob for a while longer."

The soldiers didn't figure out the twist in this, but the officers knew it clearly. As long as these rebels were annihilated, the property carried by the rebels would all be obtained by the New Army. Under such circumstances, the more the rebels robbed, the better. The Hubei New Army had absolutely no reason to save money for the people of Anhui.

The Yue Wang Society's backbone troops fleeing towards Hefei had good luck. The Hubei New Army's choice gave them a night's time. And the Yue Wang Society's good luck continued. After dawn broke, the Hubei New Army killed their way down from the city wall and annihilated the secret societies. Although the captured secret society members didn't know where the Yue Wang Society went, they knew where other secret societies went. The Hubei New Army cavalry dispatched immediately and began to pursue those fleeing secret societies. To survive, the secret society members told the truth, and the Hubei New Army Cavalry Battalion gained extremely rich harvests. To get more money, the Hubei New Army cavalry adopted a policy of extermination towards the secret societies they caught up with. The property searched from the secret societies made the cavalrymen eclectic with joy.

Under such good luck, the Yue Wang Society gained another day of marching time. Li Yuanhong didn't have the idea of catching up with the Yue Wang Society to exterminate them. Of course, if the Yue Wang Society was only thirty or fifty *li* away from Anqing, Li Yuanhong wouldn't easily let go of the Yue Wang Society remnants. But by the time the Hubei New Army began to search for the whereabouts of the Yue Wang Society, the Yue Wang Society had finally escaped the attack range of the Hubei New Army.

While triumphantly ordering the news of retaking Anqing to be sent back to Wuhan, Li Yuanhong gathered troops to start attacking Chizhou. When he arrived at Chizhou, he discovered that the gentry of Chizhou were already waiting respectfully at the gate to welcome him. The Restoration Society followed Lu Zhengping's suggestion; before retreating, they specifically organized the Chizhou gentry to maintain order in Chizhou to avoid the Hubei New Army rushing into Chizhou to loot.

As the saying goes, one doesn't slap a smiling face, not to mention there were quite a few *Juren* (provincial graduates) among these gentry. Li Yuanhong couldn't go too far. Chizhou finally escaped a calamity.

The news that Li Yuanhong, Brigade Commander of the 21st Brigade of the Hubei New Army, led troops to recover Anqing and Chizhou in two days quickly reached Beijing. This should have been good news for the Qing government, but at the end of a dynasty, the effects brought by any good news were negative. The political dispute that had already begun to intensify did not subside because of this; on the contrary, the struggle in the capital became increasingly fierce.

Yuan Shikai knelt and kowtowed respectfully before the spirit tablet in the mourning hall. As a filial son, Wang Shizhen also knelt in mourning dress to return the salute. Wang Shizhen's great-grandfather Wang Chaozheng was skilled in medicine and good at calligraphy. His grandfather Wang Lü'an was a *Xiucai* (county graduate); besides medicine, he was good at martial arts and was known as a "military scholar." Wang Shizhen's father and uncle died early. He and his widowed mother depended on each other for survival, living in his aunt's natal home inside the East Gate of Zhengding city, relying on his mother doing needlework for others to make a difficult living. Wang Shizhen was the heir to two branches of the family. He entered a private school to study poetry and books at the age of 9. Because he was smart and eager to learn, when Wang Shizhen was 15, he was favored by Ye Zhichao, the Brigade Commander of Zhengding, and taken under his command as an orderly. Only then did he embark on the military path.

His birth mother passed away a few days ago, and Wang Shizhen immediately applied to stay at home for mourning. Mourning was originally a mandatory thing for officials. Even if Yuan Shikai was now deep in party struggles, he couldn't forcibly make Wang Shizhen continue to come out to work. So after Yuan Shikai learned the news, he immediately rushed to offer condolences. With his status, after paying homage, Wang Shizhen had to invite him to sit in the back for a while.

As soon as the two sat down, Yuan Shikai spoke. "Pinqing, restrain your grief and accept the change. Your mother raised you so hard, and you also had to take care of your aunt. Today you are the Admiral of Jiangbei; your mother can also be at peace."

Wang Shizhen knew that Yuan Shikai's purpose for this trip was by no means simple condolences. Although he was very sorrowful in his heart, Wang Shizhen had always served by his mother's side when she was critically ill, so he wasn't completely overwhelmed by grief at this moment. "Many thanks, Duke Yuan. Duke Yuan coming here, presumably there are other matters."

"Pinqing, Li Yuanhong of the Hubei New Army retook Anqing and Chizhou in two days. This matter has shaken the court and the public." Yuan Shikai introduced the latest situation changes.

Wang Shizhen listened quietly. Since the fall of Anqing, although Wang Shizhen was serving his sick mother, he still immediately sent people to investigate the situation in detail. The news sent back truly shocked Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen. The Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society had long shown their banners, which wasn't hard to investigate. But the spies reported that the People's Party, which had disappeared in Shanghai, actually appeared in the Fengyang Prefecture area. Not only that, from Fuyang to Hefei, the People's Party quietly occupied a vast territory in northern Anhui. Moreover, it was the People's Party that conquered Anqing and Chizhou, not the Yue Wang Society and the Restoration Society.

Yuan Shikai simply dared not believe it after getting this news. But these spies were personally trained by Wang Shizhen; it was absolutely impossible for them to get some fake intelligence to fool him. Chen Ke, who had once disappeared without a trace, silently caused such a big event in Anhui. Yuan Shikai still dared not believe it even now.

But these were not the most important things. In 1905, five ministers including Zai Ze and Duan Fang went abroad for investigation. Returning home the following year, Zai Ze submitted the "Secret Memorial on Petitioning the Qing to Announce Constitutionalism," pointing out that constitutional monarchy could make "the imperial throne solid forever," "foreign threats gradually lighter," and "internal rebellion eliminable." As soon as this memorial came out, the court and the public were shaken. On September 1, 1906, the Qing court finally promulgated the edict of "Preparing for Constitutionalism." The Beiyang clique led by Yuan Shikai was originally the successor of the Westernization Movement. Since the court had made up its mind to "establish a constitution," Yuan Shikai felt this was a good opportunity to display his ambitions. Yuan Shikai, who had always advocated "reform," began to strive to promote the Beiyang clique to lead the "constitutionalism."

Starting from September 1906, on the one hand, Yuan Shikai gradually handed over part of the power in his hands to befriend the Manchu nobles in the court and alleviate the suspicion Cixi might have towards him. On the other hand, Yuan Shikai presided over the compilation of the "Outline of Constitutionalism," attempting to occupy the theoretical guidance of future constitutionalism. For this reason, Yuan Shikai had even thought of summoning Yan Fu, a famous idealist figure, and Yan Fu's "disciple" Chen Ke to Beijing to participate in the editing work of the "Outline of Constitutionalism."

Chen Ke had already proved with practical actions that he was simply a thorough great rebel. There was no trace of Yan Fu and his whole family. Presumably, they either went to avoid disaster, or Yan Fu was simply the commander behind Chen Ke. Yuan Shikai now had absolutely no thought of figuring out the relationship between the two. The threat he faced now did not come from Yan Fu and Chen Ke at all, but from another extremely powerful force within the court.

As the Beiyang Minister, the Beiyang clique led by Yuan Shikai himself started in 1895. Within ten years, it rapidly expanded from a purely military group into a huge bureaucratic group encompassing politics, economy, military, and diplomacy, unprecedented in the history of the Manchu Qing. Monarchical power and ministerial power are a pair of natural contradictions that wax and wane. Against the growth of the Beiyang power, under Cixi's intentional or unintentional support, three forces contending with Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique appeared visibly or invisibly within the Manchu court.

The one launching the attack on Yuan Shikai was among these three forces, another "New Policy Constitutionalist Group" that firmly supported constitutionalism like Yuan Shikai but denounced Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique as a "Turbid Stream" while regarding itself as a "Pure Stream." The leaders of this group were Cen Chunxuan, the "Official Butcher" known as the last incorruptible official of the Manchu Qing, and the famous New Policy official Zhang Zhidong.

Wang Shizhen saw clearly these matters in the Manchu court. Whether it was the Beiyang clique led by Yuan Shikai or this "Pure Stream" preparing to drive Yuan Shikai completely out of power, their attitude towards "constitutionalism" was completely consistent. They all believed that only through "reform" and "constitutionalism" could China's crisis situation be saved and the Manchu court be saved. If these two forces could cooperate fully, they could absolutely overwhelm all conservative forces and completely dominate the court's "constitutionalism." But these two forces had no idea of cooperation. At least the force as the "Pure Stream" had no intention of cooperating with Yuan Shikai at all. Not only that, the "Pure Stream" tried its best to overthrow Yuan Shikai and then seize the dominance of "constitutionalism." This fact could not but make Wang Shizhen feel sincere regret.

Unlike Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen had absolutely no idea of participating in this matter. What Wang Shizhen wanted to be loyal to first was the Manchu court, so Wang Shizhen's thoughts fell on the latest situation in Anhui. He asked, "After retaking Anqing and Chizhou, what does Lord Zhang Zhidong say?"

Yuan Shikai sneered. "What does he say? Zhang Zhidong immediately impeached En Ming for dereliction of duty in his post, actually causing the situation of collective rebellion of the Anhui New Army."

En Ming's whereabouts were unknown now. The only thing that could be confirmed was that En Ming did not defect to the rebels. Zhang Zhidong impeaching En Ming at this time pointed directly at En Ming's father-in-law, Prince Qing Yikuang. Everyone in the court knew that Yikuang and Yuan Shikai had formed a solid alliance. Zhang Zhidong's impeachment was simply making a statement against Yuan Shikai.
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Yuan Shikai believed that Zhang Zhidong's impeachment of En Ming was a gesture of opposition to himself. Wang Shizhen's view was subtly different from Yuan Shikai's. He advised, "Duke Yuan, I don't think Zhang Zhidong necessarily means that."

From Yuan Shikai's heart, he didn't want to fall out with Zhang Zhidong at all. Although Wang Shizhen's words were refuting his thoughts, Yuan Shikai was not annoyed but asked eagerly, "Pinqing, how do you explain this?"

"Duke Yuan, you and Zhang Zhidong are both external officials. Why was Zhang Zhidong suddenly called into the capital now?"

"This?" Yuan Shikai was also very puzzled about this matter. Although he had many doubts in his heart, Yuan Shikai dared not guarantee that he could accurately grasp Cixi's psychology.

Wang Shizhen didn't guess Cixi's psychology. He continued, "Although Zhang Zhidong prides himself on being a Pure Stream, he can definitely cooperate fully with Duke Yuan to promote constitutionalism. Since Zhang Zhidong sent troops to retake Anqing and Chizhou, impeaching En Ming is a matter of course. It may not necessarily be malicious towards Duke Yuan. Moreover, the court plans to make Zhang Zhidong a Grand Councilor. I think Zhang Zhidong impeaching En Ming means he wants his own man to serve as the Governor of Anhui."

"So that's it." Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up. The position of Grand Councilor looked high and powerful, a goal for countless people to strive for. But for "external officials" like Yuan Shikai and Zhang Zhidong, it was an arrangement of apparent promotion but actual demotion. As the Governor-General of Huguang, Zhang Zhidong controlled a Division of New Army, and his students and former subordinates were all over the court. Although he was outside the court, he could control the court situation remotely. But now that he was in the court, although his status seemed higher, he would be subject to many constraints. Once he handed over the position of Governor-General of Huguang, Zhang Zhidong would lose his direct support forces. Yuan Shikai was proficient in the power tactics of officialdom, but being besieged on all sides now, he just hadn't thought it through for a moment. Hearing Wang Shizhen's hint, Yuan Shikai suddenly saw the light.

Once some things are figured out, there is no need to continue talking. As long as Wang Shizhen's judgment was correct and Zhang Zhidong just hoped to place his own man in the position of Anhui Governor, then Yuan Shikai knew exactly how to execute it without asking Wang Shizhen at all. As long as he got rid of Zhang Zhidong's hostility, Yuan Shikai could concentrate on dealing with his biggest political enemy, Cen Chunxuan.

Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai breathed a sigh of relief. His purpose for this trip was to resolve the conflict with Zhang Zhidong. Since Wang Shizhen had pointed out the solution, Yuan Shikai felt that the purpose of coming to offer condolences today had been achieved. He had no thought of continuing the conversation. Although Wang Shizhen was Yuan Shikai's confidant, Wang Shizhen himself was not good at conspiracies and tricks. More accurately, Wang Shizhen simply didn't like participating in under-the-table conspiracies. Dealing with Cen Chunxuan required exactly conspiracies, so Yuan Shikai prepared to bid farewell.

Unexpectedly, just as Yuan Shikai was about to bid farewell, Wang Shizhen asked, "Duke Yuan, how do you plan to deal with the People's Party in Anhui?"

"Mn? What does Pinqing mean? Zhang Zhidong has already sent troops to retake Anqing and Chizhou; presumably, they won't let the People's Party off." Yuan Shikai perfunctored.

Wang Shizhen knew Yuan Shikai was perfunctory with him. The Manchu court needed to pay money to mobilize the New Army to suppress rebellions. The New Armies were now in the hands of local authorities everywhere. Mobilizing them once cost a lot, so except for large-scale civil uprisings, local small rebellions were ordered to be suppressed locally. But in this Anqing rebellion, the People's Party struck extremely ruthlessly, taking out the provincial capital of Anhui first and capturing all provincial officials in one net. Moreover, the People's Party grasped the timing extremely well. Anhui was under the management of the Governor-General of Liangjiang. After the great flood last year, at least three million refugees were wandering everywhere. Civil rebellions rose one after another in various places, and Governor-General of Liangjiang Rui Fang simply couldn't attend to everything. In addition, the Yue Wang Society and Restoration Society occupying Anqing and Chizhou surprisingly just defended the cities and waited for external responses, without being able to expand their territory substantially. So the task of suppression finally fell on the head of the Hubei New Army commanded by Huguang Governor-General Zhang Zhidong. Zhang Zhidong could send troops to take Anqing and Chizhou along the Yangtze River, but Zhang Zhidong would absolutely not send troops deep into Anhui to attack the People's Party in Fengyang Prefecture.

Wang Shizhen was well aware of Yuan Shikai's difficulties. Even as the dignified Beiyang Minister commanding the Beiyang clique, Yuan Shikai couldn't do whatever he wanted. But Wang Shizhen still insisted on his own idea. "Duke Yuan, I have checked Chen Ke's matters. A year ago, his followers were at most a hundred or so, but in less than a year he could destroy the Anhui New Army. He had no money and no grain, yet he could accomplish such things. If the court ignores the People's Party, give him another half a year or a year, Chen Ke will definitely become a major threat."

"Then what does Pinqing plan to do?" Yuan Shikai had enough respect for Wang Shizhen.

Wang Shizhen answered firmly, "Duke Yuan, why not let Zhang Xun cut the weeds and dig up the roots?"

Hearing Wang Shizhen's words, Yuan Shikai's eyes lit up. "This is excellent."

When coming out of Wang Shizhen's house, Yuan Shikai was in a very good mood. As long as the problem of Zhang Zhidong could be solved, Yuan Shikai could concentrate on dealing with Cen Chunxuan. Sitting in the carriage, Yuan Shikai re-sorted the sequence of events in his mind.

After the court decided on constitutionalism, everyone inside and outside the court knew that this would be a major event determining future political fate. The characteristic of constitutionalism was nothing more than a "responsible cabinet." To put it in more understandable terms, the power once held in the hands of Manchu nobles and the central government would be formally transferred to the cabinet and provincial assemblies through "constitutionalism." The Mutual Protection of Southeast China in the Gengzi year essentially established the semi-independent posture of various places, especially the southern provinces. Once past the Huai River, except for a few treaty ports that could barely be controlled by the court, local financial power was basically semi-independent.

In recent years, this situation was still just a default state for everyone. Once constitutionalism was established, this political pattern would be established in the form of law. The Qing court, which held total power, would transfer most of its power to the cabinet and localities.

Regarding constitutionalism, Yuan Shikai's wishful thinking was definitely to dominate the center. He proposed a plan to replace the Grand Council with a cabinet and secretly decided to let Prince Qing Yikuang be the future Prime Minister of the Cabinet and Yuan Shikai be the Deputy Prime Minister.

But for such a major event, other forces would absolutely not sit and watch Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique monopolize power. The group led by Qu Hongji and Cen Chunxuan prided themselves as leaders of the "Pure Stream" and were actually quite active privately. Cen Chunxuan, who was still Governor-General of Liangguang at the time, intervened in Shanghai, the area where constitutional forces were most active in modern China, and instigated the establishment of the first domestic constitutional organization—the Constitutional Preparation Association. Cen Chunxuan's old subordinate Zheng Xiaoxu served as the president, and Cen Chunxuan was naturally the self-evident backstage boss. In the organization of constitutional groups, the "Pure Stream" obviously took the lead. Yuan Shikai had no choice but to go out personally, frequently sending amorous glances to some leading figures of the constitutionalists, repeatedly declaring "I can give up being an official, but the constitution cannot fail to be established."

On November 6, 1906, the Qing court announced the central official system. The Beiyang plan to establish a cabinet was completely overturned by Cixi, who was persuaded by Qu Hongji. The Grand Council was retained unchanged. Minister of Personnel Lu Chuanlin, Minister of Army Tie Liang, Minister of Civil Affairs Xu Shichang, and Minister of Education Rong Qing all left the Grand Council. Only Yikuang and Qu Hongji remained in the original Grand Council. Later, Grand Secretary Shi Xu and Guangxi Governor Lin Shaonian were added upon Qu Hongji's recommendation. This restructuring also forced Yuan Shikai to resign from eight concurrent posts and hand over the military power of the four Beiyang divisions.

The "Pure Stream" actually took the lead in the central government. The upper level didn't work, but Yuan Shikai's action to seize real power locally went smoothly because of Yikuang's cooperation. On September 11, 1906, Liangguang Governor-General Cen Chunxuan was first transferred to be Governor-General of Yun-Gui. Yun-Gui Governor-General Ding Zhenduo was transferred to govern Min-Zhe. Min-Zhe Governor-General Zhou Fu succeeded Cen, making Liangguang fall into the hands of Yuan Shikai's relative by marriage, Zhou Fu. It was difficult for Cen Chunxuan to accomplish anything in the border areas of Yun-Gui. On October 19, Yikuang's eldest son, Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce Zai Zhen, and Grand Councilor Xu Shichang went to the three northeastern provinces to inspect. It seemed that the power of the three northeastern provinces could be held in the hands of Yuan Shikai's Beiyang clique.

But Cen Chunxuan didn't buy this at all. He didn't go to Yunnan to take office but ran to Shanghai, where information and transportation were convenient. "Started by feigning illness, then asked to go abroad, and finally blackmailed the Qing court to allow foreign loans," intending to sit and watch the situation, waiting for an opportunity to move. The Qing court was helpless. On March 3, 1907, Cen Chunxuan was transferred to be Governor-General of Sichuan, but Cen Chunxuan still sat still.

A few days ago, on March 30, Minister of Posts and Communications Zhang Baixi died of illness. This was a fat vacancy. The postal system had rich returns. In the current situation, whoever could control the Minister of Posts and Communications could make a large number of people switch to their sect. Yuan Shikai would absolutely not let it go. Once he seized the Minister of Posts and Communications, Yuan Shikai believed he could master a sufficient number of supporters in the court, completely suppress the "Pure Stream," and seize the leadership of constitutionalism.

However, the closer it got to this time, the fiercer the counterattack of political enemies. According to reports from Yuan Shikai's spies, Cen Chunxuan was preparing to enter Beijing. In the places where this Cen Chunxuan, known as the "Official Butcher," served, countless officials were killed. He abruptly dyed his hat button red with the blood of so-called "corrupt officials." Yuan Shikai had never had a shred of good feelings for such people who fished for fame and were harsh and ungrateful. Cen Chunxuan claimed to be an incorruptible official, but why were those he killed always opposing factions and officials who disobeyed orders? To put it plainly, wasn't this still attacking dissenters? It was laughable that contemporaries were deceived by Cen Chunxuan's false appearance, actually coming up with something like "Southern Cen and Northern Yuan." Could a true gentleman disobey the court's transfer order and hide in Shanghai feigning illness to avoid disaster? Thinking that he had to be mentioned in the same breath as such a hypocrite as Cen Chunxuan, Yuan Shikai felt nauseous.

But a hypocrite like Cen Chunxuan should absolutely not be underestimated when striking with full force. Yuan Shikai originally had a lot of preparations, but he never expected that he actually had some flaws. When Chen Ke entered Beijing the year before last, Yuan Shikai saw that Chen Ke was a disciple of his old friend Yan Fu and was from Henan. The person looked very good too, quite having the demeanor of a disciple from a noble family. He had a moment of soft-heartedness and actually helped Chen Ke make a match. He never expected Chen Ke to turn around and run to Anhui to rebel. Now there was party struggle in the court. The characteristic of party struggle is to use any means necessary; who reasons with you? Once Cen Chunxuan seized this handle, he would definitely exploit it greatly. Wang Shizhen worried that Chen Ke would become a major threat; Yuan Shikai understood the reason for Wang Shizhen's worry very well. But in this situation, Yuan Shikai would rather no one knew that Chen Ke was rebelling in Anhui. As long as he could seize the leadership of constitutionalism, when Yuan Shikai held great power, he could naturally send troops to eliminate Chen Ke. No matter how capable Chen Ke was, Yuan Shikai firmly believed that as long as the Beiyang Army moved, they could easily exterminate Chen Ke. But in the current situation, it happened to be the time when Yuan Shikai least wanted Chen Ke's affairs to cause a sensation in the world.

Sorting through these things in his mind, Yuan Shikai felt his mood gradually calm down. Thinking about it, Wang Shizhen's suggestion wasn't bad. Zhang Xun was now serving as the Admiral of Jiangnan, commanding the New Army Ninth Division stationed in Nanjing. Some time ago, because of the floods in Anhui, plus more than fifty thousand refugees in Nanjing causing trouble due to hunger, and the strict investigation of revolutionaries within the New Army Ninth Division in Nanjing, Zhang Xun was unable to move. Now that the Hubei New Army had retaken Anqing, should the Ninth Division be allowed to send troops to eliminate the People's Party?

Thinking carefully, Yuan Shikai felt it was inappropriate again. If the Ninth Division eliminated the People's Party, then the Hubei New Army would have to withdraw from Anqing and Chizhou. After all, Anhui was under the jurisdiction of the Governor-General of Liangjiang. As subordinates of the Governor-General of Huguang, the Hubei New Army's presence itself involved endless bureaucratic disputes. Since Yuan Shikai wanted to reach a compromise with Zhang Zhidong, he had to give Zhang Zhidong face. Thinking back and forth, Yuan Shikai felt he still couldn't use the Ninth Division. If he couldn't use the Ninth Division, the remaining choices were only the local defense troops, training troops, and Green Standard Army. But using these forces would be worse than using the Ninth Division.

The problem with the court sending troops now was not a lack of soldiers, but a lack of money. It wasn't that wars hadn't been fought in recent years, but after every war, big trouble would arise due to military funding issues. Yuan Shikai had impeached Cen Chunxuan using the issue of military funding for the Western Campaign in 1904. Now if Yuan Shikai dared to launch such a big battle, it would simply be giving Cen Chunxuan an excellent excuse. The reason Zhang Zhidong could send troops in the name of the Governor-General of Huguang was precisely because Zhang Zhidong didn't ask the court for military funding for this dispatch. Zhang Zhidong could do this, but Yuan Shikai couldn't.

Thinking it over and over, Yuan Shikai had to choose a compromise plan. Temporarily ignore Chen Ke's affairs. As long as the Hubei New Army was still in Anqing, presumably Chen Ke wouldn't dare to act rashly. As long as he could obtain the leadership of constitutionalism, Yuan Shikai could do whatever he wanted then.

"Chen Ke, as long as you don't blow things up, I'll let you live a few more months." Yuan Shikai thought angrily in his heart.

Chen Ke, far away in Anhui, didn't know that Yuan Shikai had let him off the hook again. Chen Ke's history knowledge wasn't great; he knew nothing about the "Political Tide of Dingwei Year (1907)" that decided the fate of the Manchu Qing. Moreover, since Chen Ke followed Grandpa Mao's line of people's revolution, people's revolution requires mobilizing the people. Just implementing this program, the very immature organization of the People's Party had reached the limit of its ability. Even if Chen Ke knew history, he simply had no power to intervene in this internal struggle of the Manchu Qing.

Chen Duxiu acted extremely quickly. As soon as he arrived at the Hefei base area and met Qin Wu'an, the Party Secretary of Hefei, he immediately demanded to see Chen Ke. Regardless of whether Qin Wu'an was willing, he wanted to set off immediately. Qin Wu'an had no choice either. The Yue Wang Society came with more than a thousand people. The Hefei base area was newly opened. The troops had now gone down to the local areas. Including cadres and troops, there were only just over three hundred people in Hefei city. With more than a thousand Yue Wang Society people stationed outside Hefei city, Qin Wu'an dared not make a move himself. He had to send people to escort Chen Duxiu and several other main cadres of the Yue Wang Society to Fengtai County, while he worked and secretly guarded against the Yue Wang Society followers. Fortunately, the Yue Wang Society brought a lot of grain and money before coming out, plus Chen Duxiu took the hardliners in the Yue Wang Society, Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang, with him when he left, leaving the relatively moderate Xiong Chengji and Shi Dekuan to temporarily manage the troops. So no conflict had arisen yet.

When Chen Duxiu and the others appeared in Fengtai County like a bolt from the blue, Chen Ke was startled. Originally, Chen Ke thought that even if the Yue Wang Society ran away, they wouldn't defect to him. Given the high-spirited attitude of the Yue Wang Society at the time, how shameless would they have to be to run to defect to the People's Party? He never expected Chen Duxiu to actually be able to swallow his pride.

But Chen Ke couldn't ignore Chen Duxiu. Even if just for the more than a thousand people Chen Duxiu brought, Chen Ke had to figure out what exactly Chen Duxiu planned to do.

Chen Ke's impression of Chen Duxiu was mainly "Right opportunist capitulationist." Since Chen Ke had this view in his mind, seeing Chen Duxiu really surprised him greatly. The Chen Duxiu in front of him didn't have the weak feeling of a "Right opportunist capitulationist" leader at all. On the contrary, Chen Duxiu's eyes were bright, and there was actually an aggressive flavor in his attitude. This wasn't something he deliberately put on, but a tough attitude from the heart. Chen Ke really felt it strange that such a person became the representative figure of "Right opportunist capitulation." Generally speaking, such a person should be unyielding rather than submit.

Because of a lack of sympathy for losers and no enthusiasm for being a "revisionist," Chen Ke had never paid attention to Chen Duxiu's history. Facing Chen Duxiu, Chen Ke had to treat him as a completely ordinary person.

The Yue Wang Society cadres traveled all the way here. Whether Hefei city or Shouzhou city, although not comparable to Anqing, they were also famous cities. The People's Party's sickle and hammer flag could be seen everywhere, and people in blue military uniforms working with the common people could be seen everywhere. The Yue Wang Society cadres couldn't even count how many People's Party members were in the base area. And the leader of this huge area, these several large cities, and at least tens of thousands of People's Party members, was the person before their eyes.

It was the first time Chen Duxiu and the others met Chen Ke. Chen Ke was at least more than half a head taller than all of them. His sturdy figure gave people a feeling of pressure. But what surprised these people even more was Chen Ke's youthful appearance. The leader commanding this huge force was actually a young man in his twenties. The Yue Wang Society crowd couldn't help but feel a sense of jealousy in their hearts.

Sitting down in the conference room, the Yue Wang Society people introduced themselves. Whether Chen Duxiu the "Grand Commander," Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang the "Commanders," or several other "leaders" with exaggerated titles. Anyway, according to these titles, the Yue Wang Society would need at least over a hundred thousand people to be worthy of the names. Chen Ke's side was much simpler: People's Party Chairman Chen Ke, Deputy Director of the People's Party Fengtai County Office He Yaqing, and two guards. This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately slighting the Yue Wang Society. With the continuous expansion of the base area, the cadres of the People's Party had already been sent out. Those left in Fengtai County seat were some low-level cadres. Moreover, the People's Party never supported idlers. If He Yaqing, the Deputy Director of the County Party Office, hadn't come to report work to Chen Ke today and been forcibly pulled by Chen Ke to keep him company, Chen Ke would have had to face this group of Yue Wang Society people alone.

Chen Duxiu was straightforward, but he revealed his weakness as soon as he opened his mouth. "Mr. Chen Ke, we ask you to support the revolution."

As the leader of the Yue Wang Society, these words were not wrong from the standpoint of the Yue Wang Society. The Yue Wang Society had fallen into a low valley now; from their perspective, they needed the support of the People's Party at this time. And Chen Duxiu also had reasons to say so. The Yue Wang Society considered itself a local force in Anhui, and their comrades came from all over Anhui. In their view, the People's Party was pure outsiders. Many Yue Wang Society cadres still had a psychological advantage of "I am a local." Even now, the Yue Wang Society still had its own wishful thinking. They hoped the People's Party could give them a piece of territory to let them regroup and fight back to Anqing. Of course, if the People's Party was willing to help the Yue Wang Society take Anqing like two months ago and let the Yue Wang Society return in glory, that would be even better.

As a cadre of the Yue Wang Society, Chen Duxiu naturally couldn't fail to support his comrades' ideas. Moreover, when Chen Duxiu founded the Yue Wang Society, he used Yue Wumu as a rallying call. Since the Yue Wang Society had already raised the banner of Yue Wumu, the People's Party should show some submission to the great cause no matter what. Although there was no such clear thought in his heart, in his subconscious, Chen Duxiu thought "justifiable" was still deserved.

Hearing Chen Duxiu's words, Chen Ke felt it necessary to broaden his horizons. He asked, "What kind of support do you gentlemen hope to get?"

"Mr. Chen, if possible, we want to recruit troops in Hefei and then fight back to Anqing." Chen Duxiu said hurriedly.

After hearing this sentence, Chen Ke lost the patience to continue listening. What were these revolutionaries thinking? The Yue Wang Society recruiting soldiers and buying horses in Hefei—then what was the People's Party? Doing work for others for free? Chen Ke felt it was necessary to let the Yue Wang Society see the situation clearly. He said, "Our People's Party has already established a new government in Hefei. Recruiting soldiers is within the authority of the new government. It is rather inappropriate for you gentlemen to recruit soldiers in Hefei."

Before Chen Duxiu could answer, Chang Hengfang took over the conversation. "Mr. Chen, your words are wrong. Since we are all revolution, why distinguish between you and us? You took so many things in Anqing; did our Yue Wang Society ever say anything? Now, we just want to recruit some soldiers in Hefei. What is inappropriate?"

Before Chen Ke could say anything, Bai Wenwei had already secretly tugged at Chang Hengfang's sleeve. Chang Hengfang thinking for the Yue Wang Society wasn't wrong originally. The problem was that this was so irrational that even Bai Wenwei, a revolutionary activist, couldn't listen to it anymore. After stopping Chang Hengfang, Bai Wenwei said, "Mr. Chen, Anhui is so big. Our Yue Wang Society wants to borrow a piece of land from Mr. Chen. Hefei or other places are fine. Let us shelter there temporarily. When we retake Anqing, we will definitely return that place. I wonder what Mr. Chen thinks?"

Chen Ke originally planned to find time to hold a Party Committee meeting to discuss how to solve the Yue Wang Society matter. Hearing Bai Wenwei's words, he could already imagine what the comrades would say about this in his mind.

At this time, someone in the conference hall was heard saying, "You are 'Borrowing Jingzhou'." The speaker was He Yaqing, the Deputy Director of the Fengtai County Office sitting next to Chen Ke. In his university days, Chen Ke had participated in a small project regarding the sewage treatment problem of small paper mills using wheat straw as raw material along the Huai River. Chen Ke prepared to copy a few of these small paper mills, which must be completely shut down in the late 20th century, in the early 20th century. He Yaqing came to listen to Chen Ke's work arrangements but was forcibly pulled to sit with him. Hearing the speeches of the Yue Wang Society cadres, Chen Ke could still maintain a calm state of mind, but He Yaqing couldn't stand it anymore.

Bai Wenwei turned to He Yaqing. "Brother, your words are wrong. Back then, Sun Wu united to resist Cao, only then was there the great victory of the Battle of Red Cliffs..."

He Yaqing didn't want to hear Bai Wenwei's nonsense at all. He immediately interrupted Bai Wenwei. "Liu Bei at least had Jiangxia at that time; what do you have? I said it wrong just now; you are not borrowing Jingzhou. Wasn't Anqing lent to you by our People's Party? As a result, you lost Anqing, and now you run here to ask for territory? You really have the nerve to say such things."

The evaluation of the Yue Wang Society within the People's Party was not high. Since the People's Party withdrew from Anqing to the base area, the Yue Wang Society had never sent anyone to express gratitude. This arrogant and rude behavior made many comrades in the Party very dissatisfied. It was just that everyone was busy to death and had no energy to think about the Yue Wang Society's affairs. Unexpectedly, after the Yue Wang Society failed in Anqing, they actually ran to the base area to talk nonsense to Chairman Chen Ke. He Yaqing immediately retorted mercilessly.

As long as anything involves real interests, everyone will haggle over every ounce. Chen Ke might still be able to consider from a long-term perspective, but He Yaqing wouldn't consider that far ahead; he just wanted to consider from the immediate interests. The People's Party worked hard to conquer the territory and started even harder construction work, yet the Yue Wang Society ran over to demand a share of the spoils. He Yaqing would absolutely not allow such a thing to happen.

Encountering such fierce opposition, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society fell silent. They once thought the People's Party's power was not very strong. During the Anqing Campaign, the People's Party dispatched three thousand troops, and the Yue Wang Society thought that was the entire military force of the People's Party. So although Shi Dekuan once said the People's Party had many troops, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society felt it was at most five or six thousand people. When withdrawing from Anqing, the Yue Wang Society still had more than one thousand one hundred people. In their view, the People's Party still needed the Yue Wang Society's military strength to fight the Manchu Qing together. But after the Yue Wang Society cadres saw the base area with their own eyes, they realized that the number of troops in the base area far exceeded their imagination. Troops in dark blue uniforms could be seen everywhere along the way. They were already diffident. Seeing Chen Ke so young, they wanted to bluff Chen Ke. After being fiercely criticized by He Yaqing, these people didn't even dare to toughen up to refute.

After a while, Chen Duxiu asked, "Then what does Mr. Chen Ke plan to do?"

Chen Ke originally wanted to broaden his horizons, but with the situation changing like this, he had to state his decision. "We have a children's song in our base area. The song sings: 'Where does a happy life come from? It relies on labor to create.' If you gentlemen want to stay in Hefei, it is also possible. We will first designate a piece of land for you, and you can start by doing military *tuntian* (military farming)."
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"April is the cruelest month," sang a certain foreign devil poet. In China, the common people were far less sentimental than foreign poets. Their evaluation of April was more direct and accurate: "The green crops are not yet ready, and the yellow grain is exhausted (*qinghuangweijie*)." Thousands of years of accumulated civilization made Chinese people's view of the world so realistic. Poets could only use hollow words to express their feelings, while the people pointed out the cause of the "cruel" result with a single prick of blood. Last year's flood destroyed all production, and the grain stored in the base area was about to hit bottom. Facing such a dilemma, the People's Party's solution was somewhat similar to Emperor Hui of Jin, with the only difference being that Emperor Hui only verbally asked, "Why not eat meat porridge?" The People's Party provided the poultry and eggs from the breeding farms to the people of the base area to the maximum extent. Such a food supply model undoubtedly also benefited the five Yue Wang Society cadres who were "guests" in the People's Party base area.

After gnawing on a duck leg allocated to him, Chang Hengfang's gaze couldn't help falling on another duck leg in the basin. However, in terms of status, both Chen Duxiu and Bai Wenwei were above him. So no matter how much he wanted to eat it in his heart, Chang Hengfang couldn't touch that duck leg. He picked out a duck rib from the basin and chewed it with the soup. Chen Duxiu was not polite either; the food along the way hadn't been good, so he ate with abandon like the other comrades. The five people ate the meal delivered to them cleanly. After the People's Party orderly cleared the table and withdrew, Chang Hengfang secretly opened the doors and windows, checked carefully to find no one eavesdropping, and then nodded to everyone.

"This Chen Wenqing puts on quite an air, actually dismissing us like this." Bai Wenwei was the first to express his dissatisfaction. It wasn't really Bai Wenwei being picky; logically speaking, Chen Ke should have hosted a banquet for the Yue Wang Society people in the evening no matter what, or at least sat with them during the meal. But Chen Ke actually used busy official duties as an excuse, directly letting the guards send a few people to stay. Then he completely ignored them.

"How busy can he be? Busier than the emperor?" Chang Hengfang had a deep-rooted distrust of the People's Party. Hearing Bai Wenwei start attacking the People's Party, he immediately followed up.

Chen Duxiu didn't think so. He waved his hand. "I don't think Chen Ke is such a petty person. The People's Party and we were established almost together. We now have a total of only a thousand or so people up and down. Chen Ke now has such a large territory; he must be extremely busy."

Bai Wenwei had always engaged in party activities and cared very much about etiquette. Hearing Chen Duxiu finish, he said, "Grand Commander, even if he's busy, can't he spare time for a meal together? I think Chen Ke is deliberately slighting us."

"If he wanted to show us his power, he just needed to leave us hanging for a few days. Why meet us as soon as we arrived?" Chen Duxiu said. "What I care about is not this matter. Regarding what Chen Ke said, why we are the Yue Wang Society and they are the People's Party. I really feel it has deep meaning."

Hearing Chen Duxiu's words, everyone remembered the dialogue with Chen Ke. When Chen Ke proposed the request for the Yue Wang Society to engage in military farming (*tuntian*) themselves, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society were both surprised and angry. At a time when the revolution was so critical, Chen Ke actually wanted the people of the Yue Wang Society to farm. Such a "long-term plan" suggestion was immediately rejected by the Yue Wang Society comrades.

Chang Hengfang was the first to stand up and oppose. "Mr. Chen, if you are unwilling to help, just say it directly. Why use such words to decline?"

The Yue Wang Society cadres didn't expect that after hearing Chang Hengfang's opposition, Chen Ke's face actually showed a confused look. "If you don't do military farming, what will everyone eat? Fight the Manchu Qing on an empty stomach?"

Chang Hengfang immediately retorted loudly, "You are using distant water to quench immediate thirst!"

"Then what do you gentlemen think is the urgent matter?" Chen Ke asked almost knowingly.

"Of course, it is to gather troops and fight back to Anqing." Chang Hengfang's voice was loud beyond the scope of politeness.

Regarding Chang Hengfang's loss of composure, He Yaqing's face had already changed greatly. Chen Ke waved his hand to stop He Yaqing who was preparing to stand up. He continued to ask calmly, "After the tossing by the Yue Wang Society and the Hubei New Army, how much grain do you think is left in this Anqing? Even if you retake Anqing now, what will you eat when defending the city?"

Hearing this, Chang Hengfang didn't know how to respond. Chen Ke pointed out the key point straightforwardly: Anqing city had no grain left.

"Not to mention your Yue Wang Society, our People's Party's grain has also hit bottom now. If there is no harvest this year, the people in our base area will all starve to death. Without military farming, what do we eat? What do the troops eat when they go on campaign?" Chen Ke said further.

This was originally an upright statement, but for some reason, it aroused Chang Hengfang's great resentment. He immediately retorted, "Our revolution is for righteousness; the people will definitely support us."

After talking for so long, Chen Ke frowned for the first time. "The people support you? The revolution should have let the people live a better life. You frantically squeeze the people; why should the people support you? How do you plan to raise grain? Rob from the people's homes?"

"Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is righteousness; how could the people not support us? Mn! Our Yue Wang Society inherits the spirit of Yue Wumu. If Yue Wumu knows underground, he will definitely support us too."

Because of anger, Chen Ke's voice became deep. "Yue Wumu's spirit? The Yue Family Army would rather freeze to death than dismantle houses, rather starve to death than loot. This is for the people; this is Yue Wumu's spirit. Did your Yue Wang Society achieve this? If you were really like Yue Wumu in Anqing, how could you be driven away by the Manchu Qing? When asked to farm, you make excuses; when asking for people, guns, and territory, you are unwilling to lag behind others. You are simply stealing Yue Wumu's name. That's why you are called the Yue Wang Society, and our People's Party chose the People's Party as our name."

Being scolded like this, Chang Hengfang was almost driven mad with anger. Chen Duxiu immediately stood up and stopped Chang Hengfang. "How can a defeated general speak of bravery? Since we lost the battle, let's say nothing more. Just listen to Mr. Chen Ke's arrangement."

Chen Ke completely lacked the politeness of the first meeting at this time. He said coldly, "My arrangement is very simple. Since you gentlemen have arrived at our base area, we naturally won't drive you away. We will allocate a piece of land for you to farm on one hand and train soldiers on the other. Wait for the opportunity to fight back to Anqing."

The meeting broke up unhappily like this.

Recalling this matter, Chang Hengfang felt extremely annoyed. "Grand Commander, Chen Ke said that about us; what else is there to mention?"

"Then why can the People's Party win battles, but we can't?" Chen Duxiu asked.

This question had never been seriously discussed within the Yue Wang Society. When they first took Anqing, everyone was arrogant; who would be willing to think so much? After the New Army attacked, everyone had even less time to think. After being driven out of Anqing, everyone was full of thoughts about how to fight back. They had never thought about why the People's Party could succeed. Now that Chen Duxiu asked, no one could answer.

Seeing everyone silent, Chen Duxiu said frankly, "Since the People's Party can win and we lost, it naturally shows that the People's Party has superior qualities. Let's do as Chen Ke said and start military farming and troop training. Take a good look at how the People's Party can win against the Manchu Qing. Once we learn it, we can naturally retake Anqing."

"Grand Commander, how long will that take?" Chang Hengfang asked anxiously. "The situation changes several times a day. At that time, the People's Party hadn't conquered Hefei. If the People's Party becomes strong and takes Anqing, they might not be willing to give Anqing to us again this time."

Chen Duxiu said frankly, "If they don't give it, they don't give it. Even if the People's Party occupies the north of the Yangtze River, can't we go south of the Yangtze River? The urgent task now is to learn the People's Party's method of revolution. They have only been in Anhui for a year and can be like this. If we learn from them for a year, with our current manpower, we can still create a career south of the Yangtze River. I have decided; we will do this."

Seeing Chen Duxiu make up his mind, the other cadres of the Yue Wang Society had no other way. Bai Wenwei tentatively said, "Shall we meet Mr. Yan Fu and see what Mr. Yan says?"

Chen Duxiu replied immediately, "Losing face once is enough; let's not look for Mr. Yan. If after seeing Mr. Yan, he says the same thing as Chen Ke, what do you plan to do?"

Seeing Bai Wenwei speechless, Chen Duxiu said, "If there are no other ideas, everyone go to sleep. Tomorrow I plan to meet Chen Ke again. Ask properly for advice on how to promote the revolution."

Early the next morning, the Yue Wang Society people ate breakfast and went to visit Chen Ke. After the guard reported, he led these people into Chen Ke's office. Everyone looked curiously at this ruling center of the People's Party. Compared with the Anhui Governor's Yamen, Chen Ke's office was really very simple. However, there were thick piles of documents on the desk. The Yue Wang Society people saw that Chen Ke's face looked a bit dimmer than yesterday, and there were slightly bloodshot eyes. Apart from this, his clothes and hairstyle were exactly the same as yesterday.

Chen Duxiu studied quite hard. Seeing Chen Ke like this, he couldn't help asking, "Mr. Chen, did you not sleep all night?"

Chen Ke's spirit was okay. He smiled and said, "There were slightly more things to do, so I didn't want to sleep. Gentlemen coming so early, presumably you have made a decision?"

Chen Duxiu never expected Chen Ke could be busy to this extent, but he didn't want to say much more. "Exactly. We decided to accept Mr. Chen's advice and start military farming. But I wonder where Mr. Chen plans to let us farm?"

"No rush for this. Gentlemen presumably have no experience in military farming. I will send someone to take you to visit the military farming in our base area. Walk around the base area. We'll talk in detail when you return." After Chen Ke finished, he immediately arranged for someone. He surprisingly didn't give the Yue Wang Society time to continue talking at all.

The Yue Wang Society people were not familiar with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke arranged it, they had to obey. The group started the itinerary of visiting the base area under the leadership of the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Fengtai County was not much different from other county towns of this era. Out of the county town were farmlands. As the People's Party's longest-held base area, the rural areas of Fengtai County were very different from those in other parts of Anhui. The first thing that caught the eye was the neat field ridges. Anhui has many mountains and rivers. Floods are frequent, so land ownership changes drastically. Field ridges have always been crisscrossed, with large and small fields ranging from a dozen *mu* to a few fractions of land. But after the land distribution in the People's Party base area, the land was reallocated. Although responding to the terrain, the shape of the entire farmland might not be regular, the interior of the farmland was uniform. The advantage of this was facilitating irrigation and drainage, leaving space for roads and water conservancy facilities. Fengtai County base area now planted wheat on a large scale. In early April, the wheat was heading, and patches of green wheat fields looked delightful.

Between the fields, according to the terrain, there were some ponds. The common people didn't waste them at all. Lotus leaves and reeds grew in the ponds, and flocks of ducks swam in the ponds. Girls and women scattered some things on the ground and into the water. Every time some things were scattered, the ducks rushed up to snatch them madly. Bai Wenwei couldn't help asking, "What are they scattering?"

"Feed," replied the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

"Feed?" Bai Wenwei didn't understand the term.

The comrade taking them on the tour squatted down and wrote these two characters (*Si Liao*) on the ground.

The Yue Wang Society people looked curiously at these two characters, then asked, "Just let the ducks find food themselves. Why feed them specially?"

To such lay words, the People's Party comrade replied with a smile, "Ha, in such a small pond, where is there so much to eat? Without feeding, we can't raise so many ducks at all."

"Then what are they fed?"

"Earthworms and small fish and shrimp."

"What? You even have people specially digging earthworms? Netting fish and shrimp?" Bai Wenwei was even more surprised. Seeing those women scattering handfuls of earthworms and fish and shrimp, if this was specially dug out from the ground and netted from the river, how much manpower would it take!

"How could anyone do that? These are earthworms and fish and shrimp we specially farm." The staff member explained proudly.

The Yue Wang Society people fell silent. The People's Party was really weird everywhere. Could earthworms and small fish and shrimp also be farmed?

The crowd continued forward, and stretches of farmland stretched endlessly. Not all the fields were planted with wheat; there were rape, soybeans, peanuts, and hemp. In some obviously not very good fields, other crops were planted. upon inquiry, they learned it was alfalfa for raising livestock.

There were not many people in the orderly fields, which puzzled everyone. If ordinary farmers had such good land, they would move to live by the fields. But there was no one here.

"The field work is done by those female comrades and a small number of male comrades. It's all everyone's own land; the people are very reassured."

Hearing the staff member's explanation, the Yue Wang Society people were even more surprised. The folk customs in North Huai were tough. Not watching their own land properly, where did those people go? Sleeping at home? They immediately asked this question.

"Everyone has work to do. How could they sleep?" The staff member explained. The base area experienced a flood last year; everyone was destitute, and many families didn't even have bowls and chopsticks. So under the organization of the People's Party, handicraft industry really developed. To engage in handicraft industry, you must have raw materials. So everyone had a job: planting trees, planting bamboo, working in ceramic workshops, and working on various mining and coal digging sites. As long as you worked, there was money to earn. The People's Party's Supply and Marketing Department was also established. The Supply and Marketing Department provided various daily necessities and did not accept gold, silver, or copper coins, but only the "Renminbi" issued by the base area. Renminbi was paper money. You could exchange it with gold, silver, and copper coins, or earn Renminbi by working in various factories or construction sites opened by the "public." Where did the people have money after the flood? Moreover, since there was a place to make money, in order to buy household necessities, everyone participated in labor to earn Renminbi. That was why there were few people in the fields.

The Yue Wang Society cadres listened to this, and incredible expressions appeared on their faces one by one. These things didn't sound like particularly strange principles, but the People's Party could actually start doing this in a single county, and looking at it now, it had a considerable scale. Chen Duxiu felt that the People's Party doing this was simply putting the cart before the horse. Spending so much energy to build these things in the base area—if the Manchu Qing army broke into the base area, wouldn't everything built with hard work vanish in smoke? Was the People's Party so confident? But Chen Duxiu thought again; the People's Party could even take Anqing easily, so naturally, they were not afraid of the Manchu Qing's attack. Seeing that the People's Party already had such strength, Chen Duxiu really couldn't figure out what method the People's Party used to complete such a feat in one year.

Other Yue Wang Society cadres thought about their own concerns and remained silent.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee acting as a guide observed the performance of the Yue Wang Society cadres. The words and deeds of these Yue Wang Society people had to be reported back. As a carefully selected comrade within the People's Party, what should be said and what could be said in this guiding action had actually been stipulated long ago. For example, this comrade absolutely could not reveal one thing, which was the gist of the People's Party regarding currency calculation. Since Renminbi was fiat money, paper money, it had no value in itself. The actual calculation of the People's Party was based on the grain produced. And now that grain was scarce, the People's Party was completely playing the trick of "white wolf with empty gloves" (gaining something for nothing).

But obviously, this group of people from the Yue Wang Society simply didn't have knowledge in this aspect, and their thoughts didn't go deep into this level. The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

The beautiful rural scenery on both sides of the road made the Yue Wang Society people more and more depressed the more they looked. They really couldn't figure out how to achieve such a feat with just their current thousand or so people. Managing hundreds of thousands of *mu* of land in perfect order—this kind of work was really beyond these people's imagination. Chang Hengfang had always held a grudge against Chen Ke's refusal to give Hefei to the Yue Wang Society. He originally thought that with these few backbones of the Yue Wang Society plus more than a thousand people, governing a small Hefei would be more than enough. Now seeing the situation in Fengtai County with his own eyes, he had to admit that his original request was too arrogant. Chang Hengfang secretly lowered his request by one level; he hoped to let the Yue Wang Society govern the territory of a county. Instead of just allocating a piece of land for them to farm.

After walking for a good while again, the front suddenly became lively. Compared with the vast and sparsely populated areas along the way, a large piece of land ahead where nearly two thousand people gathered seemed extremely lively. The People's Party comrade pointed there and said to the Yue Wang Society cadres, "That is the place for our military farming."

This was a huge piece of land. Compared with the fertile fields on both sides of the road, the land here was obviously not that good. But fortunately, it had obviously been organized once, and there were no hindering things like stones and tree roots. Moreover, this land was surrounded by some saplings into many obvious squares. Except for looking insufficiently reclaimed, it was extremely neat.

"What grain to plant on such big land?" Bai Wenwei asked.

"All cotton."

"What? All cotton?" Bai Wenwei was impressed by the People's Party's strong planning, but large stretches of grain fields were one thing. This large piece of land stretching almost out of sight was actually going to be planted entirely with cotton.

"Exactly how big is this land?"

"About five thousand *mu*."

"Planting five thousand *mu* of cotton? Why plant so much?" The Yue Wang Society cadres were extremely puzzled by the People's Party's practice.

"This land is not good. Even if we count it as top-notch, one *mu* of land can harvest four hundred *jin* of cotton. That's only two million *jin* of cotton. Our base area now has at least two million people. If calculated at four *jin* of cotton per person, that would require eight million *jin* of cotton. Not only Fengtai County but other places will also start large-scale cotton planting soon."

Hearing this, Chen Duxiu could no longer endure these stimulations. He asked loudly, "Does the People's Party actually want to manage the clothing and food of all the common people?"

For Chen Duxiu, this practice of the People's Party was really too radical. For revolutionaries of this era, personally leading the people to overthrow the Manchu Qing and then letting the Chinese people have no worries about food and clothing—this was a dream they all had. But seeing the People's Party actually beginning to practice this dream, Chen Duxiu felt a great shock and loss.

The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee looked at Chen Duxiu's loss of composure, feeling amusement and contempt in his heart. The Huai River basin often suffered from floods, and farming was quite difficult, but there was an advantage here that couldn't quite be called an advantage: the land didn't lack water. So the local people actually already had a trend of planting cotton on wasteland. The People's Party didn't create anything special at all, just learned from the people under the leadership of Chairman Chen Ke. These things the people had already mastered, these skills that could have allowed the people to have no worries about food and clothing, actually seemed incredible to Chen Duxiu. In the eyes of the People's Party comrades, it was instead a kind of "incredible."

Moreover, along the way, the People's Party comrade had been waiting for Chen Duxiu and others to ask a question, which was about some pillars made of cement by the roadside. Text was also carved on these pillars.

In fact, the purpose of these pillars was very simple. The Huai River often flooded. With the current strength of the People's Party, it was impossible to cure it completely. These pillars were markers, intended to be used as landmarks after the flood. Although it was unknown whether the goal could be achieved, as long as these pillars could survive the flood, the locations of some infrastructure that had been carried out could be clearly determined. Playing a guiding role for rapid reconstruction after the disaster. Since the Huai River flood could not be temporarily eradicated, the People's Party had an obligation to minimize the losses from the flood.

But having walked all the way, none of the Yue Wang Society people asked. This couldn't help but make one feel somewhat regretful.

Everyone stood by the land preparing to be reclaimed, only to hear a distinct gong sound.

"What is this doing?" Bai Wenwei looked at dozens of people wearing military uniforms or ordinary civilian clothes standing in front of the land and asked curiously.

"This is the Digging Grand Competition. These are the challengers who came out to see how much farm work one person can do at most. This five thousand *mu* of land has been initially reclaimed once. Reclaim it one more time before planting cotton this time. Our troops sent more than a thousand people, plus a few hundred civilians. Two thousand people can dig two and a half *mu* per person per day. Deep plowing once more tomorrow, and we can start planting. Five days later, this will be a planted cotton field."

Just after speaking, the gong sounded again. These young guys were seen swinging their hoes and starting to work. Dust flew on the ground, and soil particles splashed. Chang Hengfang suddenly pointed at one of the young soldiers and said in surprise, "Isn't that Zhou Yisheng of the New Army?"

"Comrade Zhou Yisheng and his brother Zhou Yizheng are model workers of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Let's see which of the two brothers can win the championship of this Digging Competition."

Chang Hengfang was completely speechless. He knew Zhou Yisheng. When in the New Army, although Zhou Yisheng was honest, he was very listless. If Chang Hengfang wasn't very familiar with Zhou Yisheng, he would absolutely not recognize that this lively and vigorous young soldier in the farmland was that Zhou Yisheng.
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Zhou Yisheng did not know that his old acquaintances were nearby. His heart was filled with only one thought at this moment: he must compete with his older brother Zhou Yizheng in the digging competition. Last year during the flood, the People's Party saved his brother and sister, so Zhou Yisheng joined the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army with a heart full of gratitude. For half a year, Zhou Yisheng, who had been a soldier before, remained a platoon leader. Although he participated in many battles, his performance in combat could only be described as mediocre. On the contrary, his brother Zhou Yizheng, who had never been a soldier, performed extremely eye-catchingly and was now a company commander. Zhou Yisheng once asked his brother Zhou Yizheng for the reason, and even summoned the courage to ask the political commissar in the army. The answers of the two were surprisingly similar: "You think too much."

On this point, Zhou Yisheng did not deny it. He was indeed relatively afraid of death. In every battle, he hoped to win with minimal casualties. Of course, if the superiors of the unit issued an order, Zhou Yisheng could always complete the order. But when Zhou Yisheng commanded personally, he couldn't help but look ahead and behind. In comparison, his brother Zhou Yizheng was resolute and decisive, daring to fight and charge. And comparing casualties, the casualties of Zhou Yizheng's subordinates were not necessarily greater than Zhou Yisheng's.

After the Anqing Campaign, the troops turned fully to rural work. Because the work instructions were extremely strong, Zhou Yisheng also did quite well. This time reclaiming cotton fields, Zhou Yisheng learned that his brother had signed up for the digging competition. He also signed up, wanting to compete with his brother in the contest.

Meeting an acquaintance, Chang Hengfang wanted to see how capable Zhou Yisheng, this formerly inconspicuous "New Army comrade," really was, so he stood by to watch. He saw the hoe being wielded like a small windmill in Zhou Yisheng's hands. Under vigorous digging, Zhou Yisheng had already surpassed the people next to him by quite a bit.

"It seems Zhou Yisheng can win," Chang Hengfang couldn't help saying to Bai Wenwei beside him. Bai Wenwei didn't know Zhou Yisheng; he just casually agreed with Chang Hengfang's praise. Then his gaze turned to the people working hard on the broader land. Dark blue military uniforms were mixed with miscellaneous civilian clothes, same hoes, same labor. Thousands of people formed countless lines working in the fields. The bustling work scene looked very inspiring.

"The board inserted in every piece of land says 'Dig Facing East', right?" Bai Wenwei noticed a detail.

Chen Duxiu also noticed this detail. He also noticed that on the other side of every piece of land stood a board with another six characters written on it: "Dig Facing West".

The People's Party staff member replied, "Correct. This is our method of teaching everyone to read. Learning for application. When soldiers and common people dig, they can see these characters when they look up. During breaks, we will also specifically teach everyone these characters. After seeing them many times, they can always remember them."

"But these characters are all simplified characters," Chen Duxiu asked.

"This is the standard script currently being promoted in our base area, simplified characters. In the future, all official documents in our base area will be in simplified characters. For this purpose, we are compiling a *Xinhua Dictionary* as the general dictionary for the base area."

"What? You are even compiling a dictionary?" Chen Duxiu could barely control himself. In fact, he wanted to say a couple of profanities to express his mood at this moment. Only in a prosperous age are dictionaries compiled. Every time a dictionary is compiled, it creates great momentum and is known to the whole world. Such a big thing as compiling a dictionary was spoken by an ordinary staff member of the People's Party as simply as eating a meal. As a literati, Chen Duxiu felt this was simply an insult.

"Mn. It is being compiled. It is estimated that it will come out before long." The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't think this was a big deal. "Gentlemen, let's go see the logistical management work now. Physical consumption is high during labor, so logistical work is extremely important."

Chang Hengfang had no concept of dictionaries. Since Bai Wenwei was not very enthusiastic about the digging competition, he couldn't help asking the People's Party staff member, "Brother, who do you think will win the digging competition?"

The staff member looked up. Zhou Yisheng was in the lead, and Zhou Yizheng lagged at least two meters behind his younger brother Zhou Yisheng. The staff member smiled and said, "I think Zhou Yizheng can win. Gentlemen, let's go. The competition won't end now."

The logistical work of the People's Party seemed simple, nothing more than drinking water, sweat towels, and food. The Yue Wang Society didn't pay much attention when they first saw it, but when the two thousand people started the first round of rest, they realized the power of the logistical work. Several large barrels of water were drunk clean by two thousand people, one bowl per person. To prevent catching a cold, everyone had to wipe the sweat off their heads dry. This required dozens of people to observe and remind. The work of the cadres required considerable seriousness and meticulousness. The cadres of the Yue Wang Society were only used to shouting a couple of times, and the rest was done by the subordinates themselves. In their view, if disobedience led to illness, it was actually a good educational method; after suffering once, everyone would know better. The meticulous work style of the People's Party seemed to them simply looking for trouble. The common people weren't that delicate.

Special water carts brought water, which was boiled in large iron pots. At the same time, people began to cook. After working for more than three hours, everyone rested and began to eat. Everyone first washed their hands in front of a dozen hand-press wells, then lined up to receive food. The Yue Wang Society people were surprised to find that the food for the troops and the common people was exactly the same as what they ate yesterday: pumpkin and potato rice mixed with rice, cabbage stewed with duck meat, and everyone could also get a duck egg.

"You feed soldiers this?" Chang Hengfang found it incredible.

"Our base area only has these to eat now. Our People's Party talks about officers and soldiers being one; everyone is the same. But for those doing manual labor, more duck meat is given. For those not doing manual labor, the ration of duck eggs is one every two days. For those participating in manual labor, one per meal."

Hearing the staff member's introduction, Chang Hengfang suddenly remembered that there were no duck eggs in the meal provided by the People's Party yesterday. His face immediately turned ugly.

Staff members selected by the People's Internal Affairs Committee were extremely sharp. Seeing the change in Chang Hengfang's face, the staff member smiled and said, "Not only did you not have duck eggs, but Chairman Chen Ke also didn't have duck eggs. This is our People's Party's rule: reducing supply starts from the leading cadres. The first to be cut is Chairman Chen Ke's ration. Priority is given to guaranteeing the food of front-line workers."

"This is a bit too harsh," Bai Wenwei murmured.

"Chairman Chen Ke said that our People's Party engages in a people's revolution. Since it is a people's revolution, how can there be a reason for those who work personally not to get food to eat?" Although the staff member tried to keep his tone calm, the pride and self-esteem from the heart couldn't be hidden no matter what.

The Yue Wang Society people were clear that this was the People's Party setting rules for them. However, the Yue Wang Society people couldn't accept such harsh rules in their hearts. So they didn't respond, just washed their hands with everyone, and then went to receive their meals.

The afternoon visit was mainly about the storage and scheduling of materials. Although the Yue Wang Society people greatly admired the strict style of the People's Party system, they really didn't figure out the knack inside. The only three words these people could understand were "managed strictly."

"Why is this military reclamation only carried out now? I see other farmlands were reclaimed long ago. Why not let the common people help with military reclamation?" Bai Wenwei was very puzzled that the People's Party only started reclaiming cotton fields now.

"The farmlands were plowed by our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army helping the common people, so only now can we reclaim the military farming fields."

Bai Wenwei was even more puzzled. "Why help the common people plow the fields first? Do you collect land tax?"

"We collect thirty percent land tax. But the common people only need to pay thirty percent land tax; the other harvests belong to the common people themselves. Thirty percent land tax is already a lot. If we don't help the common people plow the fields, I'm afraid the common people will be very unhappy in their hearts."

Bai Wenwei completely couldn't understand what the People's Party was thinking at this moment. Logically speaking, soldiers eating grain and officials collecting grain were matters of course. But the soldiers of the People's Party not only had to plant grain and cotton themselves but also had to worry about whether the common people were happy when collecting taxes. It was natural for common people to pay taxes; they hadn't been seen happy about it for thousands of years. The People's Party really stopped at nothing to win the people's hearts. Bai Wenwei asked, "Aren't you afraid that the brothers following you will be chilled by doing this?"

"Why would our troop warriors be chilled following us? The army of our People's Party is the army of the people's sons and brothers. Most of the warriors are locals. Helping the common people farm is helping their relatives. The parents, brothers, and sisters of the warriors are all in the base area. If everyone's relatives can finish farming earlier, they will have time and energy to do more work and earn more money. Life at home will be much better. What are they unhappy about? Moreover, the common people know that their sons in our army neither eat, drink, whore, nor gamble, nor learn bad things, but do things for the common people solidly. They are naturally reassured handing their sons to us. The common people are happy, and the soldiers naturally won't have any complaints."

Listening to the staff member's explanation, Bai Wenwei suddenly understood one thing: the People's Party troops were all locals. That meant the People's Party was basically a local armed force. Having figured this out, Bai Wenwei felt extremely lost. He originally thought Chen Ke and others were outsiders, and even if they started a revolution in Anhui, they were an external force. But now he discovered that Chen Ke had already deeply taken root in Fengtai County. If Chen Ke did this in the vast base area, the People's Party would be rapidly localized. Compared with Chen Ke, although the Yue Wang Society originated from Anhui locals, compared with the People's Party led by Chen Ke, they became out-and-out outsiders instead.

Couldn't beat them in fighting, couldn't beat them in revolutionary construction, and now even the advantage of being Anhui natives had become a disadvantage. Bai Wenwei only felt that the Yue Wang Society had failed completely and utterly. Bai Wenwei fell into great frustration and completely turned a deaf ear to what the People's Party staff member said later.

The sun began to slant westward. Chang Hengfang remembered the digging competition and urged everyone to go back and have a look. Chen Duxiu and others had never seen thousands of people digging together and also wanted to see what result thousands of people could produce in a day. Returning to the edge of the military reclamation fields, the Yue Wang Society people were dumbfounded. Five thousand *mu* of land had actually been dug. And the digging competition had also entered the final stage. The older brother Zhou Yizheng was far ahead. Since the morning, his movements had always been stable and powerful like that. With every hoe strike, the sharp hoe blade cut deeply into the ground. After working for six or seven hours, his movements didn't seem to have changed at all. Except for sweating profusely and breathing much heavier, one couldn't tell that Zhou Yizheng had been digging for a day. While Zhou Yisheng sweated more, his breathing was almost disordered. Besides falling behind Zhou Yizheng by a very long ridge, his movements were completely out of shape. Although the hoe was still swinging, it could only insert a shallow layer into the ground, obviously reaching the point of exhaustion. Someone was specially wiping sweat and feeding water to the contestants.

"How can the difference be so big?" Chang Hengfang completely didn't expect the result to be like this.

The staff member of the People's Internal Affairs Committee replied calmly, "Comrade Zhou Yisheng is not incapable, he thinks too much. What's the use of just thinking about surpassing others? With a mind full of others, where is the mind to think about one's own affairs? Comrade Zhou Yizheng just thinks of nothing and concentrates on doing his own work. Using as much ability as he has. Instead, he can excel."

While speaking, a gong sounded. It turned out Zhou Yizheng had taken the lead in completing the work of four *mu* of land. He leaned on his hoe and stood in front of the "Dig Facing West" sign, taking deep breaths according to the mode in the military education of the troops to let his body recover as soon as possible. Other contestants also stopped their hoes, panting one by one. Someone immediately rushed up to deliver water and wipe sweat. At this time, the troops had assembled. A simple commendation ceremony was held in front of the team. Comrades who dug more than three *mu* were commended and given a prize of "four duck eggs." And the top three comrades were also put on big red flowers besides the prizes, accepting the warm applause of all officers and soldiers.

The troops sang songs and lined up to return to the barracks. The majestic singing voice of "Forward, forward, forward! Our team is like the sun..." made the Yue Wang Society group turn their heads frequently to look at the queue of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Grand Commander, why didn't we think of developing in North Huai back then?" Chang Hengfang whispered to Chen Duxiu with considerable regret.

Chen Duxiu didn't make a sound. What he saw and heard today gave Chen Duxiu an extremely unreasonable idea: this is not China; this is a completely different country. Chen Duxiu accidentally came to another world. Although he knew this idea was absurd, Chen Duxiu couldn't get rid of it cleanly no matter what. It wasn't until he returned to the county town that this strange feeling subsided a lot. Many of the common people still wore queues, and the familiar traditional characters on the street were constantly proving that this was still an ordinary county town in China called Fengtai County.

Chen Ke still didn't receive the Yue Wang Society people, and the Yue Wang Society didn't care about this at all. They talked all night but couldn't figure out what the People's Party was doing no matter what. The next morning, the Yue Wang Society people got up early again, preparing to go see Chen Ke like yesterday. Before they went out, the People's Party comrade who accompanied them yesterday arrived. He brought Chen Ke's order: asking the Yue Wang Society cadres to return to Hefei immediately now. It was said that Li Yuanhong was preparing to advance on Hefei. Chen Ke wanted the Yue Wang Society to prepare for military farming on one hand and await instructions on the other.

Hearing that the Hubei New Army was preparing to attack Hefei, the Yue Wang Society cadres were anxious. Chen Duxiu asked what Chen Ke was doing, and the reply he got was that Chen Ke was preparing for military operations and really had no time to see the Yue Wang Society people. At this time, Chen Duxiu and others couldn't care so much anymore. They hurriedly followed the People's Party comrade to the dock by the Huai River. If the Yue Wang Society's troops were wiped out by Li Yuanhong again, they would have no capital left.

"Wenqing, is it appropriate for you to deceive the Yue Wang Society like this?" Yan Fu asked Chen Ke. The main cadres of the base area had gone down to the local areas. Now the only senior cadres left in the base area were Chen Ke and Yan Fu, who was in charge of the education system.

"Mr. Yan, we can't rule out the possibility that Li Yuanhong is obsessed and attacks Hefei." Chen Ke laughed. "Moreover, if Chen Duxiu doesn't leave, he will definitely pull us to ask this and that. Everyone is so busy now; where is the leisure time to receive them?"

"Chen Duxiu is also a talent; why not recruit him to our banner?" Yan Fu still hoped to pull more "famous scholars" into the People's Party.

Chen Ke disapproved of this. "Chen Duxiu is still following the path of upper-level revolution, nothing more than seizing political power and then commanding the people to serve them. Our people's revolution follows a bottom-up path. Basically, different paths cannot make plans together. talking is also useless talk."

"But we lack cadres now." Yan Fu mentioned a very realistic problem.

"With so many people, how can we lack cadres?"

"Then why prioritize literacy when selecting cadres?" Yan Fu asked jokingly.

"We choose cadres firstly because these people meet our standards for cadres. Literacy is just for assigning different work. Literacy is a tool, not a status." Chen Ke explained. Speaking of this, he remembered something. "How is the compilation of the *Xinhua Dictionary* going?"

"About four thousand common characters have been compiled, but the annotations are still incomplete."

"Are the Pinyin writing and radical search completed?"

"This is completed."

Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief lightly. "That's enough. You might as well hand it over to the students of the Normal School and let them help proofread. After proofreading, show me the manuscript. Once our paper mill is set up, we are ready to start printing."

Seeing Chen Ke so anxious, Yan Fu hurriedly stopped him. " The matter of the dictionary cannot be rushed. If there are omissions, wouldn't it be a joke?"

"Let it be a joke. What matters in this kind of thing is speed. It will be constantly modified in the future. How can a dictionary remain unchanged for thousands of generations? The key is that we want to popularize education on a large scale. Without a general dictionary, it will delay things extremely."

Seeing Chen Ke's attitude so firm, Yan Fu didn't prepare to oppose. He actually had his own question. "Wenqing, I am very puzzled about the finance in the base area. I want you to explain it in detail."

"Mr. Yan, one of the theoretical foundations of our revolution is labor power. So the core concept of finance in the base area is that currency corresponds to the sediment of products produced by labor power."

"I am already clear about this. But I am very curious about the method of calculating currency issuance by the bank and the Ministry of Finance newly built by Wenqing. I wonder if Wenqing can describe it." Yan Fu was knowledgeable, but like other scholars of this era, he was rich in theory and lacked practice. Compared with others, Yan Fu already possessed considerable professional literacy. But Yan Fu was very puzzled by Chen Ke's practice of "creating many departments out of thin air," especially the base area financial department created single-handedly by Chen Ke, which made Yan Fu feel amazing. In the Manchu Qing era, finance was always a big problem. The "Renminbi" issued by the People's Party out of thin air was already the currency in circulation in Fengtai County. Yan Fu really couldn't help but want to figure this out.



★


Chain Reaction 21

Volume 3 - Chapter 163

❧ ❧ ❧


Chain Reaction (21)

Yan Fu consulted Chen Ke on "fiscal policy." Chen Ke would rather delay the work in hand for a while to talk to Yan Fu about this. Chen Ke liked talking to Yan Fu. The other comrades in the base area were about the same age as Chen Ke, and none could match Yan Fu in terms of knowledge and experience. Moreover, after studying, Yan Fu had always worked on the front line, from industry to military; he was not the kind of character floating on the surface, so he didn't have too much literati air. Of course, because he was seriously Westernized, Yan Fu occasionally acted a bit foolish. For example, he once advocated promoting English education in primary schools in the base area, which was fiercely criticized by People's Party comrades. Chen Ke's "New Chinese" education suited Yan Fu's taste, so he stopped proposing his "unique insights."

As a "political official," Education Minister Yan Fu was undoubtedly very qualified. The old handsome man praised the specific method proposed by Chen Ke to strengthen cultural education "at all times." One of the differences between Yan Fu and other literati was that he "didn't care about dignity." Although the old handsome man looked quite scary when he kept a straight face, and the children in the school often dared not breathe loudly in front of "Teacher Yan," the old handsome man was still very happy when he took the school children to stick "character learning boards" in the various "new agricultural villages" of Fengtai County.

This was a specific measure to promote cultural education in the base area. There was a "character learning board" on the wall at the door of every household, updating a Chinese character, a word, or a sentence every day. For example, the base area was currently engaging in personal hygiene, so what was written on the board was "Mosquitoes, flies, fleas, infectious diseases." "Flies and mosquitoes can transmit germs." "Bacteria can be seen under a microscope." "Brushing teeth can remove oral bacteria."

These texts were not updated casually. The glass manufacturing industry in the base area had developed well recently. Several glass craftsmen were brought from Shanghai, and the base area selected a group of people to learn glass grinding with them. Recently, a batch of microscopes capable of magnifying one hundred times were produced. The microscopes were very rough, but even rough microscopes were still microscopes. In accordance with the attitude of the people's revolution, these microscopes, which should have been "very precious" in other parts of China, were immediately put to use among the broad masses of the people.

In their spare time, the masses in the base area were organized to learn the concept of "bacteria." Farmers were scared stiff when they saw so many living "little bugs" in the tartar picked from their own mouths. There were also so many "little bugs" called "bacteria" in the dirt in fingernails and ears. The farmers finally established the concept of bacteria intuitively. And the theory that bacteria are transmitted through flies, mosquitoes, and fleas was accepted by the masses. Personal hygiene and public hygiene conditions immediately improved greatly. Not only washing faces, bathing, and brushing teeth became a new fashion, but family hygiene and public hygiene environments were also improved spontaneously by the people.

This "fashion" also brought some unexpected benefits. Many farmers were unwilling to cut their queues, and the People's Party had never forced them. But queues easily harbored lice. One of the results of this hygiene campaign was that some farmers who worried that lice and fleas would spread diseases simply cut off their queues and kept the soldier-style short hair of Chen Ke and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Yan Fu strongly agreed with this change in folk customs. The old handsome man originally didn't have short hair. Seeing the common people starting to cut short hair, he also specially cut the same short hair. The popular "short hair" in these years was the side-parted hairstyle called "traitor head" in old movies. Since Yan Fu cut a crew cut voluntarily, other comrades who still kept side-parted hair quietly cut crew cuts too.

Chen Ke couldn't help but welcome Yan Fu's style of setting an example and connecting with the masses. So when Yan Fu asked about the fiscal policy of the base area, although Yan Fu was not a cadre of the financial department, Chen Ke still explained in detail.

"The characteristic of the Manchu Qing's finance is collecting in-kind and metal currency. The drawbacks of this tax model have been discussed for thousands of years, so let's not continue to discuss it. The tax revenue of the base area is centered on the allocation of labor. This kind of tax revenue requires a prerequisite, which is a strong central government. In this era, if we want to save China, we must establish an unprecedentedly powerful government. The new government deprives a large number of powers originally belonging to the gentry and rural autonomy from the old social system. It can be said that under the new system, local power is extremely shrunken."

Chen Ke didn't explain the financial system directly; he started from the overall political system. If one couldn't understand this change in the political system, even a figure like Yan Fu wouldn't be able to understand the financial system alone.

Yan Fu nodded frequently; as the Minister of Education, he felt this deeply. The education system created by the People's Party was vastly different from the imperial examination. The imperial examination system was an examination system where the state controlled the selection of officials, while the basic education system itself was actually out of the state's control. The People's Party was different. The basic education system was completely under the control of the government. Through this education system, the state popularized various knowledge it hoped to instill in the people among the people through various methods. As a pragmatist, Yan Fu had been working in education for nearly twenty years. He felt that compared to the total education popularization in those twenty years, it was hard to say which side was more compared to his work in the base area in these few months. The old handsome man was very satisfied with this.

Having personally handled so much work, Yan Fu could also understand Chen Ke's thoughts. He laughed, "I originally thought officials were incompetent vegetarians, and the gentry being in the countryside would be better at least. Now it seems the gentry are even worse than those officials. It is right to seize their power."

Chen Ke might not necessarily support Yan Fu's idea, but since the People's Party wanted to completely destroy the old system, neither officials nor gentry could escape, so Chen Ke didn't dwell on the matter of who was more reliable between officials and gentry.

"Mr. Yan, put plainly, the old tax revenue was also collecting products produced by labor. But there were layers of middle classes between the government and the people: officials, gentry, landlords. After this layer-by-layer exploitation, originally ten percent tax fell on the people, actually amounting to at least twenty or even forty percent exploitation. So the core of the new finance in the base area is to eliminate all middle classes. The government contacts the people directly, and grassroots political power is built directly into the villages. I won't talk about other forces, but the landlords must inevitably be eliminated."

Confucianism did not oppose the political view of "land to the tiller" at all. Historically, radical Confucian disciples even always hoped to restore the well-field system. Yan Fu also had land in his family. He didn't mind distributing his family's land to the common people. What Yan Fu cared about was whether this distribution method was reasonable. Hearing Chen Ke's view on eliminating landlords, Yan Fu nodded slightly but didn't speak.

"In our base area, each person gets three *mu* of land. We try to pick good land for the people just to ensure social stability, so as not to trigger comprehensive resistance due to radical land policies. In these years, how many people have fifteen or sixteen *mu* of land per family? What proportion of the rural area do they account for? I think less than thirty percent. According to the investigation summary of our base area, it's actually less than fifteen percent. Even within this fifteen percent, it's only thirty to fifty *mu*. Their loss on land is actually limited. Moreover, we are in a disaster area, so the resistance is even weaker."

Yan Fu couldn't help smiling bitterly after hearing this. When Yan Fu read Chen Ke's books back then, he thought Chen Ke was like other people who wrote books and established theories, liking to talk about great principles. But after contact these days, Yan Fu already knew that Chen Ke was actually more like a guy who loved to calculate people. Although he wouldn't haggle over every ounce and only care about petty profits, once touching the question of "who is a friend, who is an enemy," Chen Ke wasn't sloppy at all; he would definitely figure it out.

"But since each person is allocated three *mu* of land in the base area, that means one person only has three *mu* of land. Other lands and resources on the land belong to the government. This is the most critical thing. Because no matter what, it is absolutely unrealistic for the common people to rely on these three *mu* of land for birth, aging, illness, and death after paying grain tax. It is also absolutely impossible. One person, three *mu* of land. Now our base area runs cooperatives. There is much slack time in farming and little busy time. We must let the common people work to earn money. If they work spontaneously, it would be too wasteful of labor. And heaven knows what the common people will do. At this time, the government has to step in. The government opens many factories and workshops, and the common people earn Renminbi through labor. We are lucky to have encountered a flood. The things the common people want to buy are still simple, just some basic household items. And our Chinese common people are particularly reasonable. They know that some things really can't be bought now, but they don't blame the new government's supply and marketing cooperative for not being able to provide products."

Hearing this, Yan Fu somewhat understood the financial characteristics of the base area. "According to Wenqing, our base area occupies public land, uses minerals and materials produced on public land to run handicraft industries. The common people work in factories or participate in production, thus earning money, and then use this money to buy daily necessities."

Chen Ke nodded. "Exactly so. The core point is the issue between state ownership and private ownership of land. Now the common people are full of thoughts about harvesting more grain. So oil, cloth, and daily necessities are very scarce. On the public land of the base area, cotton, hemp, rape, peanuts, bamboo, alfalfa, and trees are planted. The water surface of lakes is used to raise fish and ducks, and there are various breeding farms raising sheep and pigs. Although many things won't show results in the short term, they are very effective in the long run. To buy daily necessities and ironware, the people must get Renminbi. Since they can earn Renminbi by labor, the common people naturally refuse to exchange gold and silver for Renminbi. Plus everyone needs a lot of things, Renminbi is definitely not enough. For the time being, there is no need to worry about the common people running on the bank's gold and silver with Renminbi. And in the long run, after this year's cotton harvest, we can open textile factories. On the one hand, it provides a lot of employment; on the other hand, the people can also have money to buy cloth by working in textile factories. Moreover, the cloth in the supply and marketing cooperative is also cheap. As long as cloth tickets are issued, we are not afraid of people reselling cloth."

"This is indeed a large fiscal revenue." Yan Fu suddenly saw the light.

"This revenue is not large at all. We cannot set the price of products within the base area very high. If the price is very high, people reselling goods outside will have an opportunity. We forcibly distort prices through the system of supply and marketing cooperatives. As long as it is a commodity we can produce ourselves, goods from outside cannot break into the market of our base area. This is a trade barrier."

Fortunately, Yan Fu was considered a modern figure and had a relatively strong ability to understand new vocabulary. Even so, he asked Chen Ke to write down "distort prices" and "trade barrier" specifically to understand what they meant. Yan Fu originally thought Chen Ke's economic policy aimed at a society of "men plowing and women weaving," but he didn't expect it to be not the case at all.

"Then what is the use of distorting prices and trade barriers?"

"Very simple. Distorting prices can allow the people to buy more commodities, and many commodities that were originally very expensive are now affordable for everyone. Without distorting prices, the lives of the common people cannot improve in the short term. For example, our new farm tools. Relying on the grain produced by those three *mu* of land, many common people may not be able to afford them in a year. If we don't distort prices, everyone can't afford our products. After everyone buys these products, the promotion effect on production is immediate. The standard of living has also improved a lot. As people's lives improve, coupled with our propaganda and education, the people naturally know that the new system is beneficial to everyone. It is worthy of support. As for trade barriers, it's even simpler. The money of our base area cannot be earned by other places. And by limiting purchases per household, we can also avoid someone using the space of our distorted prices to engage in reselling activities."

"Then aren't we losing money?" Yan Fu was confused. The purpose of distorting prices was to let the common people afford products. So what was originally worth five yuan is now sold for three yuan. This is tantamount to losing money.

"How can we lose money? This is the advantage under the new system. Our finance is integrated. Some projects lose money, but some projects make money. As long as a fiscal balance is maintained. For example, our base area issued one million yuan of Renminbi at the beginning of the year. By the end of the year, we withdrew this one million yuan of Renminbi. We don't owe the people, and the people don't owe us. But on the originally barren land, many new workshops have been built, many trees have been planted, and we still have a large surplus of products. In this year, the people's living standards have improved significantly, so we have made a big profit overall."

This concept was a bit difficult to understand. Yan Fu thought for a long time before suddenly realizing it. "No wonder I didn't figure it out before; so that's how it is. I still felt that it counts as a surplus only when gold and silver are in hand, but I forgot that improving people's lives is the purpose of the revolution. So that's it, so that's it."

"Our fiscal surplus is not the improvement of people's lives, but those factories built and these surplus products. Now the base area is not just Fengtai; other new base areas also need daily necessities, and the common people have no money or grain. These surplus products can be used exactly in other new base areas. In this way, the issuance of Renminbi is larger. On the one hand, it can ensure the implementation of the new system, and on the other hand, it can exchange for more labor. It can also do more things. This is like rolling a snowball. We use Renminbi to buy labor, and the common people use Renminbi to buy cheap daily necessities. So the people's living standards have improved, and our product output has also increased. The new system has also received the support of the people."

Seeing Yan Fu nodding repeatedly, Chen Ke added another sentence, "Renminbi was originally just a paper note, useless in itself. The banknote only has meaning when Renminbi can be exchanged for labor and commodities. This is the significance of the general equivalent mentioned in *Das Kapital*. As long as we can ensure fiscal balance, all surplus products are our profit."

Yan Fu was Yan Fu after all. Although he felt extremely happy, he didn't get carried away. Yan Fu then asked a very technical question, "But constantly expanding production like this, there must be a limit."

"Mr. Yan is absolutely right. Certain products in our base area will inevitably reach a limit in the short term. In the long run, all products will encounter production limit problems. Then since we can ensure fiscal balance, we can dump at extremely cheap prices outside the base area. Every penny earned is our profit. Exchanging for products that cannot be produced in our base area but we need very much is all our profit."

"Why does this sound like foreigners?" Yan Fu asked somewhat doubtfully.

"Foreign commodity dumping in China is also like this, but their dumping is far incomparable to ours. Foreign dumping is enterprise dumping; every enterprise's goal is to make money after all. Foreign dumping is dumping by a certain enterprise, and the product is relatively single. But ours is the joint dumping behavior of state-owned enterprises under the leadership of the government because we have an overall accounting internally. So dumping is even more unscrupulous and pervasive."

Chen Ke's answer left Yan Fu speechless. At the beginning, listening to Chen Ke talk about financial issues still had a somewhat warm flavor, but when financial issues rose to higher and higher levels and involved wider and wider scopes, the discussion unknowingly became cold and ruthless. Yan Fu knew the result caused by foreign commodity dumping in China; it directly caused the bankruptcy of Chinese workshops and economic chaos. And the dumping of the base area would undoubtedly cause the same problems in areas outside the base area. Thinking back and forth, Yan Fu found that he had no sense of guilt at all. If the dumping of base area commodities led to this chaotic situation, then other areas could completely resolve this contradiction by joining the revolutionary ranks.

"Mr. Yan, the economy of our base area will definitely improve greatly in the near future. The biggest reason is the change in the system. The biggest problem in rural China now is hidden unemployment. Everyone has no other means of making a living besides farming. Under the new system, the people own land equally, and by eliminating the middle rentier class, the government directly mobilizes the people's labor force, which greatly increases the employment rate. Labor force can also be effectively utilized. Moreover, our base area advocates equality between men and women. Equality between men and women is not just about those few *mu* of land. Equality between men and women is first of all a question of political correctness. We guarantee equality between men and women institutionally and legally. And the manifestation of equality between men and women in the economy is that we provide a large number of employment opportunities to women. Besides having land, women can also earn money. Coupled with institutional support, after the implementation of the new *Marriage Law*, women can request a divorce. And without the consent of the husband's family, government consent is enough. In such a situation, who dares to discriminate against women and bully women? Women can just get a divorce if they can't stand the bullying. Women can feed themselves by relying on themselves, and the state protects women's personal freedom. Women don't have to live by relying on men. This is first of all liberating the people. Secondly, women will also join the labor army. It invisibly increases the labor force we can mobilize."

The combination of politics and economy has always been cruel and ruthless. Yan Fu silently looked at Chen Ke, who was talking with fervor. An enthusiastic revolutionary and a cold-blooded ruler—these two almost completely different images were strangely combined together, and then constituted the person Chen Ke. Chen Ke could not only construct a political concept from a moral height but also use extremely realistic means to ensure the execution of this concept. Yan Fu couldn't quite distinguish whether this young man Chen Ke was enthusiastic or cold. But what Yan Fu knew was that Chen Ke had absolute confidence and an unwavering attitude. And the talent Chen Ke possessed was absolutely incomparable to other Chinese politicians of this era. Yan Fu also supported improving women's status and had some ideas, but compared with Chen Ke's design ideas, Yan Fu was far behind in terms of magnanimity or feasibility.

Chen Ke didn't notice Yan Fu's expression. At this moment, he also spoke with some excitement. "To ensure that this liberation will not be distorted, to ensure that women will not be tied at home by children, we must vigorously run education. From nurseries to primary schools, we must run them all. On the one hand, we solve the pressure on families; on the other hand, we also place children in our education system and start educating the next generation of New China from an early age. In this regard, Minister Yan, you will have to work hard."

"Oh? What brilliant views does Wenqing have on child education?" Yan Fu replied reluctantly.

"Not child education, but national education. I think kindergarten from three to six years old is enough. Children in kindergarten need to receive common sense education. First of all, they must know from kindergarten that the earth revolves around the sun. The changes of the four seasons, twenty-four hours a day. Be disciplined, pay attention to hygiene. Learn to line up, listen to commands. These are also common sense things. Of course, when singing and playing games, try to learn Pinyin and speak Putonghua (Mandarin). Simple counting is enough. In general, children at this stage just need to learn some necessary common sense. We don't need to strive to cultivate geniuses who can read at three and write poems at four."

"This is natural." Yan Fu couldn't help laughing.

"Primary school education is from six to eleven years old. Of course, because universal education has not been achieved now, it can be relaxed appropriately. Six to twelve years old can be enrolled. Since many older ones have already participated in work, adult education is carried out through remedial classes. Of course, during the busy farming season, children also have holidays to participate in labor, and school starts again after the busy season."

"Mn, children over twelve are already treated as adults in many places." Yan Fu also agreed with this.

"The two foundations of revolution are science and democracy. These are what we want to start educating among adults in the near future. The people pursue a better life, and this better life can only be realized through science and democracy. Science is not just educating cultural knowledge but also cultivating a worldview. There are no gods and ghosts in this world, only natural laws. Children can also accept the cultivation of this theoretical knowledge systematically in schools. But in the short term, we must fight for the people's awakening through science point by point."

"Just like we use microscopes to let the common people know what bacteria are?" Yan Fu was deeply impressed by this matter.

"We use glass bottles to grow plants; haven't the common people finally known what the root systems of various plants look like?" Chen Ke referred to an important activity in the recent popularization of agricultural technology. The base area didn't lack glass. The newly established agricultural technology department started planting many plants in glass bottles from spring. During the growth of plants, many root systems grew against the glass bottle walls, and various exquisite and subtle root structures could be observed very well. The common people were very interested in this.

"Mn." Yan Fu didn't understand agriculture, so he could only agree roughly.

"By the way, Mr. Yan, speaking of this, I have to talk about another problem in finance, which is the problem of long-term investment and short-term investment. Short-term investment, for example, we planted rape. Planting rape invested labor at the beginning. A few months later, the rape was harvested and pressed for oil. Selling the oil recovered the cost. The cycle of this investment is a few months. But for example, steelmaking, we have to select ore, build blast furnaces, and debug. This process may take a year or even longer. These staff engaged in steelmaking need to be paid wages, and the production or purchase of these equipments also requires wages. When the first furnace of iron, the first furnace of steel comes out, our cost is far from being recovered. It is very likely that the cost can only be recovered in the fifth year. The cycle of this investment is five years."

Yan Fu was already a bit dizzy from Chen Ke's complex explanation. Although he didn't regret asking Chen Ke about financial issues, Yan Fu never expected that a fiscal policy could involve such extensive political and economic issues when asking. Moreover, Chen Ke obviously still had many things not fully explained. Yan Fu looked at his young "disciple"; he really couldn't figure out where exactly Chen Ke learned so much knowledge.

Chen Ke didn't care about Yan Fu's thoughts. He thought there was a most important issue that must be made clear to Yan Fu, the Education Minister. "The longest-term investment is not even industry. The longest-term investment is education. Mr. Yan, if a child goes to kindergarten at three, primary school at six, junior high school at eleven, and high school at fourteen. When he graduates from high school, he is seventeen. This is fourteen years. If this child goes to university after high school, four years of university, this is eighteen years. In these eighteen years, the teacher educating this child may educate fifty people at the same time. And this education system needs eighteen years to educate a person. In these eighteen years, this education system is a gold-swallowing beast."

"Ah?" Yan Fu had never considered the education system like this. At this moment, he was completely unable to consider the education system from a financial perspective.

Chen Ke asked, "You can probably understand what a fiscal budget is now, right?"

"No, Wenqing, I completely don't understand what a fiscal budget is now." Yan Fu admitted frankly. "Our base area only has half of Anhui. If finance can really be considered so thoroughly, when we govern the world, we will definitely not lack financial talents."
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Yan Fu almost asked for trouble by inquiring about fiscal policy. His head was still dizzy after coming out of Chen Ke's office. Because he hadn't recovered from the financial world constructed by Chen Ke in a short time, Yan Fu felt that the world seemed different. Everyone around him seemed to have different amounts of Renminbi pasted on their heads. In such a distorted world, Yan Fu felt the need to go to an environment where he could relieve such pressure.

The People's Party's Normal School was now basically female students. The reason for saying "basically" was that Shen Zengzhi and Feng Xu had moved from the military camp into the Normal School. Both old men were getting on in years, and their conduct had always been upright. After Yan Fu vouched for the two, Chen Ke personally approved the note. The two Jiangnan scholars moved into the Normal School. Feng Xu was currently the Curator of the Museum of Literature and History and the Leader of the *Xinhua Dictionary* Editing Group.

Although Shen Zengzhi was unwilling to be a "puppet official," for the sake of Yan Fu's face, Shen Zengzhi temporarily served as the Curator of the "People's Library." After the People's Party conquered several cities, they didn't take too much money but moved all the archives of the local government offices away. Chen Ke felt that with the flames of war flying in the future, expecting those future warlords to protect archives was completely unrealistic. So the People's Party transported these archives away for safekeeping. In the "People's Library" managed by Shen Zengzhi, most of the piles were archives from various places. The archives were built directly on the campus of the Normal School. However, Chen Ke said that after a while, the archives would be moved into Shouzhou city. Although Shen Zengzhi was skeptical, he temporarily settled down.

As soon as he entered the room, he saw Feng Xu and Shen Zengzhi surrounded by a pile of *Kangxi Dictionaries*, discussing issues of characters and definitions.

"Brother Jidao is here." Seeing Yan Fu, the two scholars hurriedly made room for him. After Yan Fu sat down, looking at the stacks of books and the thick manuscripts in front of the two, his mood couldn't help but relax.

"How is the editing of Pinyin and radical search going?" Yan Fu asked.

"This Chen Ke obviously looks down on Southerners." Shen Zengzhi was quite dissatisfied with this. "This new Pinyin pronunciation is extremely different from the Southern pronunciation, not to mention being the same as the ancient pronunciation."

Feng Xu supported Chen Ke more. He said, "Brother Shen, regarding that history of the evolution of Chinese pronunciation written by Chen Ke, I actually think it's well said..."

Shen Zengzhi didn't accept these explanations at all. He said angrily, "How old is that Chen Ke? Making up nonsense there and treating it as his own reasoning. He keeps saying 'no investigation, no right to speak.' Has he, Chen Ke, investigated himself? He is just playing the lute to a cow (talking nonsense)." After criticizing Chen Ke with Chen Ke's words, Shen Zengzhi added a sentence at the end, "That brat Chen Ke actually dared to write a book to mock us."

Seeing Shen Zengzhi's angry appearance, Yan Fu and Feng Xu looked at each other, and smiles couldn't help but appear on their faces. To coordinate with the editing work of the *Xinhua Dictionary*, Chen Ke also wrote a playful essay called "The War of Small Seal Script." This article, plagiarized from "Ma Qinwang" (Prince Ma) of the 21st century, had quite ingenious tailoring and conception of historical events, cited quite a lot of allusions, and the content was also quite pungent. Yan Fu and Feng Xu both had a profound foundation in classical Chinese and history. They couldn't help laughing out loud when reading it. Feng Xu said while laughing, "This Chen Wenqing is a bit too unkind." But after Shen Zengzhi read it, not only did he not laugh, but he flew into a rage instead.

Yan Fu and Feng Xu both knew Shen Zengzhi's thoughts. Chen Ke's article was very impolite. When mentioning the process of text promotion, Chen Ke borrowed Li Si's ideas to mention the promotion steps: "1. Come up with a plan for simplified characters. 2. Promote it to the thirty-six commanderies of the world. 3. Get rid of all opponents." This arrogant explanation was enough to show Chen Ke's attitude. Moreover, Chen Ke actually mapped "burning books and burying scholars" as the Confucians bringing humiliation upon themselves by resisting the new culture. Confucians were simply rats crossing the street, facing unanimous opposition from all sides. This naked contempt and threatening attitude towards the literati class, especially towards Confucianism, was the real reason for Shen Zengzhi's dissatisfaction.

"Chairman Chen has decided today to proofread the text of the first draft of the *Xinhua Dictionary*. If there are no typos, he is preparing to print it." Yan Fu suddenly remembered this matter.

"So fast?" Feng Xu was somewhat surprised.

"A dictionary is just a reference book; as long as there are no errors, it's fine. Incomplete parts will be revised on a large scale later. Dictionaries are not for scholars to read, but for the common people to use." Yan Fu said. After speaking, he suddenly felt that his speech was not quite right. This was obviously Chen Ke's habitual attitude. The idea completely centered on practicality and popularization ran completely counter to the kind of "planning for ten thousand generations" that literati almost implemented into their marrow.

Shen Zengzhi immediately expressed opposition. His reason came down to two words: "Not rigorous." Yan Fu looked at Feng Xu. Feng Xu, the Leader of the *Xinhua Dictionary* Editing Group, secretly nodded to Yan Fu. Yan Fu found an excuse and left the office. Shen Zengzhi's words were not unreasonable, but the key was that they were not practical.

After reading the satirical essay "The War of Small Seal Script," Shen Zengzhi's "literati backbone" was thoroughly stimulated. Not only did he not resign from the position of Deputy Leader of the *Xinhua Dictionary* Editing Group, but he became doubly serious. The *Xinhua Dictionary* was not just characters, but also definitions for corresponding words in "vernacular Chinese." Shen Zengzhi strove for rigor in the annotation of these word meanings and absolutely allowed no "misunderstanding."

But as stated in "The War of Small Seal Script": "If handed over to scholars, they will first consult a large number of ancient classics, then conduct textual research and analysis one by one, cross-reference, and publish a series of papers. Sound, form, and meaning cannot be omitted. Every character must conform to Cangjie's original intention and take into account the traditions of the Three Dynasties. Every addition or deletion of strokes must have a basis. Culture needs inheritance; this point cannot be sloppy. Optimistically estimated, the whole project will probably be completed around the time of Qin the Eighth or Qin the Ninth."

What Chen Ke wanted was to popularize it immediately in large-scale compulsory education. The draft must be finalized before the base area produced paper from wheat straw on a large scale. Shen Zengzhi's attitude certainly had its merits, but his method of doing things was obviously nonsense. If not for Shen Zengzhi's tossing about, the first draft would have been basically determined half a month ago. Yan Fu and Feng Xu didn't want Shen Zengzhi to suffer. If Chen Ke knew Shen Zengzhi's performance, he certainly wouldn't burn Shen Zengzhi cracklingly as described in "The War of Small Seal Script," but he would definitely kick Shen Zengzhi out of the editing group. Yan Fu and Feng Xu both felt that if a talent like Shen Zengzhi couldn't contribute to the *Xinhua Dictionary* project, it would be a pity for both the dictionary editing work and Shen Zengzhi himself.

Leaving the dictionary editing office, Yan Fu turned to the back of the school. Behind the teaching building was the peanut field opened up by the school. At this time, female students were working in the field, and the peanut seedlings were growing green and well. Seeing Yan Fu pass by, the students straightened up one by one to gaze at him respectfully. If it were usual, Yan Fu would have nodded and passed. Today he didn't want to do so. He stopped and asked, "How is the field?"

A female student named Huang Yuyue replied cautiously, "The peanuts are growing well. Fewer people will be needed to manage them in the future."

For some reason, this sentence put Yan Fu in a great mood. He couldn't help but ask, "How much manpower can be reduced?"

Huang Yuyue replied cautiously, "We asked the old gentleman who taught us farming. He said half the people used before would be enough."

The "old gentleman" mentioned by the female students was an old farmer specially invited by the base area to teach peanut planting. Since he said so, it presumably wasn't wrong. "Very good," Yan Fu confirmed that something within his jurisdiction was finally on track, and a smile couldn't help but appear on his face. Whether finance, dictionary work, or education work, countless things needed to be done. After listening to the complex financial system introduced by Chen Ke, Yan Fu's mood became terrible. But seeing the diligent and cautious attitude of the young people, Yan Fu felt that these worries suddenly lightened a lot. No matter how many theories, how many visions and prospects there were, if one couldn't start from the foundation, nothing would change.

"Just keep working hard like this." Yan Fu gave an instruction. Then he strode towards his office.

Yan Fu's mood could become extremely bad just after listening to the complex financial system. But Chen Ke, who presided over the creation of this financial system, had no fluctuations in his mood. Or rather, Chen Ke's heart was unmoved like iron and stone. After Yan Fu went out, Chen Ke immediately called the comrade who accompanied the Yue Wang Society. The comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee began to report his observations of the Yue Wang Society.

All the power of the People's Party was used to enter the rural areas of various places, and the same was true in the Hefei area. For the petty thieves in the rural areas of Hefei, the local troops of the People's Party could absolutely eliminate them easily. For government or political party forces, Hefei city would inevitably be their first choice target. In Chen Ke's view, there was no need to defend Hefei city to the death at this stage. Hefei city was actually a bait, a stage, letting all forces jump out fully to perform. After the People's Party controlled the countryside, and the hidden enemies had fully displayed their figures on the stage, it would be much easier to deal with this group of people then.

So Chen Ke didn't care whether Hefei city would be lost. What he cared about was the safety of the three hundred comrades in Hefei city. The Yue Wang Society had over a thousand troops after all. If they wanted to seize Hefei city, the People's Party would definitely suffer great human losses. So he had to judge the Yue Wang Society's thoughts and formulate corresponding safety plans.

In the report, Chen Duxiu and the others behaved quite properly and didn't have a particularly fierce attitude towards the People's Party. This made it harder to judge instead. After thinking for a while, Chen Ke asked, "Comrade Zhou Zhizhong, are you willing to go to Hefei to be our liaison with the Yue Wang Society?"

"Ah?" Zhou Zhizhong was somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's order.

"To put it plainly, it is to monitor the movements of the Yue Wang Society. Their group of people are used to staying in the city. If they are made to stay away from the city, they will absolutely not be able to stand it. Rather than letting the Yue Wang Society people feel dissatisfied, it is better to allocate a piece of land for them outside Hefei city. This requires a liaison. The best case is that the grassroots of the Yue Wang Society gradually accept the program of the people's revolution and become our comrades. I am generally not so optimistic about the upper echelons. Comrade Zhou Zhizhong, you happened to have dealt with the high-level of the Yue Wang Society. Do you think you can accept this job?"

Zhou Zhizhong felt a burst of excitement in his heart. The People's Internal Affairs Committee was not just a department presiding over internal discipline and suppressing counter-revolutionaries; foreign espionage and infiltration work was also one of the responsibilities of this department. The work of infiltrating the Yue Wang Society was actually given to him to do. Zhou Zhizhong was both excited and nervous. His voice trembled slightly, "Chairman Chen, I will definitely do the job well."

Having determined the work in Hefei, Chen Ke called Lin Shenhe over. "Comrade Lin Shenhe, is the preparation work for Liuan County ready?"

Lin Shenhe handed over a roster. "These are the local secret societies we have contacted. They verbally support us entering Liuan County. But, Chairman Chen, do we have enough troops to enter the Dabie Mountain area now?"

At the Central Committee meeting of the People's Party, Chen Ke proposed a plan to develop the Dabie Mountain base area in the coming year. Facing this plan, the comrades of the Central Committee did not support it enthusiastically. The Dabie Mountain area was vast, but living conditions were harsh, and the local people were very poor. Compared with the existing base areas, the Dabie Mountain area could be said to be a typical example of "large investment, slow results."

Chen Ke naturally couldn't use the famous "Dabie Mountain Base Area" of later generations to persuade comrades, so no one opposed Chen Ke's plan, nor did anyone actively ask to undertake this work. Chen Ke knew there was no helping it. Now that the base area was expanding fiercely, the problem of the lack of cadres in the People's Party became prominent. Moreover, the actual working time of the oldest qualified cadres of the People's Party was only one year. There was a shortage of people everywhere now. Leaving wealthy areas undeveloped and putting precious human resources into remote and poor areas was unreasonable no matter what.

Not only did the comrades of the Party Central Committee not support it, but even Lin Shenhe, who had always followed Chen Ke closely, expressed doubts.

Chen Ke said with emotion, "If there are not enough people, send fewer people. If there are not enough troops, mobilize the secret societies. generally speaking, although the Dabie Mountain area is poor, it has its own advantages. Where the economy is backward, various social contradictions are doubly fierce. The people doubly hope for liberation."

Chen Ke didn't research revolutionary history very much. One of the reasons why the Oyuwan Base Area in the Dabie Mountains could make Chen Ke care so much was that his ancestors had sacrificed in the Dabie Mountain area. Moreover, the banking and financial work in the Dabie Mountain area was done very well. Back then, with a population of over three million in the Dabie Mountain Base Area, an army of over forty thousand people was formed. Many counties were Red Counties and General Counties. Chen Ke was absolutely unwilling to let go of such a revolutionary area proven by history. Historically, the Oyuwan Base Area had an army of forty-five thousand people. Chen Ke could absolutely transfer twenty thousand of them to fight in North Huai now. With troops of such scale, the military strength of the entire North Huai Base Area would inevitably be greatly improved. Even if just for these twenty thousand Red Army soldiers, Chen Ke believed that the Dabie Mountain Base Area must be opened up.

But these words couldn't be said now. If said, comrades going to work in the Dabie Mountains would easily turn the goal into recruiting soldiers instead of carrying out revolutionary work. So Chen Ke could only pin his hopes on the comrades' work performance.

Although Lin Shenhe didn't know why Chen Ke paid so much attention to the construction of the Dabie Mountain Base Area, he had always followed Chen Ke's command closely. Seeing that his advice was not accepted by Chen Ke, he put all his thoughts on the standpoint of doing the job well to the maximum extent. "According to our investigation, these secret societies are relatively unreliable. Many of them have connections with bandits in the Dabie Mountain area."

The bandits in the Dabie Mountain area were very famous. Due to the outbreak of the flood, the bandits temporarily stopped operating in the disaster areas of Anhui. According to intelligence, a large part of them ran to Henan and Hubei areas to roam. But before long, this group of people would reappear around the Anhui base area. Thinking of this, Lin Shenhe felt that opening up the Dabie Mountain Base Area wasn't a bad choice. With a base area in the mountains, they could effectively deal with bandits. The people in the mountains and the people in the plain areas had always been at odds. The plain areas thought the mountain people were poor and savage. The mountain people thought the plain people were mercenary. After robbing things, bandits ran to the mountains and distributed the looted things to the people, often gaining the support of the mountain people. Government troops often suppressed bandits but always had little effect. Now that the base area was getting richer and richer, if it were looted wantonly by bandits, the losses would also be much greater.

Chen Ke also scratched his head listening to the report. He had always lived on the plains and had only occasionally looked at mountainous areas casually; he didn't understand the specific situation at all. There were very few discussions about mountainous areas on the Internet, and he didn't even have anything to use for reference. At this point, Chen Ke had to force himself to say, "No matter what, the number of local tyrants and evil gentry in the mountainous areas is actually greater than in the plain areas. As for this troop problem, we must have a reliable troop go there."

Seeing Chen Ke rarely speaking some clichés, Lin Shenhe probed, "Chairman Chen, why don't you let the Yue Wang Society people go to the Dabie Mountain area?"

"Mn?" This suggestion lifted Chen Ke's spirits. Although the idea was slightly absurd, if the more than one thousand people of the Yue Wang Society could enter the Dabie Mountain area, it would really be a very good thing.

"Chairman Chen, what the Yue Wang Society people want most now is territory. If we leave them in Hefei, I dare say they will cause trouble sooner or later. Instead of this, we might as well tell the Yue Wang Society that we will help them attack the Dabie Mountain area. As for the territory, everyone manages it together. There will definitely be people in the Yue Wang Society who oppose and people who support it. Then no matter what, these people will split up. In this way, as long as a part of them goes with us to the Dabie Mountains, the threat of the Yue Wang Society to us will be much less. And as long as we can make good use of them, some of them will choose to join our team. This method is a bit easier."
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Since arriving at the base area, Lin Shenhe had always chosen to follow closely in Chairman Chen Ke's footsteps. Facing the problem of the Yue Wang Society, Lin Shenhe put forward his own political strategy for the first time. To his disappointment, Chen Ke rejected this strategy after only a slight hesitation. "Comrade Lin Shenhe, revolution is revolution. Using such a method to deal with the Yue Wang Society is a deviation from the revolution."

In Lin Shenhe's impression, Chen Ke had never been a rigid person. Why did Chen Ke suddenly become stubborn when facing the Yue Wang Society? Lin Shenhe hurriedly explained, "Chairman Chen, if we don't divide the Yue Wang Society, they will cause trouble sooner or later."

"I don't oppose your idea of dividing the Yue Wang Society; what I disagree with is letting the Yue Wang Society join our work." Chen Ke gave a more precise answer. "If we feel that the Yue Wang Society is our enemy, we can simply send troops to eliminate them. Last time we killed more than eight hundred counter-revolutionaries in one go, and the people were not fearful or uneasy because of this. Although the masses did not appreciate this act of mass killing, they at least understood why we killed people. If we feel that the Yue Wang Society is our friend and is consistent in the political stance of opposing the Manchu Qing rule, then we can let the Yue Wang Society understand through various exchanges that the people's revolution is the only correct path. But once the Yue Wang Society intervenes in the people's revolutionary actions we are promoting, given their current level, they will definitely do many wrong things. How do we explain to the people? Do we say that our People's Party wants to play some conspiracies and tricks now, so some things naturally go wrong?"

Only then did Lin Shenhe understand that the reason for Chen Ke's opposition was actually worrying about not being able to explain to the people. "Chairman Chen, the Yue Wang Society will definitely do bad things under our banner..."

"If they do that, we will hold them accountable." Chen Ke answered immediately.

"Since Chairman Chen also thinks we will definitely conflict with the Yue Wang Society in the future, why not strike now?"

Chen Ke looked at Lin Shenhe seriously and said in a deep voice, "Comrade Lin Shenhe, I never feel that we will have any conflict with the Yue Wang Society. Our People's Party wants to liberate the people and liberate China through the people's revolution. And it is not our People's Party that created this people's revolution; the broad masses of the people themselves need liberation and revolution. Our People's Party merely conforms to the people's wishes to realize this revolution. From this perspective, when our People's Party judges who is a friend and who is an enemy, we must judge from the perspective of this revolution. Not just from the perspective of our People's Party's own interests."

Lin Shenhe had no interest in Chen Ke's "high profile." After determining that Chen Ke would not agree to his plan, Lin Shenhe no longer wanted to continue arguing with Chen Ke about this issue. He turned the topic to establishing the police system in each county of the base area. Chen Ke didn't force Lin Shenhe to have any profound political insights either. When Lin Shenhe talked about specific work, Chen Ke also followed to talk about specific work.

Not long ago, the secret societies in Wuhe County set off a counter-revolutionary riot. From then on, there was a consensus within the People's Party that the main enemy at the current stage was the secret societies within the base area. This group of people must be squeezed out of the masses. But since the base area killed more than eight hundred people in one go, the secret societies were quite deterred, and so far they had behaved relatively honestly. The high-level officials of the People's Party had now gone down to the grassroots of various prefectures and counties to personally command work including land reform and post-disaster reconstruction. In addition to using military force as a deterrent, the police system, especially the establishment of an armed police system, was a very important job for the current base area.

Lin Shenhe left after talking about work. Chen Ke only felt a strong sense of unease in his heart. Up to now, the People's Party's revolution had achieved great results. But Chen Ke felt that these results were somewhat lacking. Unlike the revolution after 1927 in history, the revolution in Anhui had not encountered any real enemies so far, at least the revolution in Fengtai County had not encountered enemies. After the flood, because the people immediately started concentrated living, in a sense, the people of Fengtai County had been thoroughly mobilized. The extremely few landlords were quickly isolated, subdued, and even eliminated. The new system began in the most violent way of "collective life," so it was established quickly.

Natural disasters completely destroyed the old system, and the people rallied around the People's Party for survival. The People's Party didn't even stir up strong social contradictions. In the absence of enemies, the new system was established step by step. The Manchu Qing was not the Kuomintang of those years; their sensitivity to the People's Party and the people's revolution was surprisingly low. This regime on the verge of collapse had the kind of dullness, slowness, and chaos peculiar to before collapse. This status quo was diametrically opposed to the degree of difficulty of the revolutionary path Chen Ke knew.

This kind of thing should have made people breathe a sigh of relief, but Chen Ke felt an increasingly uneasy feeling. Chen Ke knew that his knowledge and confidence came from that fierce and cruel revolutionary history. Facing intense crises and pressures existing both internally and externally, the Party in history burst out with unprecedented progressiveness. In this era, whether internal or external, the strength of the enemy was far less powerful than the enemies the Party faced in history. So what problems would the people's revolution in this era encounter? Chen Ke only felt more and more uneasy.

"Maybe I should go to the local areas personally to carry out investigations?" Chen Ke couldn't help thinking. Since the historical era had essential differences, if he mechanically applied revolutionary experience again, mistakes would definitely occur.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke looked at the pile of documents on the desk. These documents were all about very specific work matters. Mainly problems with newly established handicraft industries. If he wanted to solve them thoroughly, relying solely on the office was no longer appropriate. Instead of remote control in the office, it would be better to simply go down to the grassroots to have a look. Chen Ke finally made up his mind. Now the Party Central Committee in Fengtai County was actually empty. Chen Ke called Yuwen Badu and asked Yuwen Badu to go to the countryside with him to solve problems.

Yuwen Badu was somewhat surprised and somewhat apprehensive. He asked cautiously, "Chairman Chen, are you dissatisfied with the current work in Fengtai County?"

Chen Ke smiled. "Badu, when our People's Party first arrived in Fengtai County, we were on the front line, working at the grassroots level. I haven't been to the grassroots much in this half year. I don't know what changes there are in grassroots work compared to our time back then. Let's two old buddies go to the countryside to have a look together. What do you think?"

Yuwen Badu knew that Chen Ke had already made a decision. Even if he didn't go, Chen Ke would go personally. Since this was the case, Yuwen Badu felt that going with Chen Ke was still the best choice. He nodded, "Since Chairman Chen says so, let's go and have a look."

Hearing this, Chen Ke frowned slightly. What is "let's just go and have a look"? Yuwen Badu was now concurrently the Party Secretary of Fengtai County; managing the work of Fengtai County well was his duty. In the past, the Party Central Committee was in Fengtai County, so there were many constraining forces, and Yuwen Badu couldn't fully display his skills. Looking at it now, Yuwen Badu seemed not to have changed from that state yet. Chen Ke suddenly felt that going down to the grassroots this time was very necessary.

But going down to the grassroots was not going through the motions. Leading the Yue Wang Society people to visit the base area was just looking at flowers from horseback. Just look at some superficial things. If Chen Ke also did this, the whole process would be to inspect, and then Chen Ke would say some lay words to the front-line staff, and the front-line staff would respond with some insincere nonsense. In short, it was all superficial work. In addition to collecting first-hand information, going down to the grassroots was importantly to solve problems. At least be able to sort out methods and ideas for solving problems. To achieve this goal, a lot of preparatory work was needed before going down to the grassroots. First, many reports on problems submitted by the grassroots recently had to be aggregated. Chen Ke didn't lack these reports in hand, but Chen Ke felt that these things should be done by Yuwen Badu.

Since Shang Yuan left the administrative work of Fengtai County, Yuwen Badu had concurrently served as the Magistrate of Fengtai County. Although he didn't expect Yuwen Badu to become a qualified magistrate in the short term, Chen Ke still hoped Yuwen Badu could perform a bit better. However, Yuwen Badu disappointed Chen Ke very much. Talking about the work to be prepared for going down to the grassroots, Yuwen Badu was actually submissive and couldn't say anything relevant.

Obviously, Yuwen Badu didn't understand how to be a magistrate at all. Yuwen Badu was only limited to the level of "knowing all" about various situations in the county. As for what to do next? Yuwen Badu "didn't know."

Facing this situation, Chen Ke barely held back his dissatisfaction. Yuwen Badu being able to become one of the nine Standing Committee members was originally to make up the numbers. He was a local. If Yuwen Badu wasn't given a place, it was considered "buying horse bones for a thousand gold" (a gesture to attract talent). The local masses felt there was one of their own in the People's Party. In actual work, the only aspect where Yuwen Badu could truly show his ability was architecture. Looking at it now, perhaps certain personnel adjustments were already some kind of necessity.

Chen Ke looked at Yuwen Badu, who was somewhat at a loss. He smiled, "Comrade Badu, call Comrade Ren Qiying over. Let her assist you in making arrangements for this work in the countryside."

Yuwen Badu had always been used to obeying everyone's assignment on specific work. Chen Ke gave the execution method, and Yuwen Badu immediately went to execute it. This was his biggest advantage. But as the Party Secretary of a county, the positive effect of this advantage could increasingly not make up for the shortcomings in Yuwen Badu.

However, plans couldn't keep up with changes. Just as Chen Ke began to organize the key points of work for going down to the grassroots, the guards sent several messages one after another. One of the earliest Party members of the People's Party, Wu Xingchen, who hadn't been heard from for a long time, first arrived in Shanghai and had now arrived in Wuhe County. He would soon arrive in Fengtai County. Coming with Wu Xingchen were also several Guangzhou revolutionaries Chen Ke had invited; Lin Juemin's famous name was impressively on the list. At the same time, what made Chen Ke happiest was that Wang Bin in Shanghai had obtained three coal gas internal combustion engines. The coal gas internal combustion engines were escorted by Wu Xingchen and would soon arrive at the base area. In addition, Wang Bin reached an initial agreement with an American trading firm; the American merchant agreed to exchange coal gas internal combustion engines for raw silk. And Wang Yuelong in Nanyang also sent news; after he contacted the French, the French agreed to exchange coal gas internal combustion engines for silk and tea.

Chen Ke held the letter and looked left and right. Ignoring the guard beside him, he laughed up at the sky, "Finally we can enter the electrical age!"

The coal gas internal combustion engine was a transitional machine type; its fuel was carbon monoxide rather than diesel or gasoline. Early coal gas internal combustion engines were used for power generation. Chen Ke had never invested much energy in steam engines. A very important reason was that steam engines required too high a standard for cylinder production, which the base area simply couldn't do. But once coal gas internal combustion engines were obtained, the base area could get a stable power supply. Although the scale of electricity wouldn't be large, Chen Ke firmly believed it was enough to solve many problems. Because the mechanical equipment Chen Ke had come into contact with in this life, except for advanced steam engines like steam locomotive heads, were all electrical age technologies. Chen Ke was simply not a person of the steam age.

The guard was startled by Chen Ke's behavior, but seeing that Chen Ke was not crazy but genuinely happy from the bottom of his heart, the guard also felt very happy. Since plans couldn't keep up with changes, Chen Ke didn't force it. He decisively postponed the grassroots investigation for a few days and ran to the industrial zone to guide the preparation work himself.

Yuwen Badu obviously didn't know he had escaped a disaster. According to the habit he had developed, Yuwen Badu still wanted to run with Chen Ke to get involved in the work of the industrial department. Ren Qiying, who was temporarily transferred to assist Yuwen Badu's work, immediately stopped Yuwen Badu's behavior. Looking at Yuwen Badu's puzzled expression, a doubt arose in Ren Qiying's heart: Was this Yuwen Badu playing dumb, or was he really dumb?

According to Ren Qiying's observation, none of the cadres of the People's Party from top to bottom were freeloaders. Needless to say for Chen Ke; Ren Qiying felt Chen Ke knew everything from astronomy to geography, governing the army on horseback and governing the people off horseback. Other senior cadres also had extremely strong abilities. After the expansion of the base area this time, in the nine Standing Committee members of the Party Central Committee, except for people in the military department and Yuwen Badu, everyone else volunteered to go to various counties to concurrently serve as County Party Secretaries. The promotion of the revolution indeed required everyone to work hard, but most importantly, these people were establishing their own connections and teams through practical work.

The People's Party initially started in Fengtai County, and Chen Ke was actually the Party Secretary of Fengtai County. Now that the base area had expanded, although military power was in the hands of the Military Commission, various Politburo Standing Committee members and Central Committee members were striving to obtain the positions of County Party Secretary and Magistrate. At least they were also striving for positions in various competent departments. Among the Politburo members, only Yuwen Badu didn't understand the current situation. Even less did he understand the situation he faced. In Ren Qiying's view, someone in the high level of the People's Party was obviously preparing to abandon Yuwen Badu intentionally or unintentionally.

After stopping Yuwen Badu's act of messing around blindly, Ren Qiying couldn't help thinking, "What should I do?" Chairman Chen Ke asked Ren Qiying to assist Yuwen Badu in preparing for the work in the countryside, which obviously had two meanings. The first was a very clear expression of recognition for Ren Qiying's working ability. But Ren Qiying couldn't quite determine the second meaning. Did Chen Ke hope to keep Yuwen Badu's current position? Obviously, Chen Ke was already very dissatisfied with Yuwen Badu. If going down to the grassroots this time couldn't be done well, Yuwen Badu would definitely be finished. And was Chen Ke preparing to let Ren Qiying replace Yuwen Badu's position, or to let Ren Qiying be this scapegoat? This was a big question that must be figured out.

Ren Qiying was quite troubled by this. While starting to help Yuwen Badu prepare the key points of work for going to the countryside, she thought left and right. Such matters couldn't be asked about randomly outside. The trend in North Huai was to love being an official. Now the People's Party had established its own status as the government. Even for the officials of such "rebels," many locals had begun to flock to them. Many local cadres in Fengtai County had been promoted, and everyone was working at the grassroots level. In a sense, Ren Qiying now had direct access to the high level. If she said the wrong thing or chose the wrong team, the result would be very bad.

Before Ren Qiying finally sorted out a clue, someone ran to Ren Qiying's door that night. The person who came was Ren Qiying's cousin, Xu Youli. "Sister, I heard Chairman Chen asked you to assist Secretary Yuwen's work?" Xu Youli spoke straight to the point.

Ren Qiying immediately became alert in her heart. She smiled and said, "Preparing for the work of going to the countryside, just helping temporarily."

Xu Youli said enviously, "Sister, this is a good opportunity. Recently I see Chairman Chen values you very much, and has entrusted you with many internal and external matters. You are going to be promoted."

These words made Ren Qiying feel a burst of pride in her heart. Many people saw Chen Ke's high regard for her. This was the future Ren Qiying earned through hard work by choosing the right team early on. When others were either forced by life to follow the People's Party, Ren Qiying actively chose the People's Party herself. At that time, Ren Qiying's purpose was entirely for the family, and she even made many bad preparations. But she never expected that the political program of the People's Party actually supported "equality between men and women" and "liberation of women." So Ren Qiying unexpectedly became a model. Being a woman was originally a disadvantage, but now in the base area, it had become a huge advantage instead. Such luck really greatly exceeded Ren Qiying's imagination.

Xu Youli's purpose in coming this time was to quickly build connections. If Ren Qiying was promoted, it would be extremely beneficial for him as a relative. So after praising Ren Qiying's cleverness and capability, Xu Youli wanted Ren Qiying to help him get a government job. "Sister, it's getting more and more tiring in the countryside after the land distribution. I don't want to farm anymore; I want to find a cushy job with the People's Party. You have to help me with this matter."

Hearing Xu Youli's words, Ren Qiying's face changed on the spot. "Cousin, our base area says labor is the most glorious. Who isn't working from top to bottom now? You want to find a cushy job; there isn't a single one in the base area. If there is nothing else, please go back!"
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Ren Qiying's new house was an ordinary courtyard in New Village No. 10. The People's Party never liked to spend effort on naming things; all new residential points in Fengtai County were arranged by numbers. Courtyard No. 22 of New Village No. 10 was Ren Qiying's home. Ren Qiying almost pushed and shoved her cousin, who was full of nonsense, out of the gate. Then she closed the courtyard door with a bang. This was a standard courtyard with five rooms, and Ren Qiying lived alone in one room. Ren Qiying didn't rush back to her room either; she stood in the dark gritting her teeth. She wished that people like her cousin Xu Youli would disappear from the world immediately. What were they thinking? Did they think the leaders of the People's Party were so easily fooled? A cushy job? Ren Qiying could be sure that once people like Xu Youli got a job, they would immediately try every way to embezzle money. Ren Qiying saw the faces of these people clearly.

While trying to calm the anger in her heart, Ren Qiying heard the door of the main room open. Her father Ren Yugang stood at the door. Ren Yugang said in that specific majestic tone of a father, "Qiying, come in here."

The father and daughter hadn't spoken formally for a long time. Since Ren Qiying followed the People's Party, for the sake of the family's interests, Ren Qiying's father had always ignored the People's Party, while Ren Qiying followed the People's Party wholeheartedly. But unknowingly, the fake act turned into a real one. After Ren Qiying joined the People's Party and assumed more and more responsibilities and work, she found that there were so many people within the People's Party who were stronger and wiser than her father. Unknowingly, she couldn't quite accept her father's authority in her heart.

Seeing his daughter walk into the main room and sit down somewhat reluctantly, Ren Yugang closed the door first, then asked, "Qiying, what exactly happened? Why did your cousin run to our house to talk nonsense?"

Ren Qiying replied angrily, "Humph, he wanted to secure personal gain. That's why he ran here!"

Ren Yugang didn't criticize Xu Youli's move. He looked at his daughter seriously. "Flies don't bite seamless eggs. Since he dared to come, I'm afraid you are also somewhat at fault."

Hearing her father's words, Ren Qiying felt extremely aggrieved. She knew her father Ren Yugang was a scholar with very upright conduct. In everything, he blamed himself first and would never criticize others. Even if he met a bastard, her father never preached any big principles, always maintaining the "gentleman's style" of "not fighting over spirit." But being criticized by her father like this, Ren Qiying really couldn't stand it. She defended herself aggrievedly, "Dad, they wanted to come themselves. What could I do?"

"Then you shouldn't have moved back to live at all!" Ren Yugang pointed out the key to the problem straightforwardly. "If you still lived in the military camp, would a bastard like your cousin dare to go to the military camp to find you? With a casual word from you, he couldn't even enter the gate. A rich man's son doesn't sit under the eaves (to avoid danger), but you have to find the right place to avoid danger."

Ren Qiying's anger was instantly knocked to the nine heavens by her father's blame. On the contrary, Ren Qiying's mother saw that Ren Yugang's tone was so impolite, so she hurried to persuade him, "Isn't our daughter also worried about our family?"

Hearing his wife's words, Ren Yugang's anger was instantly stirred even higher. He turned to his wife, "It's you who are worried. The sons are still young, and it wasn't easy for a daughter to make good and become an official. You wish you could walk in front of your daughter every day, fearing that others don't know you are Qiying's mother. From today on, stay honestly at home. If I don't let you go out, you are not allowed to go out a single step."

After scolding his wife, Ren Yugang turned to Ren Qiying again. "Move back to the military camp to live early tomorrow morning. If anyone asks you why, just say your father kicked you out of the house. If those bullshit relatives come to talk nonsense to you again, let them come to me, let them come to your mother. They are our relatives first, then yours. You don't need to do anything for them; just let them come to me."

Ren Qiying's mother's surname was Xu. Although Ren Xu Shi had always feared her husband, hearing her husband say such words at this time, she immediately tried to refute, "Old man, have you lost your mind? How can you kick your own daughter out? You are letting others laugh at us. If others know, what will they say about our daughter?"

Ren Yugang glared at his wife with a look of wishing iron could turn into steel. "Which of those people outside genuinely cares for our daughter? Which of them coming to the door isn't after the little bit of power in our daughter's hands? If we as parents can't block them for Qiying, are we waiting for them to trap Qiying?"

Ren Xu Shi saw her husband was really angry. She was also a bit scared in her heart, but still said timidly, "Qiying is an official; they are common people. What can they do to Qiying?"

"This is bastard talk. Is the People's Party easy to get along with? Look at their regulations; dare you handle personal affairs after becoming an official? Do you think they are the Manchu Qing government?"

Ren Xu Shi was really unconvinced in her heart. She replied, "Officials protecting each other is an old rule. If their own people don't protect their own people, then why does Qiying follow them? Our family's land was distributed; was it distributed for nothing?"

"Since the People's Party became the government, we have to accept the land distribution. Our family didn't rely on farming for a living anyway."

"Not relying on farming for food was because you taught before. Now the People's Party runs schools themselves; who still hires you as a teacher?"

"If I can't open a private school, I'll go to the People's Party's school to teach. If I can't teach, I'll honestly farm at home. I have hands and feet; can I starve to death?"

"Then you farm. I want to see how you farm."

Watching her parents quarrel, Ren Qiying felt extremely annoyed. If it were before, she could only persuade in a low voice, but now Ren Qiying had troubles in her heart, plus she had been a cadre for so long and had scolded others for a long time. Ren Qiying said loudly, "Dad, Mom, can you stop arguing!"

Ren Qiying had always been well-behaved; she had never been so rude in front of her parents. Ren Qiying's mother, Ren Xu Shi, was stunned on the spot. Ren Yugang looked at his daughter's extremely rare anxious look. He said, "Qiying, let's go to your room to talk." After speaking, he pulled his daughter up involuntarily and left the main room.

In Ren Qiying's room, Ren Yugang asked seriously, "What exactly happened?"

"Dad, some things are difficult to handle recently." Although Ren Qiying didn't really want to talk about these complex internal issues, the only person she could trust now was her father. Ren Qiying told her father about the personnel change trend within the People's Party. After finishing, she couldn't help adding, "Dad, don't go out and gossip about this."

Ren Yugang patted his daughter's head. "Girl, I'll say it to you again. Never say useless words like 'don't go out and gossip.' You can't control others. Since you dare to tell others, don't expect others to keep secrets for you. Not to mention keeping secrets for you, even if others repeat your words exactly as you said them, you've met a good person. Are there few people who specifically arrange your words in a bad way?"

Hearing this, Ren Qiying only felt her spirit lifted. She nodded hurriedly, "Dad, I know."

Seeing his daughter full of worries and restless, Ren Yugang sighed. "Girl, your father refused to come forward to follow the People's Party back then. It wasn't that I had any views on the People's Party. The world is bad now; none of the officials are good things. The people in the court humiliate the nation and forfeit sovereignty, not caring about the safety of the world at all. In such times, one shouldn't come out to be an official. Not to mention bad people are in power now; in this world, good people also learn to be bad. But your father was also timid back then and afraid of the People's Party. I am very happy that you are willing to come forward. But in this past year, I see the People's Party is indeed not ordinary. It has the atmosphere of a new dynasty about to rule the world. Since this is the case, I advise you to work hard."

"Dad, I know I should work hard. But how?" Ren Qiying said annoyedly.

"How did you do it before? Wasn't it just doing proper work? Now you just continue to do proper work, isn't that enough? Although your father is timid, I see the People's Party governs Fengtai County in perfect order, and everyone concentrates on doing proper work. That's why I didn't stop you. Otherwise, risking my life, I wouldn't let you learn to be bad with bad people."

"Dad, it's not about doing proper work now..."

"That's bastard talk. Chairman Chen Ke asked you to prepare for going to the countryside with Secretary Yuwen; this is proper work! You became an official of the People's Party, so you have to do things for the common people. If the People's Party hadn't been doing things for the common people all along, why do you think the common people of Fengtai County listen to the People's Party?"

"But..., but Secretary Yuwen doesn't know what to do now. This is obviously going to cause trouble. Other secretaries are engaging in land reform, planting grain, recruiting soldiers, and building organizations outside. Secretary Yuwen can't do any of them well. Chairman Chen is actually very unhappy."

"Don't worry about whether Chairman Chen is happy or not. If Chairman Chen thinks that kid Yuwen Badu is very capable, does he still need you to help him? Since he let you help him, it means Chairman Chen thinks you can help Yuwen Badu. If Chairman Chen thinks Yuwen Badu is not even worth helping, he could just wash his hands of him. Do you think you can see that Yuwen Badu is incompetent, but others can't see it? I dare say, as long as Chairman Chen washes his hands of him, there will naturally be people waiting to see Yuwen Badu's joke."

Hearing Ren Yugang's analysis, Ren Qiying's eyes lit up. "Dad, do you mean Chairman Chen wants to protect Secretary Yuwen?"

Ren Yugang shook his head somewhat helplessly. "Qiying, whether Chairman Chen wants to protect that kid Yuwen Badu is not important at all. You became an official of the People's Party, so you must do things. Chairman Chen fundamentally wants to get things done. He thinks you can do things, so he promoted you. Don't get involved in officialdom matters."

After saying this, Ren Yugang sighed helplessly. Ren Qiying felt her father had hit the key point, but seeing her father's helpless look, she also felt very worried. She hurriedly stood behind her father and gently massaged Ren Yugang's shoulders. After a while, Ren Yugang let Ren Qiying sit next to him.

"Qiying, I didn't want you to be an official because officialdom is a pool of muddy water. The People's Party is full of vitality now. You feel that what you do is all proper business, so you wish you wouldn't be stained by any spots. This is human nature. When your father passed the *Xiucai* exam back then, someone also said that as long as I spent money to buy a title, I could be a county magistrate as soon as there was a vacancy. But I was unwilling. The Manchu Qing officialdom is filthy; I didn't want to be this county magistrate. I think one should be upright in life. As long as one can have a clear conscience when asking oneself, that's enough. The People's Party has done so many things up to now; I think when you ask yourselves, you should have a clear conscience."

Hearing this, Ren Qiying nodded gently.

"Girl, it's already a remarkable thing for tens of thousands of you to have a clear conscience. Why do you trouble yourself? If Yuwen Badu can't do it, can Chairman Chen Ke use you as a scapegoat? If he uses you as a scapegoat, that's also not bad; you just come home and farm with me. We won't be this official anymore."

"Dad..." Ren Qiying couldn't help shouting.

Looking at Ren Qiying's anxious look, Ren Yugang couldn't help laughing. "Haha, now you know the thoughts after becoming an official. Once power is in hand, orders are carried out. You usually think what you do is proper business, big business. No matter what you say, once you are not allowed to be an official, your heart can't stand it."

Having her little secret completely exposed by her father, Ren Qiying felt ashamed on one hand, but felt much more relaxed on the other. She laughed, "Dad, what exactly should I do?"

"Be an upright person, do upright things. Qiying, I have taught and educated people for so many years. Many talented and promising children finally went astray. It wasn't that they couldn't do things, but that they thought too much. For example, being an official is originally to do some proper business and seek benefits for the people. Just like the current officials of the People's Party, whether you distribute fields, run workshops, or open schools. In the final analysis, it's all to make everyone's life better. So, I think it's not wrong for you to follow the People's Party."

Ren Qiying never knew her father Ren Yugang supported the People's Party so much. While secretly surprised, she listened carefully to her father's teachings.

"But some people, after becoming an official, what they see and think about is not how to do the things in their hands well. What they see in their eyes is how many people they can command, how many people can bow and scrape to them. These people don't understand that while others look like they are bowing and scraping on the surface, they don't know how they are cursing you in their hearts. What's the meaning of this? I am unwilling to deal with those vulgar people. Since you want to be this official, don't become a vulgar person yourself. Daughter, the reason I haven't said these things all along is that I see when you are under Chairman Chen Ke, you are never a vulgar person. Besides doing proper business, you never do anything trivial. I think this is very progressive, this is very good. What you think about these days is: has everyone eaten on time? Worked on time? Rested on time? Have they finished the work according to the rules? Are the rules set well enough to let everyone finish the work? If there are loopholes in the rules, how to patch them? These are all proper business; this is all progress. The gentlemen (*junzi*) of ancient times were nothing more than this. As for currying favor, you don't think about it at all."

Ren Yugang spoke sincerely, and Ren Qiying was somewhat moved. These days, everyone in the People's Party had been working hard in this direction. She didn't think there was anything wrong with this. This was the life the common people wanted to live. She never expected that these things were actually the style of a gentleman in her father's eyes.

"The atmosphere of your People's Party is so pure and good that those boastful villains cannot mix into your People's Party. So Qiying, you must never become a villain yourself. You said others are extremely capable; is this kid Yuwen Badu incapable? I see he is quite good at building houses. He just can't do well as the County Party Secretary now, so Chairman Chen Ke asked you to help him. Use as much ability as you have to help Yuwen Badu. Don't be afraid; work boldly."

"But Dad, what if someone picks faults?"

"Chairman Chen Ke can train tens of thousands of you into this appearance; do you think he doesn't know who is a villain? If a villain jumps out, do you think Chen Ke can tolerate those people?"

Ren Qiying felt the knot in her heart was untied by her father. She said in a low voice, "Many thanks, Father."

Ren Yugang touched his daughter's hair and said lovingly, "Don't worry about what your mother says. Move away early tomorrow morning. This is good for you."

"Yes, Father, I will leave tomorrow."

"By the way, I went to find people in the county these days, wanting to find a teaching position in the school. I also met Mr. Yan Fu. Mr. Yan asked me to go to the Normal School to teach and study at the same time. I'm telling you this first so you won't be surprised when the time comes."

Seeing her father actually cared about her to this extent, Ren Qiying didn't know what to say. Ren Yugang held Ren Qiying's shoulder. "Remember, whoever asks you to do private business for them, don't do it. If they have no food to eat, let them find me. I will handle these things for you. You being this official is not to do private business for them. If you dare to do one thing for them, you won't be able to finish the subsequent things at all. I am your father; at this time, it's time for me, the father, to come forward. Qiying, you must remember this for me. Not to mention those bullshit relatives and friends, even me, even your mother, your brothers and sisters, if you dare to do private business for them, don't say I won't recognize you in the future."

Ren Qiying nodded with a firm look. "I know, Father."

Early the next morning, Ren Qiying packed a few clothes and left. With her father backing her up, Ren Qiying only felt the sky was blue, the water was green, and her mood was relaxed beyond compare. Getting rid of those complicated interpersonal relationships, Ren Qiying felt her steps were light enough to almost fly.

Entering the office, she saw Yuwen Badu sitting among a large pile of official documents with a frown. It seemed Yuwen Badu hadn't slept all night. His eyes were full of bloodshot lines, and he looked exhausted to the extreme. Seeing Ren Qiying come in refreshed, Yuwen Badu stood up like seeing a life-saving straw. "Comrade Ren Qiying, you finally came."

Ren Qiying's face was full of affectionate smiles. After listening to her father's guidance, she felt her thinking was extremely clear at this moment. After the two sat down, Ren Qiying first simply categorized the official documents, then picked up a document and handed it to Yuwen Badu. Yuwen Badu read: "Outline of Granary Construction?" After reading, he looked up. "Is this what we need to deal with urgently now?"

Ren Qiying nodded. "This harvest is unlike previous years; the amount of public grain is huge. We don't know if the granaries in the county can hold it. Moreover, it is unlikely for the base area to transport all the grain to the county. Have granaries been built in other districts? How much grain can they hold? We must figure this out. Since we are going to the countryside, we might as well calculate this clearly first."

"Should this be done first?" Yuwen Badu hesitated.

"Secretary Yuwen, you manage construction. Building granaries is your specialty."

"True, true." Yuwen Badu couldn't help nodding repeatedly.
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You Gou and Qin Tongren sat face to face on both sides of the table. Several sheets of paper with data lists were scattered on the table. "Comrade You Gou, is this your final view?" Qin Tongren asked. Although he used the standard term "Comrade," there was no "comradely warmth" in Qin Tongren's voice and expression; his tit-for-tat emotion with You Gou was very obvious.

Since the always calm Qin Tongren behaved like this, the passionate You Gou was even less likely to be cooperative. She pressed her hands on the table and stared closely into Qin Tongren's eyes. "Comrade Qin Tongren, I think this allocation is very reasonable. Each period should have different focuses."

Before the argument could continue, Chen Ke had already strode in from outside. "Comrades, good news!" Chen Ke's cheerful voice rang in the room.

Seeing Chen Ke carrying a bulging satchel diagonally, Qin Tongren and You Gou knew Chen Ke was here to assign tasks again. You Gou was not at all encouraged by the "good news" mentioned by Chen Ke. She stood up abruptly. "Chairman Chen, you can make the final decision; you come and make a judgment."

"What's wrong again?" Chen Ke was not surprised at all by You Gou's emotions. These days, You Gou and Qin Tongren had argued quite a few times, and Chen Ke was long used to it.

You Gou spoke before Qin Tongren. "I think we shouldn't use steel for steam engines in the near future, or even start large-scale steelmaking. It's better to produce more farm tools that women can use."

"And Comrade Qin Tongren?" Chen Ke looked at Qin Tongren with a smile.

Qin Tongren glanced at You Gou, then turned his head and said, "Chairman Chen, if we don't develop steam engines, what about power? We must have some long-term plans."

These two were responsible for the industrial development of the base area, and arguments had to happen every now and then. You Gou tended towards plans with short time and quick results, while Qin Tongren constantly thought about developing heavy industry. Chen Ke actually supported Qin Tongren very much from the bottom of his heart. The problem was that the various foundations of the base area were so weak that developing heavy industry was too difficult. So every judgment racked his brains. But today Chen Ke showed none of the previous embarrassment. He laughed, "This question is very well asked. If not for the good news brought this time, I really couldn't make a decision."

"What exactly is the good news?" You Gou was a young woman after all, easily moved by fresh things.

Chen Ke put the satchel on the table and said excitedly, "The coal gas internal combustion engines I mentioned last time are finally going to be shipped here. Our base area shouldn't stay in the steam age for too long. Everyone grit your teeth and head straight for the electrical age."

"Coal gas internal combustion engines." Qin Tongren felt very speechless. Since coal gas internal combustion engines appeared in the 1880s, they had never been the mainstream power source. Qin Tongren only knew about them but didn't research them much.

"It's the coal gas engine Wang Bin got, right?" You Gou asked excitedly.

"I still feel steam engines are more reliable." Qin Tongren was not too happy.

"Besides knowing 'Multi-rivet Steam Steel' (*Duo Mao Zheng Gang*), what else do you know?" You Gou immediately retorted. When Chen Ke chatted with everyone about industrial development before, he had talked about weapon development. When joking, he occasionally mentioned the "Multi-rivet Steam Steel Cult." You Gou remembered this clearly. Hearing a complaint from the 21st century suddenly, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud.

You Gou didn't care about Chen Ke's loss of composure. She said with high spirits, "Senior Brother Qin, electricity will be the mainstream in the future. When I was in Germany, the Germans put a lot of effort into this."

Qin Tongren's sense of humor was not as rich as Chen Ke's. He also ignored Chen Ke and said seriously, "I also stayed in Germany and know very well about Germany's development of electricity. The problem is, have you seen a coal gas internal combustion engine? The size and weight of that thing are not much different from a steam engine. And it's much more complicated than a steam engine."

You Gou was not persuaded by Qin Tongren at all. She immediately retorted, "How complicated can it be? If you say the coal gas internal combustion engine is more complicated than a boiler, I believe it. If you say it's more complicated than a steam engine, I really don't believe it."

The dispute in the industrial department entered a common situation again, and Chen Ke was unwilling to mediate anymore. He interrupted You Gou's words. "Comrades, we only have tens of thousands of tons of iron now. No matter how you toss about, it's just 'doing a dojang in a snail shell' (making do in a small space). Without our own steel plant, everything is useless. It is serious business for us to catch up with the electrical age quickly."

Qin Tongren felt Chen Ke's words were a bit biased. He replied without enthusiasm, "Chairman Chen, it's not like we can catch up just because you say so. Chinese industry is so far behind Germany. Our base area is not an advanced area in China either."

Chen Ke was too lazy to educate Qin Tongren anymore. He made the final decision decisively. "It is precisely because we are backward that we must catch up in thinking first. Don't just think of steam power, steam power when considering mechanical power sources. Turn this idea around for me first; consider power from electricity first. Steelmaking should continue, but this steel is mainly used as parts for repairing firearms. We got a lot of copper back this time. Everyone start researching copper wire processing and prepare to make electric motors."

After speaking, Chen Ke opened the satchel. Inside were part of the technical core outline of the electrical age written by Chen Ke, and various motor knowledge Chen Ke could recall.

You Gou sat back in her seat with a triumphant smile. Seeing that Chen Ke had made up his mind, Qin Tongren picked up a pamphlet and prepared to look through it.

Before this discussion meeting started, Chen Ke said with a serious expression, "One more thing. I entrusted someone to buy a lot of technical books and materials from Europe. Translation work needs to be done by everyone. I can't participate in the preliminary translation myself; you have to cultivate manpower yourselves. I plan to establish the Ministry of Industry. One of the jobs of the Ministry of Industry, besides engaging in industry, is to establish its own school system."

Qin Tongren was somewhat strange. "Isn't there a Ministry of Education for education?"

"The Ministry of Education now manages basic education. Even if people are educated, can your industrial department use them immediately? So, on one hand, you recruit professional workers for me, that is, workers who no longer farm and specialize in industrial production. In addition, you have to provide vocational education for them. Eliminating illiteracy can rely on the Ministry of Education, but the Ministry of Education doesn't know what kind of workers the Ministry of Industry needs. This can only rely on yourselves."

Hearing this, Qin Tongren and You Gou couldn't help looking at each other. This time, neither saw any hostility in the other's eyes; they saw the same heaviness.

Qin Tongren said, "Chairman Chen, then you have to send us people. If you want immediate results, you have to send us people from the army. The Engineer Battalion is best."

As soon as Qin Tongren finished speaking, You Gou added, "Also need to send cadres, cadres from the army. I want political commissars."

"Political commissars again, and Engineer Battalion. You think beautifully!" Chen Ke laughed. "I don't have a single person here. You don't look; I am still singing the 'Empty City Stratagem' in Fengtai County myself. Compiling courses, setting systems, I might be able to help. You want people? Wait until the year after next."

Qin Tongren said seriously, "If we want to catch up with European standards as soon as possible, it won't work without suitable people."

"Everyone is very confident. Asking me for some backbones will catch up with Europe as soon as possible. Europe has been engaged in industry for more than a hundred years. It is unrealistic for you to want to catch up in a few years. Use whatever we have in our hands. And don't retake the old road of the European steam age. Europe's electrical age has also just begun not long ago; let's start from the electrical age."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, he didn't entangle with the two from the industrial department anymore. He began to talk about the basic characteristics and organizational model of the electrical age.

When Chen Ke left exhausted, You Gou was so tired that her eyes were dim. Because of excessive mental consumption, she lay on the table drowsily. Qin Tongren pressed his temples with his fingers, which was his usual way of recovering his spirit. After rubbing for a long time, Qin Tongren spoke, "You Gou, Chairman Chen studied industry before, right?"

Hearing this question, You Gou propped up her upper body. "I actually think Chairman Chen went to a military academy."

"Why do you say that?" Qin Tongren was very surprised.

You Gou's voice was ethereal, like sleep-talking. "I see him doing everything like commanding a battle. First formulate a plan and deploy troops, then rush forward with a single order." After speaking, You Gou lay back on the table. "I'm sleepy. I want to sleep here for a while."

"Why not go back to the dormitory to sleep?"

"Used to it. It was like this when I followed Wenqing in Shanghai. We made medicine together. If he was sleepy, he slept on the table, and I continued working. If I was sleepy, I also slept on the table, and he continued working. We worked desperately like that back then, making medicine to earn money. Otherwise, where would there be money for revolution?"

Qin Tongren had heard that You Gou and Chen Ke made medicine together before, but it was the first time You Gou mentioned things from that time herself. Hearing You Gou speak of the hardships of the past in a nostalgic tone while half-asleep, Qin Tongren suddenly felt a little envious.

You Gou continued to say what she wanted to say as if in a delirium. "At that time, everyone dared to do anything. Knowing the molecular formula and equation, we bought chemicals and started making them. We never thought that if we failed, we would lose everything. Not like now, clearly having things in hand, but daring not do anything easily. Before working, start arguing first."

Hearing this, Qin Tongren was unhappy. "Wait, Comrade You Gou, what do you mean by this?"

"I am saying you don't cooperate at all. When we had no money back then, we didn't think about any ambitious goals. We just picked projects that could make money immediately and started working. Finish what can be done first. So the goal was clear, and the effect was significant. You shout about steam engines and big industry all day long. Use this energy to fire glass and porcelain properly. Iron farm tools haven't even been popularized in the base area. In many newly opened base areas, three or four people share one hoe. You still insist on using steel to build steam engines. I think this is wrong."

Although You Gou was tired, she didn't let go of the dispute with Qin Tongren not long ago. This persistence peculiar to women made Qin Tongren feel sincere admiration.

"To develop industry, what to do without reliable mechanical power?" Qin Tongren asked.

"I'm not talking about these things. I think you haven't understood one thing until now: we are engaging in revolution. The things we produce are to be used for the revolution. Of course, industrial construction requires manpower and material resources, and these manpower and material resources must be obtained from the revolution." You Gou recovered some spirit; she looked up at Qin Tongren while speaking.

Qin Tongren was obviously not interested in You Gou's revolutionary theory, which could be seen from his impatient look.

Seeing Qin Tongren so unenlightened, You Gou snorted from her nostrils with a feeling of wishing iron could turn into steel. "Senior Brother Qin, let me speak plainly. I actually think your idea is correct, but your method is wrong. If you think you can't solve the problem, go to Wenqing for ideas, people, and things. Instead of arguing with me here. What's the use of the two of us arguing back and forth?"

Qin Tongren disagreed with You Gou. "Chairman Chen can't conjure things out of thin air either. It's useless for me to find him."

"Even if Wenqing doesn't have things, he knows how to get things out. You feel a lack of power; Wenqing knows about the lack of power better than you. So you go talk to Wenqing early. He can definitely tell you what to do."

You Gou's words left Qin Tongren speechless. Judging from the present, Chen Ke indeed hadn't ignored industrial work because of military and political work.

Seeing Qin Tongren finally stop refuting her, You Gou said heavily, "I think the problem of our industrial department now is very simple: disunity of opinion. I do mine, you do yours. Unless fighting for things, you don't come to see me at all. You don't listen to me; I can understand. Now you don't even want to listen to Chairman Chen's opinion; you just know to take your group of people and do what you want to do. This is wrong. Many things have been delayed like this. If you had asked Wenqing for instructions early, you wouldn't have clung to the steam engine. I can tell you today, we have already produced some of the insulating ceramic components needed on electric wires. What preparations have you mechanical guys made? I think you haven't prepared anything, right?"

Hearing this, Qin Tongren's face didn't change much, but his heart was churning. You Gou wasn't wrong; the industrial department was indeed factually split now. Qin Tongren could only temporarily suppress his subordinates so that they wouldn't try to overthrow You Gou's leadership position. But these subordinates of the Beijing Gang also had a strong centrifugal force. Most of them didn't understand electrification, and these people's ideal was to rebuild a Tianjin Machinery Bureau in Anhui. Chen Ke had no time to manage the industrial department, and these people didn't listen to You Gou, so the "Beijing Gang" led by Qin Tongren was completely unprepared for the electrical age.

Being pointed out the problem so clearly by You Gou, Qin Tongren felt quite panicked. You Gou usually didn't seem to like talking about big principles, and she and those following her were busy with "small projects." Qin Tongren thought You Gou was just an ordinary intellectual woman who could endure hardship and work. But hearing You Gou's words today, Qin Tongren finally understood why You Gou could sit firmly in the position of the nine Standing Committee members of the People's Party Central Committee. This was definitely not just because You Gou was senior and willing to work.

At this time, Qin Tongren knew that the situation had changed greatly. Chen Ke used to just give some specific work to the industrial department, only caring about the result and not interfering with the internal operation of the Ministry of Industry. Now Chen Ke had proposed the overall idea and direction of the Ministry of Industry, and You Gou was the highest leader of the industrial department. You Gou followed the future industrial direction proposed by Chen Ke very closely. Then the dominance of the industrial department had actually fallen into You Gou's hands. If the "Beijing Gang" continued to confront like this, You Gou could really strike the "Beijing Gang" comprehensively.

Facing such a situation, Qin Tongren could only determine You Gou's thoughts first. "Comrade You Gou, what do you think should be done?"

You Gou didn't look tired at all at this time. She stared at Qin Tongren with a stern look. "I think everyone must know what they are here for. Since I followed Wenqing, I knew I was here for the revolution, to overthrow the Manchu Qing and establish a new China. To achieve the goal of the revolution, the base area needs industry. So I came to engage in industrial work. But many comrades don't think so. They think they are here to realize their own life ideals. This ideal is to establish their own industrial system and industrial empire. To realize this ideal of theirs, they want to use the power of the revolution. I think this idea is wrong and must be corrected."

The bright gaze in You Gou's beautiful phoenix eyes made Qin Tongren feel guilty. For the first time in so long, Qin Tongren actively avoided You Gou's gaze. He was suppressed by You Gou in momentum.

Is this the true revolutionary Chen Ke talked about? Qin Tongren couldn't help thinking. You Gou usually had no airs and could get along well with everyone regardless of knowledge and status. Except for those who were dissatisfied with You Gou, everyone was also willing to be with You Gou. You Gou didn't like small talk or gossip. All words revolved around work, around how to do the work well. Working with You Gou was very hard. But no one complained, no one opposed, no one fled before battle or slackened. Because You Gou always arranged the work well.

Thinking of this, Qin Tongren suddenly recalled what You Gou said about Chen Ke: "I see him doing everything like commanding a battle. First formulate a plan and deploy troops, then rush forward with a single order." And when You Gou worked, she was exactly the same as Chen Ke. Also formulating a plan, deploying personnel, and then doing things step by step. Although the work was hard, the difficulty wasn't high. Plus You Gou set an example and would demonstrate personally in all links. She unknowingly gained the respect and obedience of the comrades.

But the "Beijing Gang" led by Qin Tongren was completely not like this. Facing specific work, they could also be forced to do it and complete it. But once there was no work pressure, everyone's thoughts were completely each for himself; everyone had ideas, everyone had plans. If not for Qin Tongren's absolute prestige, plus Yan Fu in the base area strongly supporting Chen Ke, heaven knows what these ambitious "Beijing Gang" members would have stirred up.

Thinking of this, Qin Tongren turned his head and said, "I will have a good talk with everyone about this matter."

Hearing Qin Tongren's words, You Gou responded with a firm tone, "Not a good talk. But must convince everyone. Senior Brother Qin, Wenqing respects you very much and believes in you very much. That's why when I applied for a political commissar, Wenqing didn't agree to transfer people to me. So I think you should take on the role of this political commissar. If you can't convince those people, I will definitely ask Wenqing to transfer a political commissar over. We are making a revolution, not playing house. Please think this through clearly."



★


Chain Reaction 26

Volume 3 - Chapter 168

❧ ❧ ❧


Chain Reaction (26)

The spring wind blew across the Huai River. Due to the activity of aquatic plants, the river wind carried a faint fishy smell. This was very different from the fishy smell mixed in the sea breeze. Lin Juemin and several revolutionary comrades stood at the bow of the boat, gazing at both banks of the Huai River. According to the guide's introduction, this was already the territory of the People's Party revolutionary base area. There were seven or eight young people who came with Lin Juemin this time, all of whom were extremely radical revolutionaries. Their dream was to one day stand on Chinese land where the Manchu Qing rule had been expelled. Now they finally saw the first piece of Chinese land that had truly "expelled the Tartars." This excitement made them feel that everything in front of them had an indescribable novelty. Even the strange river wind made them feel so comfortable.

Standing next to Lin Juemin was Fang Shengdong. He frowned slightly and asked, "Why haven't the common people working on both banks cut their queues?"

For these passionate young people, they didn't know what social development should look like after the revolution. But they firmly believed that after the revolution, the queues on their heads must be cut. Because they had this intense attitude in their hearts, they naturally thought that everyone in the People's Party base area should have cut their queues. Seeing that the majority of people in the base area still kept their queues, these young people felt very uncomfortable in their hearts.

"Maybe because there hasn't been time to manage these things?" Luo Nailin interjected.

Fang Shengdong had a fierce personality. Hearing this, he couldn't help but retort, "Brother Luo, to have conquered such a large territory without promoting the revolutionary spirit first and cutting the queues on these heads—this revolution is a bit like child's play, isn't it?"

Luo Nailin was the oldest among the young people on this trip. He knew Fang Shengdong's temper. Seeing Fang Shengdong starting to get anxious as usual, Luo Nailin smiled slightly but said no more.

Lin Juemin was also concerned about this issue. Since entering the People's Party base area, some people in the various organs and troops of the People's Party had cut extremely spirited short hair, but many people still kept their queues. He had also asked privately, and the guide from the Water Detachment accompanying them explained that because part of the work had to be carried out in the Manchu-occupied areas, it was more convenient to keep the queues temporarily. Lin Juemin could accept this explanation. But seeing that the vast majority of common people in the base area still kept their queues, he felt very uncomfortable.

Just then, the boat shook slightly. Lin Juemin didn't need to turn his head to know that among the people on the boat, only Wu Xingchen could create such an effect just by stepping onto the deck.

"Hello, Mr. Wu." Luo Nailin was the first to greet Wu Xingchen.

Wu Xingchen nodded slightly and replied, "Hello, Mr. Luo." After speaking, he stood quietly on the deck and looked around.

Seeing Wu Xingchen's calm appearance, everyone wanted to say something to him but didn't know what topic to find. They had all heard that Wu Xingchen was an old Party member of the People's Party. The old revolutionaries they had contacted were all enthusiastic, talking eloquently and endlessly. Everyone originally thought Wu Xingchen should also be of this type, but they never expected Wu Xingchen to be a taciturn character. Usually, apart from polite greetings, he didn't say a word. If everyone asked too much, Wu Xingchen would simply turn around and leave in silence. Wu Xingchen was over 1.9 meters tall and burly. Once he kept a straight face, there was an extra sense of oppression. When keeping a straight face and not speaking, he had an unfathomable attitude. Although the young people were repeatedly treated coldly, they couldn't really generate hostile emotions in their hearts.

"Mr. Wu, what kind of person is Mr. Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party? You must know very well." Fang Shengdong was one of the few young people who didn't give up after hitting a wall. Every time he saw Wu Xingchen, he wanted to get some news out of Wu Xingchen's mouth, and he was also the one ignored by Wu Xingchen the most times.

Wu Xingchen remained silent as usual, just looking around. A moment later, everyone heard Wu Xingchen say in his deep voice, "Chairman Chen is a very young man, about the same age as you gentlemen."

"Oh? How old is Chairman Chen exactly?" Fang Shengdong was very interested in this.

"Twenty-six or twenty-seven," Wu Xingchen said.

"So young!" Fang Shengdong was very surprised. Not only Fang Shengdong, but the other young people at the bow were also very surprised. The reason they traveled thousands of *li* from Guangdong to Anhui was partly because friends who had already joined the People's Party brought articles written by Chen Ke. "A Madman's Diary" resonated greatly with the young people, and several of Chen Ke's manuscripts made them feel that Chen Ke's views on revolution were extremely profound. Plus, Chen Ke's book on materialism already had a considerable reputation in the south. Since such a revolutionary leader invited them warmly, the young people felt they couldn't refuse Chen Ke's face. Moreover, the revolutionary base area highly praised by friends from Anhui also made the young people yearn for it.

Everyone had more or less some opinions about the base area, but this opinion was not so much dissatisfaction as "criticizing severely because of deep love." The greatest feeling the young people had for the base area was a strong sense of satisfaction. Since entering the base area, at least the organization of the army and various local governments was completely different from the Manchu Qing. It looked like a new government at a glance. The southern revolutionaries launched uprisings continuously, but the result was repeated defeats. The People's Party had already built such a vast base area. Even if there was only this little bit, everyone felt elated.

Hearing that the leader Chen Ke, who had achieved such a situation, was actually about the same age as themselves, everyone was quite surprised. When they wanted to chase and ask Wu Xingchen, they saw Wu Xingchen turn around and walk towards the back of the boat. Like the previous few days, this was Wu Xingchen's unique way when he was unwilling to answer questions anymore. Everyone didn't know what mystery Wu Xingchen was playing, or which sentence was wrong and made Wu Xingchen unhappy.

In fact, the reason Wu Xingchen avoided them was not what these revolutionary youths thought. He hadn't worked with Chen Ke for long. Since Wu Xingchen went to Shandong to carry out rebellion activities, contact between the two sides had been cut off for more than a year. Regarding the Anhui revolutionary base area, Wu Xingchen didn't know much more than these youths from the south. Moreover, these southern youths all had Guangdong and Fujian accents. Although they also tried to speak Mandarin, they had mixed accents after all. Wu Xingchen didn't understand southern dialects very well originally, and after returning to the north for more than a year, he surprisingly couldn't understand much. To avoid trouble, Wu Xingchen tried his best to avoid these southern youths.

Seeing those young people didn't chase over to ask, Wu Xingchen breathed a sigh of relief in his heart. Looking at the unfamiliar environment of Anhui, Wu Xingchen guessed what Chen Ke would look like when seeing him again. The People's Party had changed a lot. The small political organization that once had only eight people had now become a behemoth. Just the Water Detachment Wu Xingchen saw had dozens of boats and a scale of nearly a thousand people. And in such a vast area along the coast, there must be thousands or tens of thousands of new Party members. Wu Xingchen didn't know any of the People's Party cadres who came to receive him. Or maybe Chen Ke had long forgotten him. Wu Xingchen couldn't help thinking.

The fleet didn't move fast. Wu Xingchen had seen the iron machines carried in the big boat with his own eyes. It took more than a dozen people plus equipment to lift these few iron guys onto the boat. Wu Xingchen still remembered the small equipment Chen Ke made when dyeing cloth in Shanghai before; at that time, he felt those things were quite efficient. But looking at those dark iron things, Wu Xingchen felt those small equipments were just like toys. How exactly did Chen Ke plan to use these machines? Wu Xingchen was very curious.

No matter how long the journey, there will be an end. After the fleet docked in Fengtai County, the first thing Wu Xingchen saw was several high racks, which should be the same things as the hoisting equipment on the docks managed by foreigners in Shanghai. Many people were busy around the hoisting equipment. As soon as the ship stopped steadily, the long rack turned over, and someone went down to the ship along the rope hanging from the rack and began to tie ropes to those equipments.

Wu Xingchen didn't care about so much. Under the leadership of the guide, he went onto the dock. Not far away, he saw Chen Ke surrounded by You Gou and a group of other strangers, discussing something facing a large sheet of paper.

Everyone had changed so much. Originally, some wore long gowns, some wore short clothes, and some wore Western suits. Now they were all in uniform blue clothes. Not only clothing, but hairstyles had also changed greatly. Especially You Gou cut a short hair like a boy; Wu Xingchen almost didn't recognize her. But these changes were external. If one must say, everyone's skin color and appearance hadn't changed much. Careful identification could still find clear images in memory.

The biggest change was everyone's demeanor. Whether Chen Ke or You Gou, their expressions had become much more mature. When establishing the Revolutionary Party originally, everyone talked and talked every day, their expressions changing like children. Now Chen Ke and You Gou looked extremely focused; their attention was on the paper in their hands. These two obviously knew what they wanted to do. When speaking to others, they unknowingly revealed an irrefutable firm attitude. Although their clothing and hairstyles were no different from the people around them, just standing there, the two were different from the people around them, and others would absolutely not fail to pay attention to them.

Chen Ke and You Gou talked for a good while, and Wu Xingchen waited patiently on the side. Chen Ke finally finished the arrangement. He handed the large sheet of paper to You Gou, and then walked quickly towards Wu Xingchen.

So you saw me long ago. Wu Xingchen thought to himself. He didn't know whether he should feel that Chen Ke now had such a big air. Obviously, Chen Ke was busy, not deliberately leaving Wu Xingchen aside. Moreover, Wu Xingchen himself never had the consciousness of being a People's Party member. So reasonably speaking, Chen Ke had the right to leave Wu Xingchen aside, but Wu Xingchen still felt a bit unhappy in his heart. That was a mixed emotion of jealousy and loss. And this emotion lasted for quite a while.

"Brother Wu, long time no see." Chen Ke's smile didn't change much from when he was in Shanghai. If there must be a change, it was that Chen Ke looked more frank. There was no longer anything artificial in his expression. Wu Xingchen wasn't quite sure if this was because Chen Ke no longer had the more or less hypocritical things from before, or if these things were skillfully hidden by Chen Ke.

"Brother Chen, we haven't seen each other for more than a year." Wu Xingchen also said frankly.

Chen Ke said with a smile, "It wasn't easy for you to come back; let's have a good chat. Our old comrades are basically in the base area. Comrade You Gou is responsible for carrying equipment at this moment, as you also saw. Huishen, Qingguo, and Zudao are all in the base area. It's just that they are all in other counties now, so we can't meet for a while. Now that you are back, our old comrades are all here."

Wu Xingchen knew that Chen Ke had to make this small talk, but he didn't want to say so many useless things. "Wenqing, I came back this time to ask you a few things. The most important one is, is Pang Zi listening to your orders now?"

"No. Chen Tianhua was with Pang Zi last year, but when the Beiyang Army went to suppress Pang Zi, everyone split up." After answering Wu Xingchen's question, Chen Ke asked strangely, "What trouble has Pang Zi caused again?"

"He has returned to Nangong County. Recently, he has caused quite a stir. I sent people to contact him, but I couldn't reach him no matter what. Moreover, I heard that you caused so many things in Anhui, so I felt I had to come back and have a look no matter what."

Chen Ke looked at the people coming and going around. "Let's talk about these things when we go back."

Wu Xingchen nodded. Chen Ke greeted the new revolutionaries from the south again, asked someone to take them to settle down first, and then returned to the military camp with Wu Xingchen.

"Wenqing, do I still count as a member of the People's Party?" Wu Xingchen asked straight to the point as soon as he sat down.

"Comrade Wu Xingchen, you are also an old comrade who participated in the Party admission oath. If you feel you are a People's Party member and solidly achieved the discipline that a People's Party member should abide by, then you are still a People's Party member."

Hearing Chen Ke's answer, Wu Xingchen nodded. "Wenqing, according to what you say, I'm afraid I can no longer be considered a Party member now."

Chen Ke felt this question was not easy to answer. He used to read about many historical events where the Party had to conduct strict reviews and screening of Party members who had interrupted contact for a time. At that time, Chen Ke felt this practice was a bit unreasonable. But facing Wu Xingchen, an old Party member who had "interrupted contact for a long time," he realized that such strict review and screening was not unreasonable, but a responsible practice for the organization itself.

Wu Xingchen volunteering to go to Shandong for activities a year ago was agreed by Chen Ke. This matter was beyond reproach. Wu Xingchen suddenly came back now; Chen Ke didn't suspect that Wu Xingchen had betrayed the revolution. Wu Xingchen had an irreconcilable hatred with the Manchu Qing; he couldn't defect to the Manchu Qing. But this standard was simply insufficient to determine Wu Xingchen's Party member status. If more than a year ago, Wu Xingchen could still determine his Party member stance by anti-Qing sentiment, today, more than a year later, the organization and discipline of the People's Party were highly strengthened. Wu Xingchen had been away from the Party's leadership for a long time, and he himself at least didn't try very actively to establish contact with the Party organization. According to the current organizational model of the People's Party, Wu Xingchen had actually been demoted to peripheral personnel. If Wu Xingchen really hoped to be accepted by the Party again, his Party spirit and principles would undoubtedly be severely questioned, which would mean shedding a few layers of skin. In this regard, Chen Ke dared not come forward to protect Wu Xingchen.

Seeing Chen Ke hesitating and not speaking, Wu Xingchen smiled. "Wenqing doesn't need to be so embarrassed. We haven't contacted for so long; I myself don't have the face to say I am an old Party member of the People's Party. Wenqing, you might as well speak frankly if you have anything."

Thinking about it, Chen Ke felt there were only two roads to go now. Either decide to treat Wu Xingchen as peripheral personnel, or let Wu Xingchen pass a strict review. Chen Ke believed that he also had a great responsibility for leaving Wu Xingchen isolated outside. At least Chen Ke didn't try to establish contact with Wu Xingchen. For the past year, the Party organization had fully built the Anhui base area, and Chen Ke had almost completely forgotten Wu Xingchen. So Chen Ke still hoped to redeem his mistake. But this redemption would have to make Wu Xingchen suffer grievances. Chen Ke was very worried whether Wu Xingchen could accept such grievances consciously and voluntarily. After thinking it over, Chen Ke decided to tell the truth. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, our People's Party has changed a lot now. You might as well take a good look and study well in the base area. If you still want to continue working in our People's Party, you have to pass the organizational review."

Wu Xingchen was silent for a long time after hearing this, then said, "Wenqing, is the review you mentioned a *toumingzhuang* (certificate of allegiance)?"

"Not a *toumingzhuang*. I think it's much stricter than a *toumingzhuang*. Comrade Wu Xingchen, if you want to continue following the Party, you have to make the Party believe you are sincere. I was also wrong in this matter; I shouldn't have ignored you. But no matter how big my mistake is, you have to accept the Party's review. Only by confirming that you are sincerely following the Party will it work."

" asking me to submit a *toumingzhuang*, Wenqing, you have to draw a path for me." Wu Xingchen asked.

"There are two paths. The first path is for you to restart work in the base area. Report what you did in Shandong to the Party organization. Don't worry about Shandong's affairs in the future; just concentrate on working in the base area. This path is the most convenient and won't toss you too much. But Comrade Wu Xingchen, you have been in Shandong for so long; are you willing to leave Shandong? This is what I am more worried about."

After hearing Chen Ke's words, Wu Xingchen felt that the conditions proposed by Chen Ke were surprisingly reasonable. He secretly breathed a sigh of relief. "I came back this time, firstly because of Pang Zi's matter, and secondly because I have been working alone outside for so long, and I sincerely feel that what you said before, Wenqing, makes sense. So I also made up my mind this time coming back. I will hand over all the forces I managed in Shandong to our Party to preside over. I will no longer set up my own banner in the future. However, I still hope to be able to return to Shandong. If I want to go back to Shandong to continue working, is it okay if I hand over the power?"

Chen Ke was most worried that Wu Xingchen would use his power in Shandong as a background to disobey the Party organization's arrangement. The base area was about to open up base areas in a larger scope. If Wu Xingchen was tolerated in such a situation, then the base area construction in the future would definitely become the beginning of mountain stronghold factions within the Party. The history of the Party had long proved that if the revolution was to succeed, the Party Central Committee must control the Party organization, and independent or semi-independent forces within the Party could not be allowed to exist.

Wu Xingchen's statement made Chen Ke feel much more at ease. However, Chen Ke didn't become blindly optimistic. "Comrade Wu Xingchen, the review will be a very strict matter. You will definitely suffer grievances. You must be prepared for this. In addition, the review will not be just a few short days; it will go through a long time. Not only in the base area, but also going to Shandong. The final result is very likely that you hand over the forces developed in Shandong to our Party organization, but you are transferred away from Shandong. Although I can assure you that if such a result occurs, it is not targeted at you personally; this is the unified arrangement of the Party organization. But whether you can sincerely accept the arrangement of the Party organization depends on whether you yourself can achieve the integrity of a People's Party member."

"Wenqing, if I don't agree to either of these two roads, does that mean expelling me from the Party?" Wu Xingchen asked.

"Yes. I also have responsibility for this matter, so with a responsible attitude towards you, I will ask for your expulsion from the Party. We can still cooperate in the future, but you will no longer be a member of our People's Party."
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Qi Huishen never expected that the reason Chen Ke urgently called him back to Fengtai County was to conduct the first political review work. He expected even less that the object he had to review was actually Wu Xingchen. Political review was not a particularly strange treatment for the current People's Party. As the number of People's Party members continued to increase, in addition to the insurance measure of "joint liability" of the introducer, the People's Party also re-conducted the "political review" of Party members. Throughout the People's Party, except for Chen Ke, all Party members and probationary Party members underwent preliminary political reviews by the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Chen Ke, who set an example in other matters, extremely rarely requested the People's Internal Affairs Committee not to conduct a political review on himself. He stated that he could disclose any information about himself after May 1905. But for information before 1905, Chen Ke really couldn't cooperate.

The People's Internal Affairs Committee led by Qi Huishen had not planned to conduct any political review on Chen Ke. Although Chen Ke's words aroused various curiosities in the Internal Affairs Committee, everyone only dared to guess privately; no one really dared to violate Chen Ke's will. Of course, Chen Ke also provided information such as name, gender, nationality, and native place. These basic materials were enough to deal with outsiders.

The political reviews that had been conducted were all primary reviews for basic data collection. Holding a political review for the purpose of "loyalty inspection" was the first time in the base area. Qi Huishen had no experience with this. After listening to Chen Ke's introduction of the task, he asked somewhat awkwardly, "Chairman Chen, what purpose does this review aim to achieve?"

Chen Ke's answer was concise and to the point. "Since it is a loyalty inspection, the purpose is to determine that Comrade Wu Xingchen is a politically reliable comrade."

"Then just let Comrade Wu Xingchen stay and work in the base area. Why is there a need for a loyalty review?"

"Because Comrade Wu Xingchen not only hopes to be recognized by the organization but also hopes to hand over the forces he developed in Shandong to the Party organization."

Qi Huishen was even more puzzled. "Then just send someone directly to Shandong?"

"I hope to give Comrade Wu Xingchen an explanation so that he won't be considered a peripheral force. Moreover, I don't want this work to become the beginning of mountain-strongholdism (*factionalism*) within the Party. If we don't want mountain strongholds in the Party, then the persons in charge of all base areas must be appointed by the Party Central Committee. We will definitely appoint a new Party Secretary and will absolutely not let Comrade Wu Xingchen concurrently serve as the local Party Secretary. This political review is not just a review, but also a communication. Not a communication between private individuals, but a communication between Comrade Wu Xingchen as a Party member and the Party organization."

Qi Huishen asked hesitantly, "That is to say, we have to make Comrade Wu Xingchen understand that he has to step aside?"

"Not that he steps aside, but that the Party Central Committee and the People's Party Shandong Branch want to lead the local revolutionary work. Does Comrade Wu Xingchen want to choose to exist as the leader of the local progressive forces, or choose to exist as a Party member of the People's Party?"

"What's the use of relying on words for this kind of thing?" Qi Huishen was somewhat puzzled. The People's Party had not developed its own power in Shandong at all now. If Wu Xingchen only expressed his stance verbally but resisted in actual action, the significance of this stance could be said to be meaningless. The transfer of power is not a simple matter. Qi Huishen now concurrently served as the Party Secretary of the Fengyang Prefecture region; he deeply realized how difficult it was to seize real local power in less than a month.

"If there isn't even a statement of position, there is no possibility for the future. Moreover, I have a responsibility for things getting to this extent. If I had at least established contact with Shandong at that time, things wouldn't have come to this." Chen Ke frankly admitted his responsibility. "So I want to give Comrade Wu Xingchen a chance. This is also where my responsibility lies."

Since Chen Ke said so, Qi Huishen also roughly understood the gist of his work. Wu Xingchen was taken to the office of the People's Internal Affairs Committee to write a report, first explaining his experiences over the past year or so in writing. Then there would be a conversation, followed by targeted questioning. Qi Huishen had little confidence in how long Wu Xingchen could persist under questioning. With the People's Party developed to today's level, all Party members in the base area had carried out a lot of work under the direct leadership of the Party, and daily assessments had long been conducted unknowingly. Wu Xingchen had a somewhat independent flavor when in Shanghai, and had experienced alone outside for so long. Qi Huishen could imagine Chen Ke's helplessness. If Wu Xingchen insisted on returning to work in Shandong as soon as possible, his discipline would be questioned first. The organizational discipline of the People's Party emphasized "obey orders and listen to commands" most. Whether Party members did big things or small things, they had to obey the resolutions of the Party Committee. Party members could not act on their own. Wu Xingchen had undoubtedly greatly violated this discipline.

When Qi Huishen took charge of the work of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, he knew he would encounter many thorny problems in this job. He didn't expect to encounter such unpleasant work so soon. He suddenly felt that it would be better if Chen Ke personally took charge of the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

Chen Ke didn't know Qi Huishen's thoughts. Even if he knew, Chen Ke would only tell Qi Huishen that this was the division of labor in revolutionary work. Chen Ke couldn't manage all the affairs of the People's Party alone. To make this increasingly developing organization run well, Chen Ke had to distribute power gradually.

As the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke found himself increasingly far from the grassroots. In the past, Chen Ke could personally stand at the forefront of work; now Chen Ke could only solve problems through reports and conversations. Regarding this, Chen Ke had to lament how much helplessness was contained in the brilliant word "Revolutionary Leader." In addition to strategic design and ideological propaganda, leaders often can only wait for results. Regardless of what the subordinates accomplished or failed to accomplish, leaders undoubtedly had to bear the responsibility of the highest leader. That is to say, the work of "taking the blame."

If it were a failed political organization in history, their tradition would be to push the responsibility to the subordinates, but Chen Ke didn't want to repeat the mistakes of these people at all. The Party in history succeeded by relying on the style of "correcting mistakes if any, eliminating counter-revolutionaries if any." Chen Ke had no idea of shirking his responsibility at all. Not only could he not shirk responsibility, but all Party members of the People's Party could not shirk responsibility.

Besides being responsible for Wu Xingchen, Chen Ke also had to face the revolutionaries from the south. Regarding inviting the "Martyrs" of Huanghuagang, Chen Ke felt he was a bit rash. At that time, the People's Party had not launched the Anqing Campaign, and the People's Party up and down didn't know much about secret societies. Plus, at that time, Chen Ke himself didn't have enough confidence; he felt that anyone with revolutionary enthusiasm should be a comrade. So Chen Ke inevitably unconsciously had an overly high judgment of those revolutionary "predecessors" who died generously.

The various "deeds" of the Yue Wang Society after occupying Anqing were collected by the People's Party's intelligence department and submitted in the past two days. Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu also returned safely after commanding the retreat of the Restoration Society. After Chen Ke understood the general situation, he was almost petrified. His confidence in the old-style revolutionaries was at an all-time low. The commendable thing about these revolutionaries might only be that they stood up when someone was needed to step forward. But Chen Ke no longer had any hope of relying on the spontaneous efforts of these people to build a strong new China.

With a different mindset, the attitude was also different. When Chen Ke met Lin Juemin and others, he unconsciously became calmer. Compared with Chen Ke's attitude, Lin Juemin, Fang Shengdong, and others appeared extremely excited. After both sides met and exchanged greetings, Fang Shengdong immediately asked excitedly, "Mr. Chen, I wonder when you plan to raise troops to overthrow the Manchu Qing?"

"Aren't we raising troops to overthrow the Manchu Qing right now?" Chen Ke poured a bucket of cold water on him.

Fang Shengdong completely misunderstood Chen Ke's meaning. He asked excitedly, "Could it be that you are going to raise troops to march north and attack Beijing, the lair of the Manchu Qing, in the near future?"

Chen Ke didn't explain much anymore. He asked straightforwardly, "Revolutionary comrades, I want to ask something. Is the purpose of your revolution to overthrow the Manchu Qing, or to save the common people and let them live a good life?"

"This..." Fang Shengdong was stumped immediately. He asked doubtfully, "Is there any difference? After overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the common people will naturally be able to live a good life."

Chen Ke looked at Fang Shengdong and others calmly. Chen Ke had spoken about this level of revolutionary principle too many times; he didn't even have excited emotions anymore. "Overthrowing the Manchu Qing is overthrowing the Manchu Qing; this is completely different from letting the common people live a good life. It's not just the Manchu Qing court that harms the people. I wrote *A Madman's Diary* just to tell everyone that the current social system eats people. If the common people want to live a good life, they have to be liberated from this system. The ancient poem says: 'Behind the vermilion gates meat and wine go to waste, while out on the road lie the bones of the frozen and starved.' 'There are no idle fields in the four seas, yet farmers still starve to death.' This is not a poem from the Manchu Qing era, but what is the difference from the China ruled by the Manchu Qing now? Just to overthrow the Manchu Qing is nothing more than toppling a Manchu Qing and standing up another dynasty. Changing the soup but not the medicine."

After hearing Chen Ke's calm words, Fang Shengdong couldn't help but praise loudly, "Well said, Mr. Chen, you said it well! That's why we want to overthrow the Manchu Qing and implement a republic! If we engage in monarchy or constitutional monarchy again, China will absolutely have no future. Only under a republican system, adopting democratic parliamentary politics, can the people have a way to live. Mr. Chen's insight is indeed extraordinary. Apart from Mr. Sun Yat-sen, I really haven't seen anyone who can explain this issue so clearly."

Hearing that he was actually compared to Sun Yat-sen, Chen Ke was very unhappy at the time. He couldn't help sneering, "Don't mention me in the same breath as Sun Dapao (Sun Cannon) and his ilk."

Seeing Chen Ke's face looking very ugly, Fang Shengdong and others were stunned one by one. Chen Ke knew these young people respected Sun Yat-sen very much. He felt there was no need to intensify unnecessary conflicts on this issue. He smiled and said, "Mr. Sun Yat-sen and I are not on the same path. There is no comparability."

"Why do you say that?" Luo Nailin asked with interest.

"Sun Yat-sen pursues power in the hope of obtaining political power and authority after overthrowing the Manchu Qing. Our People's Party first liberates the common people from the man-eating old system, and obtains power by gaining the recognition and support of the common people. The foundations of the two are completely different. So there is nothing to compare."

Luo Nailin hadn't spoken all along; even the introduction just now was done by Lin Juemin on his behalf. But hearing Chen Ke's explanation, he pursued, "Then what exactly is the difference between the two?"

"The difference is that our People's Party risks our lives for the people so that the people can obtain power. As for Mr. Sun's revolution, to put it bluntly, it is letting others risk their lives for him."

"Mr. Chen's words are a bit too harsh, aren't they?" Fang Shengdong immediately retorted excitedly.

Chen Ke couldn't bear it anymore. He retorted unceremoniously, "Then where was Mr. Sun when the people of Anhui faced the flood? He was taking his Japanese mistress around lobbying for money, wasn't he? Where was Mr. Sun when the revolutionaries launched uprisings everywhere? He was remotely commanding in Japan. Where was Mr. Sun every time faced with death? Anyway, not in a dangerous place. Our People's Party doesn't have such revolutionaries. Our People's Party stresses practical work."

Because some things hadn't happened yet, Chen Ke couldn't say more about things that hadn't happened. Sun Dapao's life, besides being keen on playing with underage girls, was about grasping power and finding financiers. And then there was mass killing of former "revolutionary comrades." The only time that could be called "facing death" was when he was in Guangdong. Chen Jiongming opposed Sun Yat-sen collecting taxes by opening opium dens and casinos, and also opposed Sun Yat-sen's Northern Expedition. Sun Yat-sen wanted to assassinate Chen Jiongming, but because he was isolated and weak, no one listened to his assassination order. As a result, Sun Yat-sen was driven away by troops loyal to Chen Jiongming instead. At that time, the troops besieging the "Presidential Palace" didn't want Sun Yat-sen's life at all. They opened the main road to let Sun Yat-sen leave, only symbolically seizing the "Presidential Palace" as a statement. As a result, after Sun Yat-sen boarded the warship, he immediately ordered the warship to bombard Guangzhou city in retaliation for several days, killing hundreds of Guangzhou citizens. A "Grand President" who ordered warships to fire on citizens, Sun Yat-sen was also quite a unique one.

As for Sun Yat-sen's diehards killing the Restoration Society members madly after the Xinhai Revolution, including the mysterious assassination of Song Jiaoren, Sun Yat-sen's figure was always behind them. If Sun Yat-sen couldn't control these subordinates, it could only be said that Sun Yat-sen was incompetent. If Sun Yat-sen could effectively control these subordinates, then Sun Yat-sen was the mastermind, or at least approved of these people's actions. Moreover, in many materials Chen Ke saw, Sun Yat-sen already had the idea of "purging the Communists" before his death. It was only because he died at that time, and Chiang Kai-shek launched the April 12 counter-revolutionary coup to seize power later. Tracing the source, Sun Yat-sen absolutely couldn't get away with it.

The more materials he read, the lower Chen Ke's evaluation of Sun Yat-sen became. "Low character, vicious means." This was Chen Ke's impression of Sun Yat-sen. If there was a chance, Chen Ke felt he must strike first to remove Sun Yat-sen and his subordinates Chen Qimei, Chiang Kai-shek, and others. Without them, China would only be better.

Contrary to Fang Shengdong's desire to refute Chen Ke strongly, Luo Nailin praised, "Mr. Chen said it well." Everyone's eyes were originally on Chen Ke. Hearing Luo Nailin say this, Fang Shengdong's angry eyes fell on Luo Nailin's face.

Luo Nailin didn't care about others' gazes at all. He smiled, "Mr. Chen, these gentlemen are all from the Tongmenghui (Alliance Society). I am from the Restoration Society. Although everyone knows Mr. Huang Xing, we are not of the same party."

These words surprised Chen Ke greatly. He never knew the relationship between the Tongmenghui and the Restoration Society in 1907. But seeing the Tongmenghui killing the Restoration Society after the Xinhai Revolution, plus Luo Nailin's statement, it seemed that the contradiction between these two political parties was by no means only intensified after the Xinhai Revolution.

Luo Nailin continued, "Mr. Chen, I admire the People's Party greatly for being able to achieve so much. But I wonder what advice Mr. Chen has for calling us to Anhui. It can't be just to let us have a look."

"I originally heard that you are all revolutionary comrades, so I hoped everyone could join our People's Party and create a new world for the Chinese people. But our People's Party absolutely does not allow people in the Party to have dual political party identities. So I feel I was rash."

"Does Mr. Chen want us to join the People's Party?" Lin Juemin asked.

"Yes." Chen Ke looked at Lin Juemin, feeling quite pity in his heart. Chen Ke still cared about a figure like Lin Juemin.

Lin Juemin smiled. "I have joined neither the Tongmenghui nor the Restoration Society. I wonder if Mr. Chen can recruit me."

Seeing Lin Juemin's expression, Chen Ke knew that Lin Juemin had no intention of joining the People's Party at this time. He also smiled, "Our People's Party only recruits comrades who join voluntarily. And even if they join voluntarily, if they don't truly agree with our People's Party's revolutionary program, we won't recruit them either."

"May I ask what the political proposition of the People's Party is?"

"People's revolution, establishing a regime of people's democratic dictatorship."

"People's democratic dictatorship?" Lin Juemin put away his smile. "Democracy is democracy, dictatorship is dictatorship. How can it be both democratic and dictatorial? Is Mr. Chen telling a joke?"

"Then what does Brother Lin think democracy is?" Chen Ke also put away his smile.

Lin Juemin said seriously, "Naturally, it is a republican system, parliament electing representatives to govern the country. Liberty, Equality, Fraternity."

Chen Ke asked, "When has the parliamentary system ever been able to represent the people?"

"Members of parliament are elected by the people; how can they not represent the people?" Lin Juemin looked at Chen Ke with surprised eyes as he spoke. He didn't believe Chen Ke didn't even understand such a basic principle.

Chen Ke said seriously, "The parliamentary system is a place where various interest groups play games. How can such a place elect democratic representatives representing the interests of the people? For example, the members of parliament from Fujian, dare they propose a policy that is beneficial to the country to some extent but harms the interests of Fujian? For votes, they must represent, or at least superficially represent, the interests of the voters. How can you say such a system can elect representatives representing the interests of the entire Chinese people?"
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In the world of 1907, anyone who could support a "republican system" instead of a monarchy was considered a leftist. In China, such people were definitely radical revolutionaries. So when Lin Juemin heard Chen Ke sneer at the parliamentary system, his face suddenly flushed red. For a moment, Lin Juemin suddenly had a suspicion: he suspected Chen Ke was a royalist. Or Chen Ke himself was preparing to be the emperor.

But Lin Juemin thought again and felt his idea was a bit too extreme. Because Lin Juemin knew that most of his dissatisfaction was because Chen Ke had relentlessly ridiculed the "parliamentary system" just now.

Calming himself down, Lin Juemin asked, "Mr. Chen, don't you think we should promote equality and freedom?"

Chen Ke asked in return, "What is equality, and what is freedom? You have to give a reason, right?"

Lin Juemin tentatively said, "It means no one can override others; this is equality. Whatever you do cannot be stopped by others without reason; this is freedom."

"I won't play word games with the freedom to kill and set fires. I'll ask a very realistic question: Does anyone here believe that praying to the Dragon King in a dry field will bring rain?"

The revolutionary youths looked at each other. These youths were considered enlightened youths and didn't believe much in feudal superstition. But even so, they were not thorough atheists like Chen Ke.

Seeing the uncomfortable looks of the youths, Chen Ke changed his wording. "Then let me ask a simpler question. Gentlemen, before taking the boat, did you offer incense to Mazu?"

These youths were from Guangdong and Fujian. They dared not be disrespectful to a sea goddess like Mazu. Everyone nodded or simply admitted it frankly.

"Our People's Party are materialists; we don't believe in gods or Buddhas. As for you gentlemen, if you want to seek peace of mind, then go worship gods; I don't think there is any problem. We believe there should be the right to freedom of religion. If a person prays to gods and Buddhas just for their own peace of mind, this is personal freedom. Although I think it's ridiculous, this is a permissible freedom. But if someone manipulates religion for personal purposes to achieve their own pursuit of interests, do you think this kind of religious freedom can exist? For example, those foreign missionaries who come up and say you are guilty, and then threaten and intimidate people into believing in their religion. Do you think this kind of freedom is allowed to exist?"

The revolutionary youths roughly understood Chen Ke's meaning, and everyone expressed their stance that such freedom must not be allowed to exist.

"So, what I want to say is that any freedom, any power of the people, has a bottom line. This bottom line is science and democracy. Science is not just those common-sense knowledges. Science is a materialist attitude. Science first makes us understand that this world can ultimately be known by us, but we haven't realized the whole of the world yet. So we must expand our cognitive range by developing productive forces. Instead of coming up with some illusory thing to fool everyone. And democracy is built on the basis of science, promoting the people's living standards, cultural levels, and cognitive levels by developing science and productive forces. So for us, many things must be thoroughly overthrown, and must be suppressed by means of people's dictatorship. We do not allow anti-scientific and anti-democratic things to exist. Even less do we allow opposing science and democracy under the banner of equality and freedom."

Lin Juemin fell silent. He had always advocated equality and freedom, and Lin Juemin had been smart and eager to learn since childhood. Talking about politics with friends in school, he could always impress everyone. But facing Chen Ke's revolutionary theory opposing "equality and freedom," he felt surprisingly powerless to refute. Although he didn't know Chen Ke's entire theoretical basis, Lin Juemin intuitively felt that what Chen Ke said was only a very small part of this set of theories.

"Does that mean we don't want equality and freedom?" Lin Juemin couldn't help asking finally.

"Equality and freedom are not theoretical things because equality and freedom are just vocabulary used by humans to express their feelings. Vocabulary is definitely not something universally applicable. But science is different; science treats everyone equally. Everyone should know that the earth is not flat; what is under our feet is a planet called Earth. Whether you believe it or not, this actually exists. Because of the existence of gravity, if you throw a stone into the sky, it will definitely fall to the ground. As long as you are on Earth, whether Chinese or foreigner, old or young, the result of throwing a stone into the sky is the same. This universally applicable science is the program our People's Party adheres to. And the grain grown by farmers is taken away by the officials, gentry, and landlords under the old system through the exploitation system, so the people cannot eat the grain they grow themselves. This is a fact that any farmer must face. So overthrowing this old system and establishing a new system where laborers can eat is the program of our People's Party."

Chen Ke's attitude was very serious. He no longer wanted to "persuade" others to join the Party through persuasion and education. Mobilizing the masses is one thing; "persuading" others to join the Party is a completely different matter. The events in Anqing opened Chen Ke's eyes greatly. He assumed that if he were in Anqing city, the result of his reflection was that he had no better way other than using systems and violence to restrain. Any system without the support of violence is weak and ineffective, and for a revolution, an unprecedentedly violent movement, weakness and ineffectiveness mean failure and destruction.

So facing the brave and fearless "revolutionary predecessors," Chen Ke chose a straightforward statement. He had figured it out now; even without these "revolutionary predecessors," the people's revolution would inevitably triumph. If these people couldn't accept fierce revolutionary theories, Chen Ke felt it was serious business for everyone to part on good terms.

"So, in the process of the people's revolution promoting science and democracy, I don't care what words those people use to describe it; I only look at what they do. If those people oppose the revolution, no matter how much they shout about democracy and freedom, I will overthrow them. Even if they shout science and democracy, I must overthrow them!"

Lin Juemin fell completely silent, and the revolutionary youths who came with him didn't speak either. Fang Shengdong had a fierce personality. After hearing Chen Ke's violent words, he stood there frozen, staring straight at Chen Ke as if immobilized by magic.

Luo Nailin was the oldest and recovered earliest. He looked at Chen Ke with awe. "Mr. Chen, then your revolution is not just to overthrow the Manchu Qing and restore China?"

"Not my revolution, but the people's revolution. The people have suffered for so many years; they want to live a better life. Only science and democracy can save the people. So the entire old China must be completely shattered, and then a new China must be rebuilt on the theory of science and democracy. Instead of overthrowing the Manchu Qing and then using theories like parliamentary republicanism that fool children to create warlord chaos."

"Why is Mr. Chen so hostile to the parliamentary republican system?" The tone of Lin Juemin's question this time was no longer a rebuttal caused by anger; he was truly puzzled by Chen Ke's attitude.

Chen Ke could understand Lin Juemin's attitude. To Lin Juemin, the parliamentary republican system was a form that had never appeared. At least theoretically, the parliamentary republican system was indeed much more advanced than the current system of the Manchu Qing. But Chen Ke stood downstream of history a hundred years later. He knew that the people's revolution like a violent storm had washed away the dust and created a brand-new powerful China.

In 1949, that man solemnly announced on the Tiananmen Gate tower, "The Chinese people have stood up." And China at that time was just a recognized weak country. It could be said that in 1949, traitors had no door to sell the country. Because if foreigners wanted to plunder anything from China, they could just attack directly. But after the Korean War, those traitors finally had a powerful motherland to sell for a price.

And just 23 years after 1949, US President Nixon's visit to China in 1972 proved that China was already a decisive force in the world. All middle exploitation classes were cleaned out. On the basis of poverty and blankness, the average life expectancy of Chinese people doubled, massive agricultural water conservancy facilities were built, and basic people's education was realized. Several foreign wars proved China's strong military power to the world, and the "Two Bombs, One Satellite" proved China's technological capabilities.

23 years could make China grow from the abyss into a universally recognized important force in the world again. And from 1911 to 1949, a full 38 years, China's world status declined day by day. How could Chen Ke have any good feelings for the parliamentary republican system? No matter how bewitching this thing sounded, if this theory couldn't actually set China on the road to revival, then the value of this theory was not even as good as a pile of dog shit that could fertilize the land.

Moreover, if this system was merely useless, it would be fine. Chen Ke knew how much evil and slaughter forces under the banner of parliamentary republicanism created in China after the Xinhai Revolution. He knew even better what crappy things these European and American countries that flaunted democracy and freedom did. He even had the opportunity to see what kind of crisis Europe and America caused due to the defects of the capitalist system itself.

So regarding Lin Juemin's rhetorical question, Chen Ke felt unable to answer and disdained to answer. He couldn't tell Lin Juemin that this was the proof of history Chen Ke saw. And Chen Ke was never a person who held deep sympathy for losers. Chen Ke believed that following correct and effective theories was a matter of course. It was a basic quality that a person unwilling to be abandoned by the times should possess.

However, Chen Ke couldn't say nothing. He pondered for a while before saying, "Regarding this kind of thing, I only insist on my own point of view. As for what it will become in the future, history will naturally have a public verdict."

"History's public verdict?" Luo Nailin repeated in a low voice, then asked, "What exactly is Mr. Chen's intention in calling us here?"

"I originally heard that you are all excellent revolutionary youths, so I hoped everyone could join the People's Party and contribute to the people's revolution. But at that time, I didn't know you had already joined other parties. Our People's Party is willing to cooperate fully with other parties to promote the revolution. But we absolutely do not accept people who insist on other political views joining the People's Party, let alone accepting people from other parties joining the People's Party as individuals. So if you are interested in the People's Party, you might as well stay in our base area to have a look, or participate in work within your capacity. If you are not interested, we will give you travel expenses to go home."

"What are you saying, Mr. Chen?" Fang Shengdong had recovered from the shock just now. "We came to the base area originally wanting to contribute to promoting the revolution. Since we came, we didn't plan to leave. Whether to join the People's Party can be discussed later, but serving the people's revolution is our duty."

Chen Ke was psychologically unmoved. He smiled, "If that's the case, our base area welcomes you. We will arrange for you to work in the base area."

Chen Ke asked the Logistics Department to arrange these people to work in the logistics department, which wasn't deliberately making things difficult. The Logistics Department was now responsible for breeding farms, which could be said to be the agricultural sector with the highest technological content in China now. Moreover, the breeding farms employed a large number of female laborers and were also the most gender-equal labor enterprises in China now. This world is constantly changing. For example, in the major industrial countries of the 21st century, even the conservative right wing promotes the political view of "equality between men and women" to a certain extent; this political view is already a consensus. But in 1907, if any political party dared to publicly support "equality between men and women," it would definitely be considered an out-and-out extreme leftist. Since Lin Juemin and the others were revolutionaries, Chen Ke thought they needed to accept the views of "labor is the most glorious" and "equality between men and women." If these revolutionary youths felt they shouldn't "do these menial farm jobs," then these people could leave. Chen Ke had no thought of retaining them at all.

Fang Shengdong and the others didn't know Chen Ke's arrangement. They participated in the "revolutionary movement" with joy and apprehension. They all knew the People's Party's base area was very large. So they couldn't imagine what work would be arranged for them. That night they found themselves actually incorporated into hundreds of Japanese people. This shock left these revolutionary youths speechless. Lin Juemin was the most surprised. If not for Chen Ke's invitation, Lin Juemin would have gone to Japan to study. He had even specially learned Japanese. Lin Juemin was very eager to learn and mastered Japanese quickly. He was originally worried about his limited Japanese level and planned to learn Japanese properly from Japanese people when he arrived in Japan. He now discovered that following the Japanese to improve his Japanese level didn't require going to Japan at all.

After finishing the morning drill the next day, the revolutionary youths first attended class, and then were force-fed some basic biology. They came into contact with the concepts of "food chain" and "protein."

Starting from the third day, everyone went to the countryside to participate in "revolutionary work," which was the work of slaughtering ducks. Female ducks could be kept for laying eggs, while male ducks could only provide meat. Although Lin Juemin and the others felt they dared to go into battle to kill the enemy, asking them to slaughter ducks deftly was a considerable stimulation. Holding a butcher knife in one hand and pinching the duck's neck in the other, Lin Juemin just couldn't cut down. The instructor had seen much of this kind of thing. He came over and asked pleasantly, "Do you still want to recite the *Rebirth Mantra* for this duck?"

Lin Juemin blushed. He looked up at the instructor's kind but uncompromising expression. Hardening his heart, he didn't dare look at the duck's neck and cut down with one stroke. The duck in his hand was originally obedient, but with this cut, the duck struggled its neck out of Lin Juemin's hand in severe pain, then quacked and flew and jumped around. Because the neck was injured, duck blood sprayed, and Fang Shengdong next to him got a lot splashed on his face. Startled, Fang Shengdong applied force with his palm. The duck in his hand felt suffocated and immediately struggled desperately. Fang Shengdong was afraid the duck would run away, so he grasped the duck's neck tightly with both hands. Not long after, the duck became honest, not because it no longer felt fear, but because it was strangled to death by Fang Shengdong.

The Japanese comrades were already quite skilled at killing ducks. The reason they couldn't go to other posts was that their Chinese education hadn't been completed yet. They killed ducks and drained blood skillfully. For every duck Lin Juemin, Fang Shengdong, and others killed, they killed at least four. This made these southern revolutionary youths very embarrassed.

The instructor didn't criticize these people. Everyone was the same at the beginning; it would be fine after doing it more. But when the Japanese revolutionary comrades began to pluck feathers skillfully, the instructor called the southern revolutionary youths together to start dissecting the duck corpses. If duck raisers didn't even know the physiological structure of ducks, it would be too much like child's play. The dissected duck corpses were bloody, and the southern revolutionary youths felt nauseous watching and smelling them.

In the evening, eating duck meat soup, more than half of the southern revolutionary youths had no appetite. Luo Nailin practiced martial arts and recovered much faster than others. He usually didn't like to talk, but seeing the comrades' performance, he had to say, "Eat quickly. Where will you get the strength to work tomorrow without eating?"

After everyone finished eating, they went back to the dormitory to rest. Lin Juemin didn't want to learn any Japanese anymore. He heard Fang Shengdong in the lower bunk ask, "Is this revolution?"

None of these southern revolutionary youths came from a poor background. When they made uprising plans, logistical work was always done by buying. They were very unaccustomed to the People's Party's self-sufficient model. During class, the instructor had talked about simple issues of the People's Party's logistical supply system. Lin Juemin could accept this self-sufficient model in his heart, but he didn't know how to answer Fang Shengdong's question.

No one answered this question, and Fang Shengdong didn't fully expect others to answer. He let out a long breath, but it wasn't known what he was thinking, and he didn't ask anything more. After a tired day, Lin Juemin only felt sleepier and sleepier. He didn't understand his work very well. Preparing food for comrades wasn't outrageous, nor was it a job to be looked down upon. Lin Juemin had an inexplicable resistance in his heart, yet felt he didn't know how to describe it. Various knowledge, insights, and practical work experiences mixed together, making Lin Juemin's head dizzy. Young people slept well; thinking and thinking, he fell asleep unknowingly.
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When Chen Tianhua was called back to the Party Branch from Bengbu District, he had a rough guess about Chen Ke's purpose. Since evacuating from Xingtai County, Chen Tianhua's greatest hope was to fulfill his promise to the Peasant Association comrades: return to Hebei as soon as possible to promote the revolution. While in the base area, he worked hard on one hand and strengthened his study on the other, preparing to carry out revolutionary actions better. When he saw Shang Yuan and Chai Qingguo in the conference room, Chen Tianhua guessed that changes had occurred in Hebei.

"I plan to establish the Northern Bureau of the People's Party and the Henan Party Branch. The Northern Bureau will govern the revolutionary work in Shandong and Hebei. The Henan Party Branch will be directly led by the Party Central Committee. You three comrades have all requested to return to work in the north. I want to know if everyone still insists on their own ideas." Chen Ke's idea greatly exceeded Chen Tianhua's guess. Chen Tianhua always thought Chen Ke would focus on the south. Although he wanted to return to Hebei very much, Chen Tianhua had not mentioned this matter again in public or private. A Party member must first obey the Party's command; this discipline invisibly restrained Chen Tianhua's words and deeds. Hearing that Chen Ke actually wanted to expand the work of the People's Party to the entire Henan, Hebei, and Shandong, he surprisingly couldn't express his thoughts for a moment.

Chai Qingguo never shrank back in expressing his stance. After Chen Ke finished speaking, Chai Qingguo immediately replied, "I want to go back to work in Shandong." Chen Tianhua glanced at Chai Qingguo and saw that Chai Qingguo didn't have a look of joy on his face, but a magnanimous and serious expression. Chen Tianhua envied Chai Qingguo's attitude in his heart. In terms of frankness in words and deeds, Chai Qingguo never lagged behind others.

At this moment, Shang Yuan said, "I obey the organization's arrangement."

This highly organized speech made Chen Tianhua feel another kind of envy in his heart. Shang Yuan's calmness was something Chen Tianhua couldn't achieve. Because this was also Shang Yuan's heartfelt words; Shang Yuan didn't care about the organization's arrangement, he would do his best to practice the obligations of a Party member.

Seeing Chen Ke looking at him, Chen Tianhua didn't know how to express his stance for a moment. He wanted to be as frank as Chai Qingguo, and also wanted to be as organized as Shang Yuan, but these two attitudes couldn't be unified together no matter what. "Is this what is called 'you can't have both'?" Chen Tianhua thought annoyedly. Finally, he chose Shang Yuan's statement, "I obey the organization's arrangement."

Seeing that all three had clearly expressed their stance, Chen Ke said, "Comrade Wu Xingchen has established a certain organization in Shandong. This time I will first appoint everyone to go to Shandong to take over these forces in the name of the Shandong Party Committee. Comrade Wu Xingchen will assist everyone. Moreover, according to the intelligence provided by Comrade Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi has returned to Hebei. He has caused quite a stir in Xingtai. So Comrade Chen Tianhua, I plan to send you to restore contact with Pang Zi. I don't want him to turn into an out-and-out bandit in Hebei this time."

After going around in a circle, Chen Tianhua was actually going back to work in Hebei. Chen Tianhua thought depressedly, if he had known this earlier, he might as well have directly requested to work in Hebei.

Chai Qingguo didn't have so many thoughts. He asked in surprise, "Chairman Chen, you don't mean for us to take over Brother Wu's team, do you?"

Chen Ke looked at Chai Qingguo and could see that Chai Qingguo didn't want to seize the team in Wu Xingchen's hands. Chen Ke said calmly, "Comrade Wu Xingchen has arrived at the base area now. In a few days, he will go to Shandong with the comrades. Now you prepare to hand over the work at hand. The organization will select fifty comrades to go north with you."

Chai Qingguo hesitated to speak, but finally nodded. "Resolutely obey orders."

Shang Yuan asked, "Chairman Chen, what is the key point of work in Shandong this time? Is it to launch a large-scale people's revolution, or to commit to establishing a base area? Or simply to fight with the Beiyang Army?"

"The situation in the north is different from Anhui. Shandong and Hebei are both territories heavily managed by the Beiyang clique. The enemy's power is very strong, so the focus of work in the north is to compete for the masses. To snatch the masses from the hands of landlords and gentry. This cannot adopt the work model of Anhui. Regarding work methods, I will specifically explain to comrades later. You hurry up and hand over the work at hand now. We can't leave a pile of unattended stalls just because you left."

Hearing that Chen Ke had already formulated work methods, Chen Tianhua immediately felt much more at ease. He said, "My work can be handed over quickly. Then I'll be ready to set off at any time."

"Chairman Chen, Brother Wu, oh, will Comrade Wu Xingchen also go to Shandong with us?" Chai Qingguo was somewhat worried about this.

"Correct, Comrade Wu Xingchen will go to Shandong with everyone. But the forces established by Comrade Wu Xingchen now are not completely revolutionary forces. So after comrades arrive in Shandong, you must pay attention to the establishment of the organization. We are a revolutionary party, not common people falling into banditry. Chai Qingguo and Shang Yuan comrades have both worked their way up from the Anhui base area. You are not unfamiliar with how to establish an organization. But don't be dogmatic, thinking that doing it this way in Anhui was successful, so you do it exactly the same in Shandong. This approach cannot have good results. I will discuss the work methods in Shandong with everyone specifically."

"Then how is the work distributed?" Shang Yuan didn't care much about theoretical training, but he was not sloppy at all about organizational arrangements.

"You three comrades will first take office as Shandong Special Commissioners. After the special detachment is formed, you will set off for Shandong. After Shandong is sorted out, Comrade Chen Tianhua will work in Hebei as a Special Commissioner."

"What if that kid Pang Zi can't hold out during this period?" Chai Qingguo asked.

"According to the intelligence provided by Comrade Wu Xingchen, Pang Zi is now a roving bandit; if he can't win, he can still run, right? If he really can't hold out, it can only be said that his luck is bad."

Chen Ke rarely used the word "luck." Hearing him use bad luck on Pang Zi this time, Wu Xingchen couldn't help but chuckle.

After the three received the notification, they immediately began handing over work. Two days later, the three met with Wu Xingchen. They also conducted a two-day training with the selected fifty comrades. Then the Hebei Special Detachment set off quietly.

During the training, Chai Qingguo didn't have time to chat much with Wu Xingchen. After getting on the boat, the two old brothers could finally sit together and talk.

"Brother, you look thinner." Chai Qingguo didn't dare to say directly that Wu Xingchen was haggard, so he had to change to a gentler word.

Wu Xingchen just smiled but didn't speak.

"Brother, why didn't you notify me when you arrived at the base area? What have you been busy with these days?" Chai Qingguo insisted on getting to the bottom of it.

Wu Xingchen's face changed, but he finally just said, "I talked about some things with Comrade Qi Huishen. Haven't seen each other for a long time; some things are more troublesome to talk about."

Seeing that Wu Xingchen didn't want to explain clearly to him, Chai Qingguo didn't pursue these questions anymore. "Brother, what exactly did that kid Pang Zi do in Hebei?"

Regarding this question, Wu Xingchen smiled bitterly. "After returning to Nangong County from the Taihang Mountains, Pang Zi went on a killing spree. Pang Zi didn't spare any of the landlords who betrayed him back then. He killed the whole families of these people, young and old. He caused a huge mess in Xingtai County. This news even reached Shandong."

Even a hot-tempered person like Chai Qingguo couldn't help sucking in a cold breath hearing that Pang Zi actually engaged in exterminating families. "There are quite a few people from the Pang family there; could he bring himself to do it?"

"I don't know where Pang Zi got the news, but Pang Zi killed those who betrayed him. I just heard he killed a lot of people. As for whether there were members of the Pang clan, I'm not clear. But this guy Pang Zi is crazy. After killing people, I heard he forcibly distributed the clan fields to the local common people. But I sent people to Nangong County to find Pang Zi, but couldn't find his whereabouts no matter what. This matter is very strange."

Chai Qingguo didn't have any surprised reaction to distributing fields. If talking about distributing fields, the base area distributed them much more ruthlessly than Pang Zi. At this time, he had recovered from the matter of Pang Zi exterminating families. Seeing no one nearby paying attention, Chai Qingguo said in a low voice, "Brother Wu, our People's Party's regulations and methods are very different from when you were still here. When we get to Shandong, Brother Wu, you'll have to bear with many things."

Hearing the issue of Party discipline, Wu Xingchen frowned immediately. "Qingguo, I know what you mean. But you and I are both members of the People's Party. Don't worry about me. Since I dared to come back this time, I have no other thoughts. After arriving in Shandong, the Party Committee decides the work arrangement. I am also just a Party member. Brothers are brothers, but on Party discipline, let's not make mistakes. It's enough for me to make a mistake once."

Hearing Wu Xingchen's words, Chai Qingguo confirmed that the Party Committee had punished Wu Xingchen severely this time. Otherwise, Wu Xingchen wouldn't need to say such distant words to him. But since Wu Xingchen said so himself, Chai Qingguo felt it was useless to say more. He grabbed Wu Xingchen's hand. "Brother, I absolutely won't let you suffer grievances."

Looking at Chai Qingguo's firm gaze, Wu Xingchen could only pat the back of Chai Qingguo's hand to express his gratitude.

This topic couldn't continue here. Chai Qingguo turned the topic back to the forces Wu Xingchen built in Shandong.

"The situation in Shandong is okay now. There are more and more people opening factories and doing business, and more and more foreign goods. Shandong has had several incidents of boycotting foreign goods in a row. But I wasn't in the city, just heard about it. I have now united several teams in the Yimeng Mountains. It's just that this group of people still have that virtue. Letting them be bandits is okay, but letting them do some serious work is extremely difficult. I see that continuing to stay in Shandong is no different from before. That's why I made up my mind to come back."

"Secret society bandits are unreliable." Chai Qingguo agreed. "I used to think those people weren't loyal enough, but now I feel even more that these people are bastards. Brother, these people are unreliable. That kid Pang Zi finally took the path of banditry; he can't go on like this."

Wu Xingchen couldn't tell whether Chai Qingguo was talking about Pang Zi or himself. Looking carefully at Chai Qingguo's expression, he couldn't see any clues, so he inevitably felt some resentment in his heart. He perfunctored, "This time the Party Committee wants to rectify these people properly."

"Brother, rectification is useless. I see it clearly now. As long as they only think of themselves in their hearts, rectification is useless." Chai Qingguo couldn't help sighing. "That kid Pang Zi suffered on this point."

Unknown if it was telepathy, when Chai Qingguo mentioned Pang Zi, Pang Zi couldn't help sneezing loudly.

Not long after, a cloak carrying body warmth was draped over Pang Zi's shoulders from behind. "Master, don't catch a cold."

Pang Zi turned his head and said to the woman who put the cloak on him, "I'm fine. You should be careful of your body. It's still too cold in these mountains."

"Master, I've been in the mountains for so many years; I'm more resistant to cold than you." The woman also laughed.

Although it was late spring, it was still very cold in the Taihang Mountains. Pang Zi wore a single layer of clothes sitting in the hastily built hall of the mountain stronghold and still felt very cold. After putting on the cloak, he soon felt somewhat warm and comfortable. Just then, the woman beside him asked, "Master, seeing you haven't spoken all morning, what are you thinking about?"

Hearing this, Pang Zi's body stiffened slightly, then he said, "I remembered things from the past. I met a few people at that time."

"Did they offend you?" The woman's voice immediately became fierce.

"They didn't offend me. It's just that they wanted me to work with them back then, and I didn't agree. thinking about it now, I should have learned more skills from them at least."

"Hehe, Master, your skills are already not small; what else do you need to learn? In terms of riding horses and shooting guns, who in our mountain stronghold is your opponent?" The woman leaned against Pang Zi and said with a smile.

Pang Zi pushed the woman outward. "It's broad daylight; letting others see you sitting like this will only make people laugh." Seeing the woman unwilling to leave his side, Pang Zi simply stood up from the chair.

As if to prove Pang Zi's foresight, several people hurried into the door. Seeing Pang Zi standing in the middle of the hall, they hurriedly stepped forward to salute and said happily, "Master Pang, the people in the village have sent several cages of chickens over. They keep praising your method."

"Yes, Master. The people in the village see us like seeing relatives. Really a thousand thanks. Do you want to meet them?"

Pang Zi nodded with satisfaction. "No need. Go tell them, in the future, the chickens and pigs raised, everyone splits half. If they encounter anything, let them come directly to us. We'll stand up for them."

"Yes." Those few people went out immediately.

Seeing the minions leave the hall, the woman leaned over immediately. "Master, when my father was in charge of this stronghold, the surrounding villages were scared to death one by one. After you became the leader, this filial piety has increased, and the villages are even willing to come to the door to offer filial piety to us. I say you are capable, and that's not wrong at all."

Hearing the woman's flattery, Pang Zi's face turned ugly instead. "Capable? If I were capable, how could I be driven here from Xingtai by others? If I were capable, I would have gone all out in Xingtai. I learned some superficial knowledge from others, and I can make the common people pay tribute to me obediently. You can imagine how great those people's abilities are!"

Seeing her words made Pang Zi unhappy instead, the woman hurriedly grabbed Pang Zi's arm. "Master, I don't know those people you mentioned. I don't care if they are capable or not; I just need to follow you."

Pang Zi pushed away the woman beside him. "Follow me shrinking in this mountain gully? Even if you are willing, I am not willing."

"Master, wherever you go, I will follow you. Didn't I follow you when you went back to Xingtai to do such a big job last time? If you find it boring in the mountains, I'll follow you to Xingtai again."

The woman's intention was still to please Pang Zi, but her words obviously made Pang Zi even more unhappy. Pang Zi pulled off the cloak on his shoulder, stuffed it into the woman beside him, and left the stronghold hall without looking back.

The sun was shining outside, and the temperature was actually warmer than inside the house. Pang Zi saw the minions arrogantly sending a few mountain people out of the stronghold gate. Then they gathered around the cages of chickens on the ground, smiling broadly. Pang Zi couldn't help cursing in his heart, "Things with no experience, what have you seen? Just a few cages of chickens make you so happy. These few cages of chickens are not enough for the banquet I used to hold at the entrance of a village."

Recalling the glorious days of the past, Pang Zi felt a burst of pain in his heart. At that time, hundreds of brothers were lively and vigorous, engaging in business that took both black and white paths. There was also the Peasant Association in his hometown providing endless wine and meat, and the escort agency business was making money hand over fist. Mentioning his name, King Pang, was resounding for a hundred *li* around. That was the good life. Now Pang Zi only had forty or fifty men under him, and the territory controlled was just a dozen villages. Although it wasn't starving, his subordinates could be so happy seeing a few cages of chickens. Pang Zi felt a kind of sorrow from the bottom of his heart. Is this the so-called end of a hero?

Looking at the unpromising appearance of his subordinates, Pang Zi didn't want to join in their fun at all. He wanted to relax, so he turned and went towards the back mountain.

Since being scattered by the Beiyang Cavalry Battalion, Pang Zi fled west desperately with the remaining brothers. Relying on having many horses and knowing the road, Pang Zi actually shook off the Beiyang pursuers and fled to the Taihang Mountains in one breath. He didn't dare to stop much and drilled directly into the Taihang Mountains. There are multiple east-west transverse valleys in the Taihang Mountains. Such transverse valleys used as passages are called *Xing*. The eight throat passages crossing the Taihang Mountains between the three provinces of Shanxi, Hebei, and Henan in ancient times were called "Taihang Eight Xings." They have always been important military passes on the borders of the three provinces. Famous ones include Jundu Xing, Puyin Xing, Feihu Xing, Jing Xing, Fukou Xing, Bai Xing, Taihang Xing, Zhiguan Xing, etc.

Pang Zi ran directly into Fukou Xing from Xingtai, and then ran all the way into Wangwu Mountain. At this time, only eight people were left by his side. Everyone hid here for a few days first, then felt it was unsafe here, and had to summon up courage to run out again. Along the way, they didn't encounter Beiyang pursuers. After running fearfully for a few days, they finally arrived at a stronghold they knew before. Pang Zi was extremely fortunate to escape with his life. He didn't know at all that the reason he survived was actually that the Peasant Association cadre Jing Tingwen assassinated two officers of the Beiyang Cavalry Battalion, so the Beiyang Army had to stop the plan to exterminate Pang Zi.
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When describing beautiful scenery in China, the phrase "green hills and clear waters" (*shan qing shui xiu*) is often used. Pang Zi had no interest in literature. As a rural man from the Hebei plain, in his view, mountainous areas that looked like green hills and clear waters from afar meant extremely barren land. To relax, Pang Zi climbed up the back mountain along the rugged path trodden by people. The soil on the mountain presented a nutrient-free pale yellow, either forming a hard shell as hard as stone or like powder, causing dust to fly with one step. Rugged mountainous areas have this kind of land. With Pang Zi's poor farming experience, he also knew that the soil on the mountain could only be called "raw land," which required a long time of fertilization and repeated cultivation to grow crops. under the current circumstances, it was simply not suitable for planting crops. Not to mention that places with soil here were the minority; more were various miscellaneous trees growing with difficulty in exposed rock crevices.

And this large piece of barren mountain forest was Pang Zi's territory. Within a radius of thirty *li*, four small villages without even village names were scattered. This was the entire range from which Pang Zi's mountain stronghold could regularly collect tribute. Further away were some larger towns, but there were teams organized by wealthy households there, so the difficulty of going there to sponge off others was too great.

Pang Zi stood on the back mountain, looking at this "green hill," only feeling waves of twitching in his heart. He once thought he was a very lucky person, whether in Beijing during the Gengzi year (1900), following Uncle Jing Tingbin, or later raising his own banner to work alone. Every time he encountered danger, he could escape death. But thinking carefully, his life was going downhill day by day. From fighting with the armies of various countries in the capital, to fighting the Beiyang Army across Hebei, and then to escorting in Nangong County. His scope of activity was getting smaller and smaller, and the ending was getting worse and worse. In this uninhabited poor mountain gully before his eyes, with less than forty subordinates in total, and more than five hundred common people who regarded him as a bandit. This was everything Pang Zi had now. And being able to get these was already extremely lucky.

The second leader of this mountain stronghold was a Boxer brother Pang Zi knew when he was in the capital. Their friendship was not very deep. It was just that they had some contact later. In desperation, Pang Zi had to defect there to avoid the limelight. After arriving at the mountain stronghold, Pang Zi immediately saw greed in the eyes of the stronghold leader. Although Pang Zi was down and out, the eight brothers following him had twelve horses after all, and everyone had long and short guns. For bandits, this was a great wealth.

The big leader of the stronghold didn't understand Pang Zi at all; he just saw that he was young and came in distress. Although he wanted to attack Pang Zi, he wanted to get the consent of the second leader. This negligence gave Pang Zi time to think. Pang Zi knew he couldn't wait any longer. He took his brothers and cleanly staged a "Fire-merge Wang Lun" (seizing power by killing the leader). Although the strength of Pang Zi and his brothers couldn't deal with the Beiyang Army, it was more than enough to deal with a group of bandits. Nine people killed their way into the hall and easily finished off the big leader. The second leader was also very sensible; he simply took his own people to "forsake darkness for light" and destroyed the big leader's subordinates together with Pang Zi.

The second leader now became the big leader, and he recruited Pang Zi as his son-in-law. Pang Zi had nowhere to go at the time and had to stay in the mountain stronghold temporarily. But Pang Zi knew very well that either there would be a second internal strife, or he would leave quickly after the limelight passed. But the new big leader had bad luck. Not long after taking charge, he accidentally fell and was seriously injured. After returning, he handed the stronghold to his son and died not long after.

The planned internal strife broke out immediately in front of the mourning hall. As the saying goes, a girl faces outward (sides with her husband); Pang Zi's wife was indeed on Pang Zi's side. She revealed her own brother's plan to Pang Zi, and Pang Zi won easily. This time he didn't kill anyone, just drove away his several "in-laws" and the people of their faction. Pang Zi finally occupied the mountain stronghold. After these two internal strifes, the stronghold, which originally had more than forty people, only had twenty or so left. Four of them were Pang Zi and his brothers. The remaining dozen people were old and weak with nowhere to go. Their purpose in being bandits was simply to get a meal, completely unfit for heavy responsibility. Pang Zi had nowhere to go himself, so he simply became a "bandit" temporarily.

After gazing at the mountain forest for a while, Pang Zi sat on a stone and began to calculate. While thinking, he heard light footsteps. There were not many people on the mountain; just listening to these footsteps, he knew it was Pang Zi's "wife" Gu Liangyu coming.

"Master, what are you thinking about?" Gu Liangyu was dead set on Pang Zi; wherever Pang Zi went, she couldn't help following him.

Pang Zi had no feelings for this "wife" of his. He agreed to marry her at the time only because he had to. But Gu Liangyu stood on Pang Zi's side during the second internal strife, and Pang Zi couldn't ignore this kindness. Moreover, although Gu Liangyu had rough hands and big feet, her appearance was also regular, so Pang Zi tolerated her existence. Patting the stone beside him, Pang Zi said, "Sit."

Hearing Pang Zi say this, Gu Liangyu leaped to Pang Zi's side like a fawn and sat close to him. "Master, I see you have been thinking about things recently. What are you thinking about?"

Pang Zi replied casually, "I remembered that a gentleman told me a lot of things before, but after a long time, I forgot a lot of things."

"Have I heard of that person?" Gu Liangyu asked.

Hearing this, Pang Zi immediately became unhappy in his heart. This was one of the reasons why Pang Zi didn't like Gu Liangyu very much: mountain people had no knowledge and liked to ask blindly about everything. Gu Liangyu didn't think about it; how could she have heard the names of Chen Ke and Chen Tianhua?

"You haven't seen them; both of them are Southerners." Pang Zi was unwilling to haggle with his wife after all; he explained with maximum patience.

"Master, what did they tell you? To make you miss them so much."

"The methods of raising earthworms, raising chickens and pigs were taught to me by them."

Hearing Pang Zi mention this, Gu Liangyu immediately became excited. "Master, your method is really amazing. With this method, people in several villages admire it very much. At least a few hundred more chickens can be produced this year."

Pang Zi was really desperate about his wife's knowledge. When he was in Nangong County last year, he often ate hundreds of chickens a day. The few hundred chickens in these few fart-small villages counted for nothing in Pang Zi's eyes. If Chen Tianhua was still there, presumably these villages would not just have these few hundred more chickens; there would definitely be more.

The emotion in his heart was immediately expressed in action. Pang Zi pushed Gu Liangyu outward, not letting her lean on his shoulder. Gu Liangyu was also used to Pang Zi's performance. She wasn't angry, just continued to ask, "Then where does this gentleman live?"

"He seems to have gone to Shanghai."

"Where is Shanghai?"

"Shanghai is thousands of *li* away from here; how do I know where it is!" Pang Zi said grumpily.

"So far?" Gu Liangyu actually didn't know how far thousands of *li* was at all. She asked tentatively, "How much farther than to your hometown?"

Pang Zi wiped his face with his hand. What he didn't want to mention most was the matter of returning to Nangong County not long ago, and Gu Liangyu really brought up the pot that wasn't boiling.

After the beginning of spring, Pang Zi, who had hidden for a winter, could finally come out of the mountain. He didn't want to be a bandit at all, so he took his brothers back to Nangong County. When he returned to Gaojiazhai in Nangong County, what he saw was ruins. Some people began to rebuild their homes on the ruins. At that time, the Peasant Association organized everyone to evacuate Gaojiazhai, and the folks took away everything they could take. When the Beiyang Army burned the village to vent their anger, they only burned the houses. The richer the households, the greater the loss; the losses of common people's families with thatched roof houses were very limited. Pang Zi's home was completely burned. Seeing Pang Zi actually had the face to come back, the extremely wealthy households immediately surrounded Pang Zi and cursed.

And other common people also watched coldly. Seeing his family's courtyard burned to white ground, Pang Zi was already unhappy in his heart; how could he listen to such a torrent of abuse? The wealthy households intentionally or unintentionally revealed a lot of news in their curses. Whose family was kidnapped by Beiyang for ransom, who sued the official to report Pang Zi.

Pang Zi still remembered that he was completely disappointed with these wealthy households, but other common people had received a lot of favors from him anyway. He called the ordinary people together and swore to everyone that as long as these people supported him, Pang Zi would absolutely not disappoint the folks. Pang Zi even swore that as long as everyone gave Pang Zi another chance, he would distribute the clan fields to everyone. The final result was that Pang Zi was disappointed. Many people looked at Pang Zi with contemptuous eyes, turned and left without listening to what Pang Zi said. Pang Zi grabbed the people from the Peasant Association, hoping they could help explain to the people. Pang Zi saw with his own eyes that the Peasant Association's breeding farm was also being restored. Some people had already started working there again.

Peasant Association member Jing Side answered simply, "If Mr. Chen vouches for you, I might be able to say something. Mr. Chen hasn't come back, so I can't say anything." These words pushed Pang Zi to a desperate situation. He never expected that as a local, his credit in the eyes of the folks was not as good as an outsider who had been here for less than a year. These people ate his food and drank his drinks back then; was this eating and drinking for free?

Hearing that Pang Zi actually shouted to distribute clan fields, those wealthy households were even more furious. But after all, Pang Zi was with several brothers riding horses and carrying guns, so they didn't dare to provoke him head-on. They immediately forced Pang Zi to pay money to redeem those kidnapped by the Beiyang Army.

Naturally, Pang Zi wouldn't think of paying for those who were extorted. His heart was full of those who reported him. On that day, Pang Zi went to find the graves of those brothers who died in battle. At that time, the Beiyang Army killed hundreds of brothers, and they were unwilling to spend effort to bury them. They found some laborers to dig pits casually and buried the bodies. Some brothers were captured alive and later taken to the county town to be killed.

Finding the burial place of the brothers in Gaojiazhai, Pang Zi didn't stay at all. That night, he went to the home of a small landlord named Zhao more than ten *li* away, and with his brothers, wiped out the whole family of fifteen. Taking these fifteen heads, Pang Zi ran to the brothers' graves and cried loudly. But this case was really too big. Pang Zi had to leave Nangong County. He had nowhere to go, so he had to return to the mountain stronghold temporarily.

This experience let Pang Zi know, recalling the angry and disgusted eyes of both the poor and the rich in the township, Pang Zi actually knew very clearly that unless he could have a powerful team to make the locals thoroughly convinced and absolutely not be driven away by any force. Otherwise, he would never think of returning to Gaojiazhai in Nangong County in his life. But he only had this few people in his hands now, unable even to take care of himself, where would he have the strength to deal with others? Of the eight brothers who followed Pang Zi back to Gaojiazhai, on the way back to the Taihang Mountain stronghold, three left without saying goodbye, and two bid farewell to Pang Zi. Only three brothers were left following Pang Zi.

For Gu Liangyu, following Pang Zi to Nangong County in Xingtai was already the farthest road she had traveled in her life. She didn't know how far thousands of *li* was, so she could only compare it with this long journey. And this long journey was also a desperate long journey for Pang Zi. What he didn't want to mention most was this matter. Pang Zi didn't leave his native place; he was homeless.

After being silent for a long time, Gu Liangyu asked again, "Master, it's also very good for us to stay in this mountain stronghold. You are so knowledgeable and capable. As long as you manage it well, this mountain stronghold will definitely prosper. We will have many babies, and when they grow up, they will inherit this stronghold."

Listening to Gu Liangyu's vision for the future, although Pang Zi felt some comfort, he didn't believe he would have such a future at all.

Maybe I should go find Mr. Chen Tianhua? Pang Zi thought. Chen Tianhua would definitely have a way. Or go find Wu Xingchen? No, it should be said that anyone following Chen Ke would have a way.

Just thinking about the future whereabouts, he saw someone running over in a hurry. looking closely, it was one of Pang Zi's brothers, Qian Yujie. He ran close panting, "Brother Pang, something happened. That guy Gu Liangsheng ran over to grab territory with us?"

"What? Did they fight to our mountain stronghold here?" Pang Zi asked anxiously.

Qian Yujie replied, "No, just now people from the village came over and said that Gu Liangsheng took people to the village and wanted those villages to pay tribute to them in the future. The common people in the village refused, and Gu Liangsheng beat and injured the people in the village. Brother, you have to go and see quickly."

Pang Zi hurried to the mountain stronghold. He suddenly regretted it. If he hadn't been benevolent and spared Gu Liangsheng at that time, but cut the weeds and dug up the roots cleanly, it would have been fine. But thinking again, Gu Liangyu was kind to him after all. At that time, no matter what, he couldn't lay such a heavy hand. Even this time, if it wasn't to the point where he had to kill, Pang Zi couldn't kill Gu Liangsheng. This was not only to give Gu Liangyu an explanation; if Pang Zi was so cruel and merciless in doing things, what would his subordinates think?

Entering the mountain stronghold, he saw a young man covering his head with his hands. His forehead and face were stained with blood; it seemed the injury was not light. Seeing Pang Zi, the young man shouted, "King Pang, you have to make the decision for us. Our tribute to you is already not light. Now another batch comes; is this trying to force us to death?"

Pang Zi felt a burst of disgust in his heart after hearing this. He himself had no intention of being a bandit at all. The so-called tribute was also set by the previous stronghold leader. Since Pang Zi became the stronghold leader, not only did he not demand tribute, but he also helped these mountain people build chicken farms. Although this was Pang Zi's behavior out of boredom, no matter what, Pang Zi thought he was kind to the people. Looking at the appearance of these people, a thought suddenly arose in Pang Zi's heart. Someone coming to grab territory was not bad; he might as well take the opportunity to leave the mountain stronghold. Originally, Pang Zi had no will to be a bandit; he was purely here for refuge. Although he caused quite a stir this time, Pang Zi already knew that the Beiyang Army was no longer wanting him everywhere. He could run to Shandong to find Wu Xingchen, or simply go to Shanghai to find Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke.

What Chen Ke said to him before was exactly before Pang Zi was ambitious and prepared to do a big career. Pang Zi still remembered Chen Ke's words clearly: "If making a small trouble, Brother Pang, you can make trouble casually. Anyway, if you make trouble, the government will send people to arrest and kill you and your brothers. The end is definitely death. So any trouble is fine." At that time, Pang Zi was furious. But the result of the matter was exactly the same as Chen Ke's prediction. Before Pang Zi had time to rebel, the government put a hat of rebellion on Pang Zi.

Pang Zi also remembered that Chen Ke said another remark: "If Brother Pang makes a big trouble, in the end, it still has to be revolution." Pang Zi wanted to see what Chen Ke had done up to now. If Chen Ke really started a revolution as he said, then Pang Zi would simply defect to Chen Ke. Small fights and troubles mean death; it's just dying early or late. Making things big, making it into a revolution is at most death too, so it's better to make it big.

Thinking of this, Pang Zi was preparing to tell the villager in front of him that he didn't care about this matter, and then he would leave with his brothers. But looking at the anxious villager in front of him, Pang Zi seemed to see the eyes of the disaster victims looking at Chen Tianhua when Chen Tianhua evacuated them. They were all the same panicked, anxious, and help-seeking eyes. And what Pang Zi chose at that time was to completely ignore this appearance, while Chen Tianhua was completely different. He led the members of the Peasant Association to persist until the people were completely evacuated before leaving. Pang Zi asked Chen Tianhua at that time why he fought so hard. Chen Tianhua's answer was simple: "Our People's Party cannot let the common people suffer losses."

If he washed his hands of it now as before, Pang Zi knew very well what the consequences would be. In the future, he should never think of returning to this poor and remote place again. When the mountain people here mentioned Pang Zi, they would only ignore or simply ridicule him. Also retreating, Pang Zi could no longer be accepted by the people of his hometown in Nangong County. But Chen Tianhua was not forgotten and rejected by everyone. At least those members of the Peasant Association were still willing to believe in Chen Tianhua and support Chen Tianhua. And these people ruthlessly abandoned Pang Zi.

Pang Zi had to admit that Chen Tianhua was more responsible than himself. In Nangong County, Chen Tianhua seemed to integrate into the life of Nangong County easily. Pang Zi once reflected on where this difference lay. He only figured it out a bit later. Chen Tianhua made friends with everyone through labor that let everyone live a good life together. And Pang Zi himself wanted to stand out, so when Pang Zi was successful, everyone just didn't speak. When Pang Zi suffered disaster, no one supported him.
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"Brother Pang, what exactly should we do?" asked Liu Yongfu, standing beside Pang Zi. Liu Yongfu was one of the four old brothers who still continued to follow Pang Zi. Pang Zi turned his head to look at Liu Yongfu, only to see that this old brother also had a depressed look. Pang Zi's heart skipped a beat. On the way back to the stronghold from Nangong County, the other brothers who left without saying goodbye or bid farewell all had this look on their faces at that time. It was a look of hopelessness for the future.

"What do you think we should do?" Pang Zi asked subconsciously.

Liu Yongfu looked at Pang Zi strangely. "Brother Pang, you are the boss in this stronghold; you have to make a decision for the brothers."

Pang Zi knew he had to make a decision for the brothers, but he now found that he had only one thought: there could be no fewer brothers following him. If these four brothers were gone too, Pang Zi himself would be abandoned in this mountain stronghold, with enemies outside and useless old and weak people inside. This was no different from taking Pang Zi's life.

Having reached such a desperate state, Pang Zi simply threw caution to the wind. "Brothers, I have long wanted to tell you what's in my heart, but I couldn't lose face before. Now that this matter has come up today, I have to say it. I, Pang Zi, have always felt that people walking in the Jianghu must stress loyalty, so no matter what business I do, I want the brothers following me to live well. Now I see I was wrong. Fearing death ends in death anyway. Back in Nangong County, if we had listened to Mr. Chen's words, instead of scattering silver everywhere, we had engaged in the Peasant Association with Mr. Chen, we wouldn't have fallen into this state today no matter what. If we had run when the Beiyang Army came, we wouldn't have ended up like this. I was wrong before, and I can't be wrong again in the future. I feel that maintaining such a mountain stronghold is useless. I don't want to be a bandit at all, just temporarily avoiding the limelight here. Now since those people are fighting back, then I will leave. Brothers willing to follow me, we will go to Shandong to find Big Brother Wu Xingchen together. If you are not willing to follow me, I will give travel expenses now. The green mountains do not change, the green water flows forever; we will still be brothers when we meet in the future."

The people in the mountain stronghold never expected Pang Zi to make such a decision. Before Pang Zi's few brothers could speak, the mountain people rushed over anxiously and grabbed Pang Zi's arm. "King Pang, you can't leave."

"Why?" Pang Zi was very strange. Being treated as a bandit, he only heard that the common people were happy when bandits wanted to leave; he had never seen anyone not letting bandits leave.

The mountain people said anxiously, "King Pang, leading this stronghold, at least you never increase the amount of tribute. Moreover, you are willing to go to the village to teach us the business of raising chickens. If you leave, and people like Gu Liangsheng come back, our days will be even harder."

Pang Zi asked strangely, "So what if he comes? Isn't the tribute still the same?"

An old bandit interjected and explained, "King Pang, you don't know the rules in these mountains. When the stronghold changes the master, generally a 'Sitting Stronghold Fee' must be collected again. The previous master relied on you to conquer the stronghold, so he didn't collect it. You didn't collect it when you became the master. But if this Gu Liangsheng becomes the master of this stronghold, he will definitely collect it."

Liu Yongfu interjected, "Since we are all leaving, what does it have to do with us whether the Sitting Stronghold Fee is collected or not in the future?"

The mountain people knew Liu Yongfu's reasoning was correct, but they simply didn't want Pang Zi to leave. In desperation, the mountain people knelt down to Pang Zi. "King Pang, you can't leave. Our village has nothing originally and can't stand the tossing. If you are here, at least you can protect everyone. If you are not here, isn't this making us suffer?"

Pang Zi never knew before that bandits collecting tribute had such particulars. Looking at the excited and fearful expressions of the mountain people, although Pang Zi had sympathy, he was still unwilling to risk his life for these people. He pulled the mountain people up, preparing to tell them that he had made up his mind. But he heard the old bandit beside him say, "Master, we don't want you to leave either. Look at my age; I don't have many years to live. But I am not willing to end it myself. After following you, the Master is benevolent and takes good care of the brothers. But that Gu Liangsheng never treated us as people of their Gu family. If you leave, we will suffer."

After all, everyone had lived in peace for these few months. Hearing the old bandit say this, Pang Zi couldn't help explaining, "Old brother, what am I staying in this mountain for? I didn't want to be a bandit originally, and I can't be a bandit staying here."

"King Pang, you are a capable person. Since you are unwilling to be a bandit, we will follow you to do some legitimate business. But if that Gu Liangsheng takes charge of this stronghold, we will absolutely not have a good life."

The mountain people also hurriedly said, "King Pang, people in our village say you don't look like someone sitting in a stronghold at all. Since this is the case, I think King Pang, you shouldn't leave either. Our village provides for you every year. You form a horse team to run cargo. We have few people in the mountains and don't understand the ways of those people outside the mountains. You are originally from outside the mountains. Running mountain goods makes a lot of money."

Hearing these people talking back and forth, actually hoping Pang Zi would run an escort agency (*zou biao*), Pang Zi only found it very ridiculous. Last time running an escort agency in Nangong County, Pang Zi suffered a great loss, and the whole army was almost wiped out. He barely saved his life. Running an escort agency again, heaven knows what the outcome would be.

Pang Zi said, "I appreciate everyone's kindness, but I have decided to leave."

Seeing that Pang Zi was really not playing tricks, the old bandit said seriously, "King Pang, if you insist on leaving, we won't stop you. Just beg you to destroy Gu Liangsheng and those people, giving us a way to live. Otherwise, if they return to this stronghold, we are really dead."

Pang Zi decided to leave precisely because he didn't want to risk his life for others. If he still had the mind to fight Gu Liangsheng, why would he need to leave? But on second thought, Pang Zi felt very unwilling. He wasn't nostalgic for the life of a bandit leader in this stronghold. What Pang Zi felt depressed about was that everywhere he went, the final result was actually being driven away alive, never able to return. Was he really fated to clash with everything? The balance in Pang Zi's heart wavered between wanting to fight for breath and not wanting to risk his life for others.

How exactly to choose, Pang Zi really wasn't clear. Raising his head to look around, Pang Zi's gaze couldn't help falling on his "wife" Gu Liangyu. The reason he felt this matter was troublesome was because of Gu Liangyu's existence. If he wanted to drive Gu Liangsheng away, the goal couldn't be achieved in once or twice. To solve the problem, he had to cut the weeds and dig up the roots. But with Gu Liangyu here, Pang Zi really couldn't lay such a heavy hand. Weighing left and right, Pang Zi still decided to walk away.

At this time, Liu Yongfu said, "Brother Pang, we even dared to fight the Beiyang Army back then. What is Gu Liangsheng? Didn't we beat him to pieces back then too? If you hadn't let them off, the grass on their graves would be tall. We don't need to fight big either, just go over and teach them a lesson. They won't have the guts to come and cause trouble again. It won't be too late to leave then."

Pang Zi was originally depressed and beating a retreat in his heart, naturally wanting to avoid any trouble. But hearing Liu Yongfu say this, Pang Zi felt it was very appropriate. "Let's do it this way."

Once the determination was made, Pang Zi's brain became much more flexible. He first asked the mountain people and a few people to go back to scout for news. The mountain people asked excitedly, "King Pang, when will you arrive at our village?"

"You go first; I'll call the men and horses and arrive shortly." Pang Zi ordered.

Hearing about fighting, and fighting the former defeated opponent Gu Liangsheng, everyone in the stronghold was quite confident. "Master, this time we must teach that kid Gu Liangsheng a good lesson." Besides the three old brothers following him, eight younger subordinates were added, forming a team of twelve people. Gu Liangyu insisted on going with them; it seemed she was very worried about her brother. Pang Zi didn't really want Gu Liangsheng's life anyway, and Gu Liangyu's attitude was very firm, so he tacitly agreed.

Pang Zi, his few old brothers, and Gu Liangyu rode horses, while the other eight people walked. The group went towards the village. Near the village entrance, Pang Zi asked people to stop. According to the agreement, those who went first would come to report news. Pang Zi was much more cautious now; for unreliable news, Pang Zi dared not believe it at all. The villagers didn't look like they were lying, but in case the villagers lied, Pang Zi absolutely couldn't bear such a loss.

After waiting for a while, he saw the original villager running out happily. "King Pang, we have already caught Gu Liangsheng?"

"What?" Everyone who heard this couldn't believe it. Just now he was beaten with blood all over his head and face; in this moment, Gu Liangsheng was caught. Could this be some trap?

Pang Zi hurriedly sent Liu Yongfu in to have a look. Liu Yongfu soon returned to report that what the villager said was absolutely correct. Gu Liangsheng was indeed caught. Only then did Pang Zi and the others enter the village. At the head of the village, four people were bound with ropes. The leader was indeed Gu Liangsheng. It seemed the villagers were very impolite to Gu Liangsheng. Not long after being caught, Gu Liangsheng had been beaten with injuries all over his face. At this time, there were still villagers holding sticks and beating Gu Liangsheng and others randomly.

"What exactly happened?" Even seeing it with his own eyes, Pang Zi still didn't understand.

The old bandit who came back with the villagers laughed, "Master, after we came back this time, knowing you were coming soon, our courage was much stronger. Seeing that kid Gu Liangsheng, this brother couldn't hold back for a moment and went up to beat him directly. Other common people also followed up to beat him. Look, that kid Gu Liangsheng was caught by everyone."

It seemed the villagers were very happy to be able to solve Gu Liangsheng so easily. Seeing Pang Zi appear again, everyone immediately gathered around. "King Pang, you have to let us treat you to a meal."

Pang Zi hurriedly refused, "Folks, no need to eat. Last time you already gave chickens; this time no need for everyone to spend money."

But the villagers were enthusiastic one by one; they dragged and pulled, insisting that Pang Zi and others stay in the village for a meal. Pang Zi and the three old brothers looked down on the food in the mountains. Although the few of them didn't want to eat, how could those bandits from the stronghold resist the temptation of eating? Smelling the aroma of roast chicken, their legs trembled. Pang Zi looked at the pitiful eyes of those bandits one by one. Although he cursed these people for being spineless in his heart, he was unwilling to disappoint these people too much. Anyway, Pang Zi was going to leave too, so he agreed.

Building house walls in the mountains was not like adobe walls or brick walls on the plains, but walls built with stones. The family hosting them seemed to be a wealthy household too, actually having three rooms. In the main room, Pang Zi, his wife Gu Liangyu, and three old brothers sat at one table. The other eight bandits from the stronghold set up a table in the side room. Pang Zi had no heart to eat or drink at all. Gu Liangyu kept urging Pang Zi to come forward and release her brother. The other brothers saw Pang Zi and his wife arguing and were unwilling to move their chopsticks. On the contrary, the bandits next door ate freely. The mountain people treated them well, actually having wine. Only shouting and guessing fingers (*drinking games*) could be heard from next door, very lively.

"Master, are you going to release him or not?" Gu Liangyu loved her brother after all; she was forcing Pang Zi to take a stand again. "Let my brother apologize to you properly, teach him a lesson, and it will be fine. Why make it so stiff?"

Hearing this, the face of the villager sitting with them immediately became very nervous. Pang Zi wished Gu Liangsheng would suffer more; how could he easily give the word. Seeing Pang Zi not speaking, the villager sitting with them hurriedly came up to propose a toast.

Gu Liangyu had already blocked toasts several times. Seeing the villager still relentless, she couldn't bear it anymore. She snatched the wine cup from the villager's hand and splashed a cup of wine directly on the villager's face. The villager screamed subconsciously, turned around, and ran out of the room. Seeing no one in the way, Gu Liangyu grabbed Pang Zi's arm again. "Master, are you releasing him or not?"

Pang Zi secretly laughed in his heart that this villager was making a fuss over a trifle, and was extremely annoyed by his wife's behavior. He was just about to say release the person after eating. But he felt something was very wrong in his heart. Was being splashed with a cup of wine on the face worth such a fuss? Turning to look at another villager accompanying the drinking, he saw his face turning slightly pale, his shoulders stiff, actually also afraid.

Pushing his wife away, Pang Zi stood up and pulled out the pistol at his waist. "Brothers, grab your weapons." The three old brothers had all experienced tests of life and death. Although they didn't know why Pang Zi did this, they didn't hesitate and also pulled out the pistols at their waists.

Kicking open the room door, Pang Zi glanced outside. He saw people faintly hiding behind the stone wall outside this courtyard. After the three brothers pulled out their guns, they had already subdued the common person left in the room. Pang Zi stepped forward and asked, "What did you put in the wine for us?"

"King Pang, we didn't put anything!" The villager was so scared his voice trembled.

"Put nothing? Good, come, drink this cup of wine for me." After speaking, Pang Zi picked up a wine cup on the table.

The villager stared at the wine cup in horror. He said repeatedly, "I don't drink alcohol, I can't drink alcohol."

"As long as this cup of wine is not poisoned, drinking one cup won't hurt." Pang Zi grinned hideously and extended the wine cup to the villager.

Unknown where the villager got the strength, he exerted force suddenly and actually broke free from the people holding him down on both sides. Then the villager rushed towards the gate. Pang Zi was prepared; he punched the villager on the temple, knocking the villager unconscious on the ground instantly.

"Watch him!" Pang Zi said to the brothers. seeing the brothers had already torn a piece of cloth and tied up the fallen common person. With a hostage in hand, Pang Zi shouted outside, "Which hero is outside? Announce your name."

At this time, there was completely no movement next door. Presumably, those bandits who ate and drank gluttonously had been put down by the poison in the wine cups. Pang Zi felt extremely fortunate. If it weren't for his fierce eating and drinking back then, his old brothers simply looking down on these meals, plus his wife constantly making trouble. Once they drank the wine, they would probably have died here now.

After a long time, someone outside shouted, "King Pang, we are local common people. Not heroes from anywhere."

"Then what exactly do you want to do?" Pang Zi shouted.

The person outside shouted, "We don't want anything; we just want the lives of these bandits. King Pang, I heard you are preparing to leave. We don't want to block your way either. As long as you swear never to return, we will let you go."

"Bullshit." Liu Yongfu knew he had escaped death. Hearing the people outside actually ask them to swear never to return, he immediately cursed back, "What kind of things are you? When did our Brother Pang ever mistreat you? He even taught you to raise earthworms and chickens. He never touched your property either. You know you can't touch us now, that's why you say pretty words. Who knows what evil thoughts you have!"

These words were scolded righteously, and there was no immediate answer from outside. After a while, the person outside continued to shout, "Since you became the leader of this stronghold, how do we know what you think? Moreover, these bandits owe us so much, and they are your subordinates now; we had no choice either. Since the bandits have been put down by us now, we don't want to cause any more casualties. As long as King Pang you leave honestly, we will absolutely not make a move."

Pang Zi looked at the brothers. Although the brothers were burning with anger one by one, there were nervous looks on their faces. Although Pang Zi and his group brought long and short guns, the other bandits also had local guns. Pang Zi had never investigated how many guns the villagers had. If they really fought, although the villagers would certainly have casualties, Pang Zi and his group would definitely not end up well.

But delaying too long would be useless. Pang Zi shouted outside, "Letting us go, that is also acceptable. But since you know I want to leave this mountain stronghold, besides horses, I have to return to the stronghold to get some travel expenses and clothes. Otherwise, how do we leave?"

"You still want horses and travel expenses? It's good enough to leave you a life!" Someone outside shouted.

Pang Zi felt he absolutely couldn't lose in momentum at this time, plus Pang Zi had never offended the villagers. He asked the three brothers to watch the captive and his wife, and Pang Zi himself strode out of the house door.
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The sun was shining brightly outside the house. Pang Zi stood in the middle of the courtyard and looked around. About a hundred men and women formed an encirclement circle near and far, with this small courtyard used to entertain Pang Zi and others as the center. These people looked nervous, angry, or complacent. In the case of extreme numerical superiority, the villagers still felt they had the victory in hand.

It was not the first time Pang Zi was surrounded by so many people. In the battles he fought back then, there were many scenes of larger scale. But this was the first time he encountered a scene with such a disparity in strength between the two sides. Five people, including Pang Zi's wife, faced twenty times the enemy. In such an unfavorable situation, Pang Zi felt disheartened. These villagers should have deep hatred for the bandits in the stronghold, right? Pang Zi himself hadn't squeezed the village, so he wasn't clear about the grudges of these people. Pang Zi was also unclear about the villagers' attitude towards him.

The villagers close to the house held weapons in their hands, ranging from muskets, spears, and firewood knives to wooden sticks and hoes—all kinds of weapons were available. What reassured Pang Zi was that none of these weapons could shoot accurately. Pang Zi had two box cannons (Mauser C96 pistols) in his hands and a rifle on his back. If a fight really broke out, he could at least drag a few people down with him. Anyway, the worst ending was just death. It was not bad to have someone to accompany him in death. Thinking of this, Pang Zi's despair suddenly relaxed a lot.

Pang Zi shouted at the villagers, "Folks, I, Pang Zi, and these few brothers have no grudge against you normally. We don't want to care about your affairs with those people in the mountain stronghold either. If it weren't for your people kneeling on the ground insisting on pulling us here, I would have taken my brothers out of the mountains long ago. Now we still want to leave; will you let us go or not?"

The villagers couldn't answer such a simple request for a moment. They looked at the weapons in Pang Zi's hands and on his back. Although they hadn't seen these new firearms, they subconsciously felt that these sophisticated-looking things were probably not easy to deal with. Everyone's eyes fell on a short-haired young man in the crowd. Seeing everyone looking at him, the short-haired young man didn't retreat. He stepped forward a few steps and shouted at Pang Zi, "King Pang, you are the head of this stronghold. Although you haven't done anything, we can't just believe your words like this."

Another short hair! Pang Zi sneered in his heart. Chen Ke had short hair, Chen Tianhua had short hair; both of them were revolutionaries and were considered capable. He wondered how capable this short-haired young man in front of him was. Thinking of this, Pang Zi laughed loudly, "You can ask your people. If it weren't for him kneeling on the ground dragging me to help, I would have left long ago. Since things have reached this point, you should also make your words clear. If you say you wanted my life, Pang Zi, from the beginning, then let's see the truth with swords and guns. Life and death are up to fate. That would be straightforward."

These were Pang Zi's heartfelt words. Since things had reached this point, there was not much hope for a peaceful settlement. If Pang Zi couldn't reach a real agreement with these people, the other party would definitely try every means to take the lives of these few people. Instead of passively welcoming the enemy's sneak attack, it was better to simply rely on the advantage of weapons to fight out. This was the experience accumulated by Pang Zi through life and death. This was the experience and lesson summarized from countless failures when Pang Zi fought against powerful enemies together with ordinary people. Villagers were not government soldiers after all. They had courage when there were many people, but as long as the enemy was not overwhelmed by the villagers' momentum but attacked the villagers fiercely, as long as a batch of villagers were killed or injured and their spirit was dampened, they would have no courage to continue fighting. Only in this situation could Pang Zi rush out. Thinking of this, Pang Zi cocked the hammers of his pistols with both hands. As soon as there was a disagreement, he decided to fight desperately regardless of everything.

The young man saw Pang Zi cocking the hammers of the box cannons, and saw Pang Zi's face become extremely calm. This clearly showed a posture of fighting desperately. Whether a person has made up his mind to risk his life, the momentum is completely different. Although there were many villagers outside and Pang Zi was only one person, as his gaze scanned the surrounding villagers, the restrained awe-inspiring killing intent made many sensitive villagers feel a chill on their backs. Because Pang Zi was not looking at people, but looking at everyone's vital points, and observing who was the first target to strike.

"King Pang, wait." The young man shouted. He was not a man without experience. Once Pang Zi started, he really wouldn't stop. Although the young man didn't quite believe Pang Zi could win, the villagers would definitely suffer heavy casualties. Now that most of the bandits had been eliminated, a complete victory was close at hand. At this time, there was absolutely no need for so many people to be lost.

"Speak." Pang Zi dropped a word coldly. He made up his mind at this moment: as long as the other party's next sentence was not agreeing to let him go, then Pang Zi would open fire regardless of anything.

The young man intuitively felt the danger. Although he didn't know where the danger came from, he just felt he couldn't say anything wrong no matter what.

"King Pang, I'll let you go." The young man shouted.

"How?" Pang Zi pursued.

"You release our man in the house; I'll be your hostage." The young man said loudly.

Pang Zi originally thought that nothing could be negotiated. No matter what sweet words the other party used to deceive him, Pang Zi decided to fight. He never expected the young man to say such a sentence. Pang Zi hesitated. Looking at this young man's appearance, he should be the leader. If he took this young man as a hostage, maybe he could really get out.

But Pang Zi was not a child after all. He didn't believe this young man was really willing to cooperate like this. He said, "You come into the house with me first; let's make things clear."

Hearing this, the villagers immediately made a noise. "Who do you think you are? You say enter the house and he enters?"

"Brother Zhou, don't trust the bandit's words."

"We have many people; what are we afraid of?"

Seeing the situation was about to get out of control, the young man hurriedly shouted, "Folks, don't be afraid. King Pang and these bandits are not completely in the same group. I'll go into the house with him." After speaking, the young man raised both hands and walked towards Pang Zi. Pang Zi immediately raised two box cannons pointing at the young man's chest. The young man smiled, bypassed Pang Zi with big strides, and entered the house. Although he still didn't trust the young man in his heart, Pang Zi followed into the house.

Pang Zi's brothers tied up the young man without saying a word. The young man didn't resist either, letting them do it. Pang Zi sat by the table, asked his brothers to watch the door, and then asked, "What is your name, and what exactly do you want to do?"

"I am Zhou Wencai. I studied outside before and haven't been back long. I planned this attack on the mountain stronghold." Zhou Wencai answered cleanly and neatly.

"Impressive indeed." Pang Zi sneered. "Then what exactly do you plan to do?"

"King Pang, I asked the person who went to the stronghold. He indeed said you were leaving. To tell the truth, we want to catch all the bandits in one net, but I never expected King Pang, you actually left a table full of wine and meat without eating or drinking. Not even looking at it. If it were anyone else, either they would have become suspicious long ago, or they would have started eating and drinking. You, King Pang, are really not a bandit."

Pang Zi was not interested in these compliments at all. He shouted, "Cut the crap, tell me quickly what to do?"

Zhou Wencai smiled. "King Pang, I just want to ask you one question: do you really not want to stay here anymore? Will you never come back in the future?"

"Come back for what? To be a bandit?" Pang Zi replied grumpily.

"Then you can ride the horses away, but don't think about travel expenses. Our several villages have contacted each other. We caught all the people who came out in one net. Someone has already gone to attack the stronghold on the mountain."

Pang Zi immediately cursed, "Bullshit, without travel expenses, how do I go? Be a bandit robbing along the way?"

Zhou Wencai really hadn't thought this matter through perfectly. In fact, he had considered what if Pang Zi became suspicious at the wine table first, or what if he didn't become suspicious. But he really didn't calculate that Pang Zi had no interest in eating and drinking, but was bent on leaving quickly. Because this change wasn't calculated, all the original designs fell through. Zhou Wencai just pondered for a moment and had a plan. "We have some mountain goods here; you take them with you. Consider it as payment for teaching everyone to raise chickens. When you get out of the mountains, sell the mountain goods; you can exchange them for some money anyway. What do you think?"

Actually, Pang Zi's biggest headache was how to get out of the villagers' encirclement. Since there were travel expenses, he didn't dwell on the issue of returning to the stronghold anymore. "Then how can I believe what you said is true?"

Zhou Wencai stood up and shouted outside, "Fourth Uncle, come in."

After a while, the young man who originally went to the stronghold walked in with some fear.

"Fourth Uncle, bring that bag of mountain goods from my house. Especially those two *Lingzhi* (Reishi mushrooms); make sure not to leave them behind." Zhou Wencai ordered.

"Wencai, what do you mean? You want to give these things to these bandits?" Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle was very puzzled.

"Fourth Uncle, you also saw that this King Pang has nothing to do with that group of people on the mountain. Moreover, King Pang taught us some ways to live after all. These things are considered a thank-you gift."

"Wencai, you are wrong. We have so many people; we can trap these people to death even by sieging them. What are we afraid of?" The young man seemed very unconvinced.

Hearing this, Liu Yongfu sneered, "Relying on you? I fought with the government, fought with the Beiyang Army, and survived among thousands of troops and horses. You mountain people dare to say you can trap us?"

Mountain people are straightforward. Although he was surrounded by Pang Zi, how could Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle believe it? Pang Zi sneered, "Yongfu, let them see our marksmanship."

Liu Yongfu responded happily. Surrounded by so many people just now, Pang Zi and others were startled at first. Now seeing that the villagers didn't really have the determination to risk their lives, everyone had already seen through the reality of these people. Liu Yongfu picked up his rifle, walked out of the door, aimed at a house door in the distance for a moment, and fired three shots in succession. These days, Pang Zi and his group had never neglected practicing marksmanship. These were new-style rifles with excellent accuracy. Liu Yongfu was determined to establish prestige.

Seeing Liu Yongfu not aiming at themselves, the villagers didn't know what he was going to do. After the gunshots, Liu Yongfu's three shots actually knocked down two strings of red peppers hanging on the wall more than thirty meters away. Where had the villagers seen such precise shooting? Everyone knew that if Liu Yongfu aimed at them, three people would probably be lying dead on the spot by now. Like a pot exploding, the villagers who were watching immediately ran away. Those villagers who originally held weapons preparing to annihilate Pang Zi also immediately hid behind the walls, daring not poke their heads out again.

Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle's eyes widened round; the arrogance just now vanished. The reason Zhou Wencai was willing to be a hostage was that he didn't want Pang Zi and others to jump over the wall in desperation and fight the villagers to the death. He compromised temporarily just because he didn't want to give Pang Zi a chance to build up courage. As a result, his Fourth Uncle didn't understand the reasoning here at all. Seeing these three shots completely knocked out the villagers' spirit, Zhou Wencai couldn't help sighing in his heart. "Fourth Uncle, listen to me, go get the things. Let's part on good terms."

After the person went out, Pang Zi's group in the room had regained their momentum. Liu Yongfu couldn't help asking, "Brother Pang, let's just kill our way out. These people count for nothing."

Pang Zi glared at Liu Yongfu. "Do you really want to be a bandit? These people have no grudge against us. What's the point of getting involved in these messy things?"

Gu Liangyu didn't dare to speak at first. seeing that they could really leave at this time, she hurriedly grabbed Pang Zi's arm. "Master, take my brother too."

Hearing Gu Liangyu mention her brother Gu Liangsheng, Pang Zi's anger flared up. He grabbed the lapel of Gu Liangyu's clothes and said viciously, "If it weren't for the trouble your brother caused me, I would have left long ago. Why would I be trapped here? If you want to save your brother, stay yourself. I won't care about that bastard."

Gu Liangyu knew Pang Zi wasn't speaking out of anger. Although she was still worried about her brother, it was better to leave early at this time.

After a long while, Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle brought a small package in. Opening it, it was quite clean inside. Zhou Wencai said there were two *Lingzhi*; there were really only two *Lingzhi* in the package. Pang Zi ran a medicine shop when he was in Nangong County. Looking at them, he knew the quality was decent and could sell for seven or eight taels of silver. If a few people lived frugally, they could last for a month or two.

"Give us our horses." Pang Zi said.

"The horses have already been led away; I'm afraid we can't get them back?" Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle was really bold; he seemed not to care about life and death at all. It was really hard to say whether he was brave or dull.

Zhou Wencai knew that the reason Pang Zi asked for horses was that he really wanted to leave. He also hurriedly advised, "Fourth Uncle, give them the horses and let them go."

"Wencai, what I say about the horses doesn't count; you have to go out and say it." Zhou Wencai's Fourth Uncle said.

Small tricks. Pang Zi sneered in his heart. He pretended to agree, "Then you go out and say it."

As soon as Zhou Wencai and his Fourth Uncle reached the door, Pang Zi suddenly pushed them on their backs. Caught off guard, the two stumbled out of the door. Then they were knocked to the ground by two wooden sticks outside the door. Pang Zi grabbed a wooden stick beside him and rushed out the door. He saw three people ambushing outside the door, all holding wooden sticks. Seeing they hit the wrong people, they all froze in place. Pang Zi practiced martial arts with Uncle Jing Tingbin and had excellent skills. He waved the wooden stick and gave each of the three guys a blow on the head. The three were immediately knocked to the ground like sacks.

At this time, except for one of the other three brothers staying in the room to watch the captive, the other two rushed out. The villagers originally ambushed to prepare for a sneak attack on Pang Zi, but they never expected Pang Zi to see through their plan. Five young men rushed over with wooden sticks preparing to save people. How could Pang Zi give them a chance? He rushed up with big strides carrying the wooden stick.

Since being plotted against today, although Pang Zi also fought with wits and courage, always taking leading the brothers to escape safely as the highest goal, the sullen anger of being plotted against in his heart was getting fiercer and fiercer. Seeing that those five people didn't hold muskets, Pang Zi stabbed straight with the wooden stick, stabbing the person in front in the chest like a spear. That person was immediately poked over on the ground. The other four fought with a burst of courage. Courage was commendable, but they didn't have combat power to match the courage. Mountain people were fierce, but not martial arts practitioners. None of the few people meant to retreat; they still rushed fiercely towards Pang Zi.

This was what Pang Zi feared least. He didn't even blink, still thrusting the stick to stab fiercely. This time he poked one person in the lower abdomen. That person knelt on the ground holding his stomach in pain. The remaining three had already rushed to Pang Zi's side, preparing to wave their sticks, but forgot that Pang Zi's two brothers had already rushed out. These two actually didn't want to kill people either. Each of them targeted a villager, punched the villager's neck fiercely, and knocked down two more in an instant. The last villager suddenly found himself surrounded. In a moment of daze, Pang Zi kicked this young man to the ground with a flying kick.

"Tie them all up!" Pang Zi roared.

The situation changed so drastically that Zhou Wencai regretted it too late. He never imagined that his carefully planned bandit suppression plan would turn into this appearance in the end. Zhou Wencai was a child of a local landlord, studying outside. After accepting some new ideas, he simply cut off his queue. It was nothing outside, but in the mountains, losing a queue made people "look at him differently." To justify his name, Zhou Wencai happened to know that internal strife occurred in the nearby mountain stronghold, so he put his idea on the stronghold.

Zhou Wencai first persuaded the local villagers, then contacted villagers from several other villages. This place was originally poor, and the stronghold leaders always squeezed the people very hard. Seeing that Pang Zi had no intention of managing the stronghold properly, and learning that there were few people in the stronghold, the villagers of various villages agreed to this plan. It happened that Gu Liangsheng took three people to the village to cause trouble. Zhou Wencai's plan was to let Pang Zi have internal strife first, and then take the opportunity to deal with Pang Zi. The first half of the plan was executed completely according to Zhou Wencai's prediction, and the process was extremely smooth.

Hearing from his Fourth Uncle that Pang Zi was preparing to leave, Zhou Wencai just thought Pang Zi had other plans and didn't take it to heart. But Zhou Wencai never expected that Pang Zi was really not a bandit. No matter how careful ordinary bandits were, it was impossible for them to be unmoved facing a table full of wine and meat. But Pang Zi could remain motionless for a long time.

After the flaw in the plan, everything went wrong. Now Pang Zi had captured ten hostages, and the dominance of the situation fell completely into Pang Zi's hands.
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"Big Brother, good skills," Liu Yongfu praised happily while tying up the villager writhing in pain on the ground. Like Pang Zi, Liu Yongfu had never fought a battle with such a disparity in numbers in his life. One against twenty, and to fight like this, was an unparalleled encouragement to self-confidence.

Pang Zi didn't care about the praise; everyone was far from out of danger at this time. Pang Zi looked around holding his gun, looking for where the villagers had hidden their horses on one hand, and observing a safe breakout route on the other. The villagers' aggressive encirclement not long ago had vanished. They hid behind walls or other places that could cover their bodies, only occasionally showing their faces when peeking at Pang Zi. From those movements and faces, Pang Zi could see the villagers' panic. This village was not big, with a total of less than 150 people. The ten knocked down were all young guys; it could be said that nearly half of the young people in this village had been captured.

Just as Pang Zi was considering, he suddenly heard cries of pain "Ouch!". Liu Yongfu and others tied them very hard, fearing these people would break free. The villagers had been beaten originally; how could they stand such desperate force? They couldn't help groaning in pain one by one.

Pang Zi ordered, "Brothers, just tie them tight. No need to risk your lives like that. We weren't here to fight these people in the first place."

"Brother, we didn't come to fight them. But these people came to take our brothers' lives," Liu Yongfu said indignantly.

Seeing Liu Yongfu still relentless, Pang Zi smiled helplessly. "Yongfu, these villagers want to kill bandits. We are now bearing the name of bandits; we can't blame the villagers for doing this."

Everyone who heard this froze in place. It wasn't because Pang Zi said something wrong, but because these words were so reasonable that they didn't sound like words that could be spoken by Pang Zi, who was treated as a bandit. Seeing Liu Yongfu and the other two brothers frozen in place, Pang Zi urged, "Hurry up and tie them. After tying, we will make things clear with the villagers. We'll ask for the horses back and leave. We'll release these people after taking them past the mountain pass."

Zhou Wencai endured the pain and asked loudly, "King Pang, are you serious?"

Pang Zi looked down at Zhou Wencai and said very seriously, "Brother Zhou, there is a misunderstanding between us. Everyone had to fight to survive. Now we don't have to fight anymore. After we get the horses back, we will go our separate ways. If you don't believe me, I have no way either. But a gentleman once told me some words before: if a person only thinks about his own gains and losses when doing things, things will never be settled. If one only thinks about what exactly this matter is, then it's enough for a matter to have a beginning and an end. Regarding our matter, you want to eliminate bandits and no longer be bullied. We encountered difficulties and had to run here to avoid the limelight. Now we want to leave the mountains and never return. Everyone fought to the death just now for the things each wanted to do. When we leave the village safely, our business is done. What's the point of harming you gentlemen again? So you don't have to be afraid. As long as you let us leave your village safely, we will neither retaliate nor return."

Zhou Wencai felt Pang Zi's words were very credible. He said loudly, "King Pang, since you say so, I provoked this bandit fighting. When you leave, you naturally need to take hostages, so you might as well take me alone. Don't touch the others."

"This Brother Zhou is very righteous. Since you are so righteous, I'll say this upfront: these horses were brought by us from outside the mountains, not your horses. As long as you give us the horses first, we'll do it this way. If you don't give us our horses, these brothers will inevitably suffer some physical pain."

Pang Zi spoke so seriously that Zhou Wencai knew Pang Zi was absolutely not joking. He hurriedly responded, "Then release my Fourth Uncle and let him bring your horses."

The subsequent matters were much smoother. The villagers obediently handed over the horses. Pang Zi and the others mounted the horses and took Zhou Wencai along. The horse team went all the way out of the village. The villagers watched from a distance. As soon as Pang Zi and the others left, the villagers ran towards those tied in a pile.

No one intercepted them on the road. After leaving the village far behind, presumably safe, Pang Zi asked everyone to stop and then put Zhou Wencai on the ground. Liu Yongfu asked, "Brother, should we..." He made a gesture as he spoke. Zhou Wencai had given everyone such a big fright; the crowd had no good feelings for him.

"I said just now, once we leave safely, this matter is done. Killing people again will only add trouble." Pang Zi himself had risked his life to deal with the villagers just now. Now that he finally left the danger, he was unwilling to do anything that would cause complications in his heart.

Liu Yongfu and others naturally dared not violate Pang Zi's thoughts. Just as they were preparing to leave, they heard Zhou Wencai shout, "King Pang, don't go back to the mountain stronghold now. Someone has already gone to attack there now. If you go rashly, I'm afraid you will meet those people."

"Thank you for your kindness, Brother Zhou." Pang Zi responded, then urged his horse away.

This time Pang Zi could be said to have lost completely, losing even his last foothold. Yet Pang Zi didn't feel sorry for himself at all in his heart. He made up his mind that as long as he found Chen Tianhua and Chen Ke, he would follow them wholeheartedly. Once a person has a clear goal, he doesn't have so many thoughts. The group went all the way east after leaving the mountains. Everyone had walked this road many times and wouldn't get lost at all. Moreover, although Pang Zi's belongings were left in the mountain stronghold, he still carried some money with him. Just this money was enough for the travel expenses to Shandong. They didn't dare to go through Nangong County, but detoured towards Baoding first. Pang Zi knew that the two *Lingzhi* in his hand could sell for a good price in big cities. Although he was "renowned" in Xingtai and Nangong County, no one knew him in Beijing at all.

The weather was already hot, making travel convenient. Everyone marched lightly and arrived in Beijing in a few days. The group found a place to rest near Beijing, and Pang Zi entered the city alone to sell the *Lingzhi*. As soon as he entered Beijing city, he saw police everywhere on the road. Pang Zi mixed in the crowd to watch and couldn't see any special people, but the whole atmosphere in Beijing was tense, looking like something big was about to happen.

Just as Pang Zi was looking for a medicine shop to sell the *Lingzhi*, Cen Chunxuan was standing with his hands down in front of Cixi, saying loudly with emotion, "Old Buddha, your subject is willing to be a watchdog for the Two Palaces, sparing no effort until death."

Ten days ago, on April 20, the official system of the Three Northeastern Provinces was published. Xu Shichang was the Governor-General, Tang Shaoyi was the Governor of Fengtian, Zhu Jiabao was the Acting Governor of Jilin, and Duan Zhigui was the Acting Governor of Heilongjiang. All four were from the Beiyang clique. The Beiyang clique seized power unscrupulously. As soon as the appointment was announced, it caused strong repercussions in the court and the public. The timing for a joint counterattack against Beiyang was maturing. With Qu Hongji's secret assistance, Cen Chunxuan used the name of going to Sichuan to take office, took a boat to Wuhan, and soon submitted a memorial requesting to see the Empress Dowager "on the way." Expecting that this memorial would be rejected by Yikuang and others, he took the Beijing-Hankou train north day and night without waiting for a reply. On the way, Qu Hongji's fellow townsman, Censor Zhao Qilin, made a special trip to Baoding Station to welcome him and accompany him into Beijing.

On the night of May 1, Cen arrived in Beijing. In the early morning of the next day, he knocked on the palace gate, unveiling the Dingwei Political Tide. In the following May 2 and May 3, Cen Chunxuan was summoned by Cixi twice in a row. Cen Chunxuan was an official promoted by Cixi after the "Westward Hunt" (flight to Xi'an) in the Gengzi year. Cixi greatly appreciated Cen Chunxuan's reputation as a "Blue Sky" (upright official) who "feared no violence." Plus, Cen Chunxuan himself always supported the New Policies promoted by Cixi, so Cixi always regarded Cen Chunxuan as a usable person in her hand.

This time, in order to lead the constitutionalism, Beiyang frantically placed its own people among the high officials of various provinces. Cixi also felt that Beiyang's actions had reached an unscrupulous level. Although Cen Chunxuan first violated the state's appointment and then secretly ran to Beijing, Cixi didn't blame Cen for his fierceness. Instead, after he arrived in Beijing, she immediately met him to consult on national policies. Relying on Cixi's trust, Cen Chunxuan impeached Yikuang for corruption and Yuan Shikai for forming cliques for private gain face to face after meeting.

Although Cixi had a pathological desire for power, she hoped to accomplish something when she was in power after all. But she was an old woman deep in the palace after all. Compared with the ministers in the Manchu court, they were actually birds of a feather. They all had the same fatal flaw, which was "not professional enough." Engaging in power tactics was excellent; everyone in the Manchu court knew this clearly. But when she truly wanted to do something for this country, her shortcomings were immediately exposed.

Cen Chunxuan, known as the "Official Butcher," stood in front of Cixi. This leader of the Pure Stream, known as the last incorruptible official of the Manchu Qing, was extremely excited at this time. The sovereign and subject had been talking for quite a while. When Cixi talked about "the current situation is worsening day by day, and every step is difficult," she couldn't help shedding tears. Regarding Cixi's tears, Cen Chunxuan felt "empathy." He first said loudly, "Old Buddha, your subject is willing to be a watchdog for the Two Palaces, sparing no effort until death." After saying this, Cen Chunxuan couldn't help crying aloud too.

Cen Chunxuan's performance was not affected; at least he didn't think it was affected. Cen Chunxuan believed this was out of loyalty to the court. He had repeatedly explained to Cixi that the government affairs were ruined in the hands of this group of nobles. The political body was terminally ill from top to bottom and helpless. The reason lay in high-level corruption, which had become a consensus. But the nobles formed a web of interests and couldn't move. Any move would make the Pure Stream constitutionalists die without a burial place.

Watching Cen Chunxuan, a grown man, crying like a child, Cixi, as a woman, couldn't help taking out a handkerchief to wipe her tears. She calmed down, turned her head and gave a few instructions, and someone went out immediately. Cixi asked, "Lord Cen, I wonder what you think about asking you to take office as the Minister of Posts and Communications?"

Hearing this, Cen Chunxuan was overjoyed. He immediately knelt down and said loudly, "Your subject will definitely not disappoint the Old Buddha's hope."

Cixi was 72 years old this year after all. Although she still wanted to talk more with Cen Chunxuan, her strength was failing. The palace maids and eunuchs below obviously saw Cixi's fatigue and hurriedly poured a bowl of ginseng soup for Cixi. Although Cen Chunxuan was nicknamed "Official Butcher," he dared not really tire Cixi out. After all, to bring down the Beiyang clique this time, he must get Cixi's support.

Smelling the scent of ginseng tea, Cen Chunxuan asked to leave. Although Cixi wanted to say more, her body was exhausted after all. She said, "Lord Cen, I will continue to summon you into the palace tomorrow."

That day, the news that Cixi granted Cen Chunxuan the post of Minister of Posts and Communications spread throughout the capital. This was an extremely obvious signal. Everyone up and down the court knew that the political offensive launched first by the Pure Stream had successfully taken the first step.

By the evening of this day, twenty-seven young people gathered in a courtyard in Beijing. This was the place where they often met. Nearly half of the attendees were members of the political group Chen Ke formed in Beijing before. That time Chen Ke just wanted to see if there were any capable people in Beijing. Finally, the few people he selected followed Chen Ke south. The other part was left in Beijing unattended. These people were all young people. They finally found some companions with a common language. Although Chen Ke, Shang Yuan, Xu Dian, and others left, the remaining people still had no plan to disband this organization.

These people came very fully today because a very important figure had returned to Beijing. Everyone had been waiting for news of this person for a long time. While waiting together, the young people naturally chatted about everything, and Cen Chunxuan's matter was naturally the focus.

"Brother Zheng, you are from Beiyang; what do you think?" Someone asked Zheng Wenjie, who was sitting aside smoking a cigarette.

Zheng Wenjie exhaled smoke, then said, "I have no thoughts. Cen Chunxuan came prepared. After seizing the position of Minister of Posts and Communications, he will definitely attack Prince Qing and Lord Yuan. It just depends on how he does it and when he does it. How can a pawn like me know such things?"

"Can it be that Lord Yuan and Prince Qing can't beat Cen Chunxuan, this Official Butcher?" Someone said somewhat doubtfully.

Zheng Wenjie continued to smoke his cigarette as if he hadn't heard.

"Brother Zheng, what exactly are you thinking about?" Li Yongzhong leaned over and asked. "It's rare to see you so depressed."

Zheng Wenjie saw many people looking at him and knew his recent performance was indeed very abnormal. Since Chen Ke and Shang Yuan left, Zheng Wenjie had become the generally recognized leader in this "Revolutionary Interest Group." He simply stopped hiding his thoughts. Zheng Wenjie said loudly, "Gentlemen, everyone knows that one of the earliest initiators of our group was Chen Ke. He has now started a very big situation in Anhui."

Hearing this, the expressions of several attendees became strange. Not having seen him for more than a year, these people couldn't even remember clearly what Chen Ke looked like now. What they could remember was that these people who stayed in Beijing had tried to remove Chen Ke from the position of "leader." And they drove Chai Qingguo out of the group meeting. When Chen Ke had to leave Beijing in a hurry because of something happening in his southern lair, these people were very jubilant.

If one must say, the common point of these young people was that they all believed the Manchu Qing was incurable, and constitutionalism was also incurable. There must be a revolution to let them ascend to the position of leaders themselves and guide China out of its current miserable fate. Although Chen Ke claimed to be an international student and indeed wrote such a book, the problem was that Chen Ke was an unknown person. It was impossible to make these people convinced. The reason why this group of people failed to bring down Chen Ke when he was in Beijing was only because Shang Yuan and others strongly supported Chen Ke. And this group of people hadn't elected a leader they identified with yet.

Since Chen Ke left, the eyesores also disappeared one after another. The members of the Beijing "Revolutionary Group" became a group of people who could accept each other. Not long after, these people felt that although the atmosphere in the Revolutionary Group made them more comfortable, compared with when Chen Ke was there, this group no longer had that style of doing practical things. Everyone could say whatever they wanted now, and the result was that saying anything was useless. Everyone tried to issue orders themselves and let others do things. The problem was that everyone in this "Revolutionary Group" had similar status, and no one was willing to be under others. Those who were willing to be under Chen Ke back then had all left with Chen Ke. There were no longer people willing to be under others here.

Zheng Wenjie was from the Beiyang Army. More than three months ago, he accidentally learned that Wang Shizhen sent people to investigate Chen Ke. He took this matter to heart. Later, he got the news that Chen Ke actually had territory in Anhui. Zheng Wenjie dared not be sloppy about this. He told the "Revolutionary Group" this news, and everyone appointed Wang Simiao to make a special trip to Anhui to find out about this matter. It had been almost two months. Wang Simiao arrived in Wuhan a few days ago and immediately sent a telegram. The telegram said he was taking the train back to Beijing, extremely urgent. This was the code Zheng Wenjie agreed upon in advance. If Chen Ke made a big name in Anhui, naturally no handle could be left in the telegram, so "extremely urgent" was used to replace it. Tonight, Wang Simiao was coming back.

Most of the people in the "Revolutionary Group" now were new people. They didn't even know who Chen Ke was. They just knew there was such a former member. New members naturally didn't know the grudges between old members; they were jubilant instead.

While talking, the courtyard gate rang. A moment later, two people entered the room door. It was Wang Simiao and Meng Shu who went to the station to welcome him. Wang Simiao looked both excited and nervous. As soon as he entered the door, he looked at Zheng Wenjie. Others were mixing in various official circles; how could they not know what this look meant? Someone already shouted, "Brother Wang, you've worked hard. Just say whatever you have."

Zheng Wenjie didn't think there was any need for a private conversation either. He poured a cup of tea for Wang Simiao. "How is it exactly?"

Wang Simiao drank the tea in one gulp, then said, "Close the door tight and watch it. It's a big deal."

Half an hour later, there was silence in the room of the Beijing "Revolutionary Group." Wang Simiao had finished talking about the intelligence he personally went to the base area to see. The People's Party occupied half of Anhui and formed an army of tens of thousands. Everyone knew Wang Simiao was not a person who boasted and deceived others, so they sent him to Anhui to check the situation.

After Zheng Wenjie was silent for a long time, he asked, "Did you see Chen Ke?" Wang Simiao was a member of the group at that time and had seen Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie suspected whether the head of the People's Party who made such a big name was Chen Ke or not. Or maybe just a person with the same name.

"I saw him; it was indeed Chen Ke." Wang Simiao replied solemnly.

No one in the room spoke. Everyone looked at the comrades they were familiar with, and could see various thoughts in each other's eyes. Finally, someone couldn't help asking in an expectant tone, "Brother Wang, what exactly did Chen Ke say?"

Wang Simiao's face became slightly ugly. "Chen Ke sends his regards to everyone, saying it's been a long time since we contacted. He misses everyone very much and hopes to contact more when free."

Such polite words were obviously a condescending refusal. If Chen Ke really took the Beijing Group seriously, he would absolutely not say so. New members were very dissatisfied with Chen Ke being so arrogant, while the old members didn't speak one by one. They knew very clearly that they treated Chen Ke like that back then; Chen Ke being able to say this was already a very cultivated performance.

Zheng Wenjie already knew why Wang Simiao wanted to talk to him alone at the beginning, but regret was meaningless at this time. Thinking that Chen Ke, whom he didn't put in his eyes at all back then, actually had such achievements, Zheng Wenjie felt a strong sourness rising in his heart. For a moment, Zheng Wenjie was so jealous that he wanted to kill Chen Ke.
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"Gentlemen, speaking about Chen Ke's affairs does no good for any of us. The court is in such chaos now; if we say something wrong, I'm afraid someone will immediately get crooked ideas." After Zheng Wenjie finished speaking loudly, he couldn't help covering his mouth and yawning. From dark until now, everyone had talked for five or six hours, and it was almost two o'clock. The members of the Revolutionary Group also yawned repeatedly.

Looking at the listless crowd, Zheng Wenjie continued, "Let's stop here for today and continue tomorrow." Hearing this, everyone got up to leave while saying to each other, "Must come tomorrow."

Zheng Wenjie was busy with his duties absent-mindedly all morning; in fact, he was thinking about Chen Ke's affairs in his heart. By noon, he felt he could no longer bear it and had a strong urge to find Wang Simiao immediately. If it were usual, Zheng Wenjie could still find an excuse to leave, but now the Beiyang clique was in a state of anxiety from top to bottom. Since Cen Chunxuan was appointed Minister of Posts and Communications, not only did he not take office immediately, but Cixi continued to call Cen Chunxuan into the palace to discuss state affairs. This was the third consecutive day of entering the palace for an audience. If anyone said that nothing earth-shattering would happen in the capital next, only a fool would believe it. So Zheng Wenjie dared not run around at this critical juncture. It wasn't that his duty was so busy, but if Zheng Wenjie himself was not at his post, his whereabouts would be maliciously interpreted by "interested people." As a member of Beiyang, he couldn't break away from the group's actions at this time.

After drinking an unknown amount of tea and going to the toilet many times, he finally waited until getting off work. Declining all dinner invitations, Zheng Wenjie ran home all the way, ate, and as soon as it got dark, he immediately went to the meeting place.

Others had arrived long ago. As soon as Zheng Wenjie entered the door, he saw the room buzzing with lively talk. Several old members were talking about the past with spittle flying. "Who looked up to Chen Ke back then!" Meng Shu curled his lips and said, "A person of unknown origin wanting to dictate in the capital. At that time, brothers were unwilling to lower their status, otherwise, they would have torn their faces and driven him away long ago. If it weren't for the brothers' help, Chen Ke wouldn't have known Shang Yuan at all."

The newcomers looked at Meng Shu bragging with envy and jealousy. Zheng Wenjie knew Meng Shu was talking nonsense. Back then, Chen Ke knew Shang Yuan first, and then met these people. It wasn't like what Meng Shu said at all. But hearing Meng Shu's extremely contemptuous words about Chen Ke, Zheng Wenjie felt very good in his heart.

"Brother Meng, then if we go to Anhui, presumably we can also take on heavy responsibilities?" The newly joined members asked excitedly.

"Tch, that Chen Ke is very heartless and ungrateful, treating subordinates very thinly. There was a Boxer bandit who followed him before, called Chai something. Brother Zheng, what was that person's name?"

"Seems to be called Chai Qingguo?" Zheng Wenjie responded.

"Right, just called Chai Qingguo." Meng Shu embellished the story of how Zheng Wenjie made things difficult for Chai Qingguo and finally voted to drive Chai Qingguo out of the Revolutionary Group meeting. The people in the "Revolutionary Group" now were all in official circles; hearing the "wonderful parts," they couldn't help laughing out loud.

"Finally, that Chai Qingguo was driven out, left Beijing immediately, and hasn't been heard from since." Meng Shu concluded with an arrogant look.

"Chen Ke is a bit too heartless." Liu Yongnian was a newcomer; hearing this, he couldn't help shaking his head repeatedly. "Then how did he gather such a large force?"

This question voiced the heartfelt thoughts of the new Party members. Meng Shu had spoken too fully at the beginning, and now it wasn't easy to end immediately. But he refused to say anything good for Chen Ke, so Meng Shu snorted, "There was a brother named Shang Yuan with Chen Ke. He was about to take office in Fengtai County, Anhui. Without Shang Yuan's support, Chen Ke would have had no way."

This explanation was extremely serious; even if Chen Ke himself were here, he couldn't refute it. Liu Yongnian nodded in realization. "Brother Wang, what position does this Mr. Shang Yuan hold in the base area now?"

Wang Simiao had been silent. He knew the status quo of the base area better than anyone. Meng Shu's words were completely wishful thinking. Hearing someone ask him, Wang Simiao had to answer, "It is said that he holds a high position, but I haven't seen him. He shouldn't be in Fengtai County."

"See, I said Chen Ke is heartless." Meng Shu immediately began to display his "foresight."

Hearing this, Zheng Wenjie shook his head secretly. If Meng Shu had stopped just now, his previous words could still be self-justifying. But these last few sentences were completely superfluous.

Boasting is quite bluffing if done occasionally. But if one boasts too much, many logical contradictions appear. If Chen Ke was really as heartless as Meng Shu said, why did so many people follow Chen Ke? Zheng Wenjie saw that someone had already realized this deep logical contradiction. But these people hadn't been to the Anhui base area, and saying so directly would blatantly refute Meng Shu's face. But the original enthusiastic expressions quickly became cold. Obviously, they disapproved of Meng Shu's words somewhat.

Liu Yongnian was one of those who had begun to realize the truth. He completely ignored Meng Shu and said to Zheng Wenjie, "Brother Zheng, we must have a charter for this matter. Everyone is waiting for you to come and discuss it together."

Zheng Wenjie was very satisfied with Liu Yongnian's attitude. If everyone started without waiting for him, it would clearly not give him face. But satisfaction aside, Zheng Wenjie hadn't thought of how to use Chen Ke until now. Beijing and Anhui were too far apart. The People's Party founded by Chen Ke never contacted Beijing. Everyone could call themselves masters in Beijing and ridicule Chen Ke wantonly in Beijing. Once in Chen Ke's territory in Anhui, let alone Zheng Wenjie, even the nonsense-talking Meng Shu would have to bow his head and listen to Chen Ke's instructions obediently. Zheng Wenjie knew the principle of "a county magistrate is better than a current administrator" very well.

Meng Shu really knew this principle well. Hearing Liu Yongnian ask, Meng Shu immediately said, "He walks his sunny path; we cross our single-plank bridge. Don't think about relying on Chen Ke. If he encounters a hurdle he can't pass, he will naturally come to beg at our brothers' door obediently."

Zheng Wenjie agreed with this view to a certain extent. If Chen Ke wanted to rely on this group of brothers in Beijing, he should have sent someone to contact them long ago; he wouldn't have been silent for so long. But Liu Yongnian obviously didn't think so. Regardless of what Meng Shu said, Liu Yongnian continued to ask Zheng Wenjie, "Brother Zheng, do you think Chen Ke can win against the Beiyang Army?"

"He definitely can't win." Zheng Wenjie said proudly. Zheng Wenjie had great confidence in the strength of the Beiyang Army. This was an army smashed out with money. The officers and soldiers' pay, weapons and equipment, and daily training were all the best. Chen Ke couldn't have such financial resources no matter what.

Liu Yongnian was from the Ministry of Revenue; he actually agreed with Zheng Wenjie's view. "Then Chen Ke's matter will definitely be known by Lord Yuan. When the Beiyang Army goes to Anhui to suppress bandits, Chen Ke will be doomed?"

"Lord Yuan already knows about Chen Ke. Lord Wang Shizhen sent someone to Anhui specifically; how could Lord Yuan not know?" Zheng Wenjie replied. "However, Chen Ke's luck is really too good, or his timing is too good. At this time, Lord Yuan is too busy dealing with Cen Chunxuan to deal with Chen Ke at all. Anhui can still be free for a while."

The attendees were all middle and low-ranking bureaucrats in the court after all, and they also had some understanding of the current situation. As soon as Zheng Wenjie spoke, everyone nodded. Zheng Wenjie had always wanted to be the leading figure of this "Revolutionary Group." Seeing his words recognized by everyone, he immediately continued to analyze, "When Chen Ke got married, it was Lord Yuan who helped him propose. Now Cen Chunxuan and others are trying every means to find trouble for Lord Yuan. Apart from clichés saying Lord Yuan is corrupt and forms cliques for private gain, Cen Chunxuan actually can't come up with any other arguments. But if Chen Ke's matter is known by Cen Chunxuan, that would be a huge handle. On the root of this matter, Lord Yuan has no room for defense. As long as it is confirmed, Lord Yuan will have to resign."

"Then who should we help?" Liu Yongnian asked.

Zheng Wenjie smiled. "Rather help Lord Yuan than let Cen Chunxuan get off cheaply. If Cen Chunxuan, this fame-fishing hypocrite, controls the court administration, can we have any good ending? Moreover, Lord Yuan and those Manchus are actually not on the same path at all. Even if we brothers don't help Lord Yuan, we absolutely cannot stab him in the back at this time."

"Although Cen Chunxuan fishes for fame, he isn't necessarily a hypocrite, right?" Liu Yongnian still disbelieved somewhat.

Zheng Wenjie said firmly, "If everyone doesn't believe it, let's wait and see. See what tricks this Cen Chunxuan can play. If he can really not engage in party struggles but come up with a set of constitutional systems alone, then count me, Zheng Wenjie, as having poor judgment and being blind."

Seeing Zheng Wenjie so solemn, everyone was stunned. Zheng Wenjie actually already had his own ideas about Chen Ke's affairs, but the urgent task was not Chen Ke thousands of *li* away, but how to take advantage of the current opportunity to thoroughly establish his status within the "Revolutionary Group." Since he had decided to do something, Zheng Wenjie simply burned his boats. "Brothers, let's ignore Chen Ke's affairs for now. Let's look at the result of this party struggle first. In the future, everyone will gather daily to sort out and see through this party struggle. I feel that this party struggle has already decided the life and death of the court."

Things developed exactly as Zheng Wenjie expected. On the day Cen took office as Minister of Posts and Communications, he verbally impeached the Left Vice Minister Zhu Baokui. At this time, Cen Chunxuan was favored by Cixi and supported by a group of "Pure Stream" behind him. Left Vice Minister Zhu Baokui was immediately dismissed. Cen Chunxuan then directly attacked Yikuang for engaging in fake constitutionalism, being corrupt by nature, and appointing bad people.

As an important imperial clan minister, Yikuang had always held great power after the Gengzi Incident. Cixi had long been very dissatisfied with him. It was just that Yikuang and Yuan Shikai were closely linked, and the Beiyang clique was deeply rooted, so she couldn't move easily for a while. Once Cen Chunxuan impeached Yikuang, Yikuang knew his position was precarious and had to submit his resignation to Cixi.

The "Revolutionary Group" had people from various government offices and factions; their efficiency in gathering intelligence was faster than the high level. In the meetings of these days, everyone had heard that Cixi was even brewing a plan to dismiss Yikuang; rumors spread on the Beijing-Tianjin road that Cen Chunxuan would replace Yuan Shikai as Governor-General of Zhili. Even Yuan Shikai said resentfully, "I have long wanted to leave, and I wish Cen Chunxuan or Sheng Xuanhuai of Wujin would replace me." From this point of view, replacing Yuan with Cen was by no means just hearsay.

Up to now, although a personnel change had great clues, it was still on the right path. Everyone knew Zheng Wenjie regarded Cen Chunxuan as a hypocrite. Everyone generally thought Zheng Wenjie's view was incorrect. However, the subsequent development of events made everyone look at Zheng Wenjie with new eyes.

To coordinate with Cen Chunxuan's attack, on May 7, Zhao Qilin submitted a memorial accusing Duan Zhigui of buying the singing girl Yang Cuixi in Tianjin for 12,000 gold and presenting her to Zai Zhen, and also raising 100,000 gold from Wang Zhulin of the Tianjin Chamber of Commerce as a birthday gift for Yikuang, thereby leaping from a Dao Tao (Intendant) to a Governor. Cixi was furious after seeing it. She immediately ordered the removal of Duan Zhigui's Acting Governor of Heilongjiang position and ordered Prince Chun Zai Feng and Grand Secretary Sun Jianai to investigate the case. The "Yang Cuixi Case" became a hot spot of public concern and the focus of the struggle between the Beiyang forces and the incorruptible forces.

Such gift-giving was common among the princes and ministers of the court. Many people in the "Revolutionary Group" originally thought Cen Chunxuan would seize the dominance of the court administration by seizing status and promulgating constitutional laws. They never expected Cen Chunxuan to start with a singing girl. Everyone immediately lost their appetite. If such things could also be used as excuses, at least half of the officials in the court would lose their hats. Regarding such dirty practices, the members of the "Revolutionary Group" immediately had a 180-degree turn in their views on Cen Chunxuan.

Seeing his prediction indeed became reality, Zheng Wenjie said loudly at the gathering, "Cen Chunxuan has always had the name of an incorruptible official. If Cen Chunxuan promoted constitutionalism with his prestige, many people would probably be temporarily neutral. If Cen Chunxuan's goal was only Yikuang and Lord Yuan, and he could unite the two factions of constitutional forces after bringing down these two people, then he would definitely win. But this hypocrite only engaged in party struggles. He prided himself on being a Pure Stream, yet actually used the methods of corrupt officials attacking each other. He didn't think about how Yikuang and Lord Yuan climbed to this position; can this method work? Just this one thing exposed Cen Chunxuan's true face of a villain completely."

Although everyone admired Zheng Wenjie's vision very much, Cen Chunxuan was the attacking side now, with Cixi's support. Many people thought that even if Cen Chunxuan was a hypocrite, he might not necessarily lose.

Zheng Wenjie scoffed at everyone's view. "I don't know who will win in the end, but Cen Chunxuan will definitely not win. Not everyone in the court is a Pure Stream or a corrupt official. If Cen Chunxuan is allowed to open this hole, and he does the same after he takes power, how many people will die without a burial place? Look forward, everyone; such people will absolutely have no good ending."

After finishing speaking, Zheng Wenjie said no more, sat down, and started smoking. Watching everyone talking spiritedly, Zheng Wenjie calculated his own affairs in his heart. A few days ago, he had privately sent someone to Anhui with many details of the latest changes within the court. The person sent was Zheng Wenjie's cousin and his confidant. Although these latest changes in the court were not important news to Zheng Wenjie, they were absolutely very important things to Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie even wrote a letter, roughly discussing the impact of the recent court party struggle on Chen Ke.

If Chen Ke was just an ordinary rebel bandit, the value of these things would be very limited. If Chen Ke really aimed to establish a new China as he said more than a year ago, then the value of this intelligence was invaluable now. After Wang Simiao returned to Beijing, Zheng Wenjie had talked with Wang Simiao privately several times. He had a certain understanding of the size, military strength, and financial resources of the base area established by Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie had many doubts about Chen Ke's actions, but the fact that Chen Ke created such a large territory and could still remain "unknown" convinced Zheng Wenjie that Chen Ke had extremely strong control capabilities. Historically, which rebel force occupying half a province didn't make a stir in the world? Making such a force silent was much harder than being famous all over the world. Zheng Wenjie firmly believed that Chen Ke, who could do this, indeed had real stuff.

It was naturally extremely difficult to persuade the "Revolutionary Group" to reach a unified view, but it was much easier to reach an agreement with Chen Ke privately. Zheng Wenjie expressed goodwill to Chen Ke first before others took action. The rest depended on how Chen Ke responded.

Wang Simiao was capable. He met Chen Ke in Anhui this time, and the two negotiated an "intelligence traffic line." The current intelligence traffic line was divided into two routes, or one and a half routes. Both starting points were from Beijing. The courier took the train south, got off halfway, and went through Fuyang to Fengtai County. One route went to the terminus Hanyang, then took a boat by water, down the Yangtze River, into Chaohu Lake, and then to Hefei.

Zheng Wenjie knew he had offended Chen Ke before. If he went to Chen Ke shamelessly, he would only ask for trouble. But by collecting intelligence through the "Revolutionary Group" and then providing this intelligence to Chen Ke, the relationship between Zheng Wenjie and Chen Ke would be equal cooperation. If Chen Ke really succeeded in the revolution in the future, Zheng Wenjie's credit would be great. No matter what, he could protect himself in the great tide of revolution.

Watching the comrades of the "Revolutionary Group" in front of him still arguing about court affairs, Zheng Wenjie laughed secretly in his heart. But the look on his face became more and more solemn.

The two factions fighting fiercely within the court didn't know that such a small group with ulterior motives had appeared within themselves. Since the struggle turned into a scope familiar to Yuan Shikai and others, Yuan Shikai immediately launched a counterattack.

After the "Yang Cuixi Case" broke out, Zai Zhen hurriedly sneaked into Tianjin to discuss remedial plans with Yuan Shikai. Yuan immediately sent subordinates to pick up Yang Cuixi to Tianjin. At the same time, he used the trick of substituting people, letting others falsely claim Yang Cuixi. And he manipulated newspapers like *Ta Kung Pao* and *Shuntian Times* in Tianjin and other places to publish articles correcting the "Yang Cuixi Case" pretentiously.

By the time Zai Feng and Sun Jianai sent personnel to Tianjin to investigate, everything had been arranged properly. Yang Cuixi had become a maid bought by Tianjin salt merchant Wang Yisun, with a "written pledge" as proof. Chamber of Commerce President Wang Zhulin also declared that he couldn't take out so much money to lend to Duan Zhigui for gift-giving at all. A "public case" stated with certainty turned out to have no evidence.

Zai Feng, who was responsible for verifying this case, was young and inexperienced. The responsibility for investigation mainly depended on Sun Jianai. Sun was an important figure in the old officials' group. Although dissatisfied with Beiyang, he was not interested in the incorruptible faction either. He mainly considered this matter from his own interests. Liu Tire's *Yi Ci Lu* has a close description of his mentality at that time: Sun knew deeply that "it is easy to win the jubilation of public opinion," but he worried that: First, Yikuang was a prince. Even if dismissed, if he still stayed in Beijing, he might still be summoned on festivals and auspicious days, and it was very likely he would "make a comeback." Second, even if Yikuang could be overthrown, Yuan Shikai might not necessarily be overthrown together. If not overthrown, getting bitten back would be even less worthwhile. Third, "my every word and action affects the Emperor greatly." Sun was originally a heavy minister of the Emperor's Party. He was implicated during the Reform Movement of 1898 and only resolved it after the Gengzi year. Thinking of this, "trembling with fear, how dare I be slightly negligent." Dominated by this state of mind, on May 16, Zai Feng and Sun Jianai reported back that the matter reported by Zhao Qilin was "baseless." Cixi immediately dismissed Zhao Qilin for the crime of "arbitrary slander." Thus, the "Yang Cuixi Case" was covered up. But Yikuang and his son had a guilty conscience after all, so they had to sacrifice the rook to save the marshal. On the 17th, Zai Zhen submitted a resignation letter, petitioning to be removed from the Minister of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce and all errands, which was approved immediately.

Censors originally had the privilege of "impeaching based on rumors" (*fengwen yanshi*), but Zhao Qilin was dismissed for impeaching powerful nobles. Public opinion was in an uproar for a time.
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Wang Simiao was the only one in the Beijing Party Group without a substantive post. His father was a *Jinshi* (metropolitan graduate) in the Tongzhi era. Wang Simiao studied under his father's strict orders since childhood, but by the time the court abolished the imperial examination, he had only passed the *Xiucai* (county level) exam. It wasn't that Wang Simiao's studies were much worse than others, but because he didn't like practicing calligraphy. The imperial examination in the late Qing Dynasty didn't pay much attention to articles anymore; whether the handwriting was good or not was a key factor. Wang Simiao was beaten a lot since childhood for practicing calligraphy. Under such high pressure, Wang Simiao's disgust for the Manchu Qing system was deep-rooted. So failing the imperial examination, Wang Simiao was unwilling to be an official, just relying on connections in officialdom to do some quick speculative business.

These days, as the political situation of the court entered a stalemate, Wang Simiao was full of thoughts about how to benefit from this situation. Thinking left and right but finding no way, he had to swallow his pride and ask Zheng Wenjie for advice. After all, the two had reached a preliminary small alliance relationship. As an exchange of interests for sharing the intelligence system, Zheng Wenjie had to give Wang Simiao advice.

After listening to Wang Simiao's ideas, Zheng Wenjie asked with a smile, "Brother Wang, how do you want to make a profit?"

Hearing this, Wang Simiao felt unhappy in his heart. If he already knew how to make a profit, why would he come to ask Zheng Wenjie for a way? Zheng Wenjie's condescending habitual attitude had always been unlikable. In everyone's eyes, Zheng Wenjie was a person who loved to grasp power. Since joining the Beijing Party Group, Zheng Wenjie had been committed to obtaining leadership status. He squeezed out Chen Ke and drove away Chai Qingguo. After Chen Ke and Shang Yuan left, Zheng Wenjie acted even more freely. Everyone came from officialdom; how could they not understand Zheng Wenjie's thoughts? Many people, including Wang Simiao, instinctively resisted Zheng Wenjie.

But Wang Simiao had to admit that Zheng Wenjie had real talent. Talking about politics, Wang Simiao never thought he was worse than others. He firmly believed that he didn't pass the *Juren* exam only because of the system. At least in the Beijing Party Group, Wang Simiao felt he could definitely rank in the top three. Until seeing Zheng Wenjie's performance with his own eyes, Wang Simiao had to admit that he was not as excellent as he imagined.

After receiving the news of Chen Ke's success, the Beijing Party Group didn't form a unified view at all. Even Wang Simiao himself only thought of establishing an "intelligence traffic line" with Chen Ke because of business reasons. At this time, Zheng Wenjie didn't waver at all. After discussing with Wang Simiao privately, he almost forced Wang Simiao to agree not to make the traffic line public for the time being. The two temporarily monopolized the intelligence exchanges with Chen Ke. This resolute and decisive approach really compelled admiration.

"Brother Zheng, do you have any good plan?" Wang Simiao endured the unhappiness in his heart and said with an expression of seeking advice.

Seeing Wang Simiao so keen on making a profit, Zheng Wenjie had to advise with good intentions, "Brother Wang, it's not that I refuse to help you. Now the situation is chaotic and unclear. Unless you are willing to stand on the cusp of the storm, where is the opportunity? Seeking wealth in danger is correct, but one side must be able to win. I see neither side can win now. Why are you anxious?"

Zheng Wenjie's words were truly from the bottom of his heart. He had already made a plan to exclude Wang Simiao from the "intelligence line." As soon as an intelligence agreement was reached with Chen Ke, the plan to monopolize the intelligence line could begin. So at this stage, he had to keep Wang Simiao in check no matter what and not let him get into trouble.

Wang Simiao had prejudice against Zheng Wenjie. Zheng Wenjie said not to get involved in the recent chaotic political situation easily; Wang Simiao's understanding was that Zheng Wenjie prepared to monopolize the benefits. He couldn't help tapping, "Brother Zheng, the benefits in front of us are so big now; can you monopolize them alone? Since we are cooperating, why not treat each other frankly?"

These words startled Zheng Wenjie. He thought Wang Simiao had figured out the vast future benefits of cooperating with Chen Ke. At this time, Zheng Wenjie had to deal with it with ambiguous words first. "People say the mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind. Betting must be placed on the oriole. But where is this oriole so easy to find?"

Wang Simiao stared at Zheng Wenjie. Since acknowledging Zheng Wenjie's political vision, Wang Simiao believed that Zheng Wenjie had already chosen the final winner. Hearing Zheng Wenjie say this, Wang Simiao couldn't help asking, "If neither Beiyang nor the Pure Stream can win, then who is the final winner? Please explain to me, Brother Zheng."

Seeing Wang Simiao's look so serious, Zheng Wenjie immediately figured out what Wang Simiao's tapping words just now meant. It turned out that Wang Simiao didn't count Chen Ke in the category of the oriole at all; his mind was full of thoughts about how to benefit from the immediate court situation. Having figured this out, Zheng Wenjie couldn't help making a judgment on Wang Simiao in his heart: "Short-sighted."

Even within Beiyang, Zheng Wenjie was considered a radical. Zheng Wenjie was also a *Xiucai*. The reason he didn't continue to take the *Juren* exam was that he felt he couldn't pass, so he didn't even have this thought. After obtaining the title of *Xiucai*, Zheng Wenjie defected to Beiyang cleanly. Although the Beiyang clique relied heavily on Prince Qing, the struggle between the Beiyang clique and the Manchu stubborn faction was quite fierce. After the south had shown limited disobedience to the court through "Mutual Protection of Southeast China," the Beiyang clique, with Zhili as its core foundation, hoped to eventually gain dominance in court administration by suppressing the Manchu group.

Zheng Wenjie followed Wang Shizhen around and saw many things with his own eyes. Zheng Wenjie was more radical than most people in Beiyang. He firmly believed that the Manchu Qing couldn't hold on. The Manchu ruling class actually allowed the Beiyang clique to expand to this extent. From a historical perspective, it was only a matter of time before the Beiyang clique replaced the Manchu Qing.

The reason Zheng Wenjie bet on Chen Ke was that he had seen clearly that the Beiyang clique didn't recognize the situation clearly at all. The idea of most high-level officials was to seize the dominance of court administration, not to replace it. Chen Ke, like Zheng Wenjie, firmly believed that the demise of the Manchu Qing was imminent. So when Chen Ke had few people in his hands, he dared to make up his mind to overthrow the Manchu Qing. In contrast, the Beiyang clique already showed obvious lethargy.

Seeing Wang Simiao was like the people of Beiyang, with his mind full of struggles within the court, Zheng Wenjie felt relieved instead. Wang Simiao would absolutely not compete with him for cooperation opportunities with Chen Ke. Since Wang Simiao was so disappointing, Zheng Wenjie thought there was no need to save Wang Simiao anymore. He laughed, "Brother Wang, think about it. Beiyang is no longer favored by the Empress Dowager, and Cen Chunxuan won't win either. The Empress Dowager is advanced in years and must always consider matters after her death. Brother Wang has read history books; how was it done in history at this time?"

Wang Simiao didn't read books very well; he got a headache looking at big history books. After hearing Zheng Wenjie finish, Wang Simiao simply asked directly, "Brother Zheng might as well speak frankly."

"Brother Wang, if you want to find that oriole, ignore how the stage sings. Just find the person the Empress Dowager will ultimately trust after the dust settles."

"The person the Empress Dowager trusts?" Wang Simiao didn't quite understand.

"Not the person the Empress Dowager trusts, but the person the Empress Dowager will *ultimately* trust." Zheng Wenjie laughed.

Zheng Wenjie's words were very mysterious; Wang Simiao didn't understand at all. The people in the court, whether Yuan Shikai or Cen Chunxuan, looked like they were trusted and relied upon by Cixi. And among other powerful people, who wasn't trusted by Cixi? If he wanted to find the person Cixi ultimately trusted from among them, it was really hard to judge.

"Please speak more clearly, Brother Zheng." Wang Simiao asked urgently.

"The one the Empress Dowager ultimately trusts is neither the Constitutionalists nor the Royalists. Those who can only gain power by relying on the Empress Dowager's support are the ones the Empress Dowager ultimately trusts." Zheng Wenjie simply made it completely clear. "These people on stage now all want the Empress Dowager's support. They are actually not the Empress Dowager's people. If the Empress Dowager passes away and the Emperor rules personally, this group of people can still stand on the court without the Empress Dowager. Do you think the Empress Dowager can really trust this group of people? Now some people in the court are unwilling to create waves anymore, so Cen Chunxuan, who caused such a big thing, definitely has no chance. And since the Empress Dowager can attack Lord Yuan, she naturally won't let Lord Yuan continue to be so glorious. So, since Brother Wang wants to bet, then defect to the Empress's Party (Hou Dang)."

This analysis was very reasonable. The problem was that Zheng Wenjie overestimated Wang Simiao's ability. After thinking for a long time, Wang Simiao still asked the question he cared about most, "Brother Zheng, which lord do you think I should follow?"

If someone else asked this, Zheng Wenjie would have said unpleasant words long ago. Wang Simiao now held the initial intelligence line, so Zheng Wenjie really couldn't do this. He laughed, "Brother Wang might as well try Prince Chun Zai Feng. Investigating the Yang Cuixi case this time, the Empress Dowager personally appointed Zai Feng. It can be seen that the Empress Dowager thinks this person can be entrusted with heavy responsibilities. And although Zai Feng doesn't understand government affairs, he knows when to advance and retreat. After investigating the Yang Cuixi case, he jointly signed the document and then resigned. He can be considered daring to take responsibility and knowing the general situation. Plus Zai Feng is young and has no wings of his own. If Brother Wang takes his path, there will definitely be gains."

Wang Simiao never expected Zheng Wenjie to recommend Zai Feng. Zai Feng was only twenty-four this year and had no popularity at all. Defecting to Zai Feng, when would there be a future? "Brother Zheng, do you have other recommendations?" Wang Simiao was very unhappy with this recommendation.

"Brother Wang, you came to me because you trust me. I am very grateful for this high regard. Since you trust me, why should I deceive you, Brother Wang? Think about it, other people are high-ranking and powerful; even if you go, Brother Wang, you won't be taken seriously. Zai Feng is so young; suddenly getting someone to defect to him, how do you think he will treat you?"

Wang Simiao was still reluctant and kept asking Zheng Wenjie to give another suggestion. But Zheng Wenjie insisted on Zai Feng. He simply didn't recommend anyone else. Seeing he really couldn't twist it, Wang Simiao had to give up.

And the change of events proved Zheng Wenjie's foresight once again. Wang Simiao focused on Zai Feng's connections starting from the end of May. At this time, Zai Feng had already taken office as the Commander-in-Chief of the Plain Red Banner Manchu, responsible for the Jianrui Camp affairs. Although this position was high, it was just the internal affairs of the Manchus themselves. In this era when the court was building the New Army, adjusting the official system, and preparing for constitutionalism, everyone thought the power of the Manchus was destined to be greatly limited. Although these official positions and powers looked high, they were just embroidered pillows.

After Wang Simiao defected to Zai Feng, he received considerable courtesy. Not long after the subordinate relationship between the two sides was confirmed, on June 19, Cixi suddenly appointed Zai Feng to "walk in the Grand Council." This young man of only twenty-four suddenly intervened in the power center of the Manchu Qing and became a hot new noble. Consequently, Wang Simiao's political speculation also achieved great success.

Because he followed the right master, Wang Simiao immediately became busy. Zheng Wenjie also got peace and quiet. At this time, his cousin had brought back Chen Ke's message. Chen Ke sent someone to Beijing to establish a liaison station. In the future, Zheng Wenjie only needed to hand over the latest collected news directly to the Beijing liaison. Without Chen Ke specifically explaining, Zheng Wenjie already understood that the intelligence line reached between Chen Ke and Wang Simiao had become a less important line. Zheng Wenjie was very satisfied in his heart. He not only reached a tacit agreement with Chen Ke but also could obtain intelligence he couldn't access before through Wang Simiao's line.

Wang Simiao had a handle in Zheng Wenjie's hands, so he dared not touch Zheng Wenjie. As long as Chen Ke's forces were not destroyed devastatingly, Zheng Wenjie himself already possessed an unbreakable position.

The Beijing Party Group was no longer the organization when Chen Ke was there. Chen Ke wanted to gather comrades willing to practice revolution personally back then. He had long stated, "Without the consciousness of tying one's head to the belt and starting from farming, that is not really wanting revolution." This was also the real reason for Zheng Wenjie's dissatisfaction with Chen Ke. Zheng Wenjie didn't want to practice personally in this era at all; Zheng Wenjie knew clearly that this was not what he was good at.

Seemingly operating an intelligence organization in obscurity, although not famous, but hiding high behind the curtain of history, manipulating the progress of history—this was the position Zheng Wenjie hoped to possess in this era. Whether Manchu Qing, Beiyang, Chen Ke, or whatever forces in the future. What Zheng Wenjie hoped for was to witness them running under his intelligence manipulation. This feeling, this self-recognition was what Zheng Wenjie needed.

After Chen Ke established the People's Party's specialized intelligence line, news from inside the Beijing court was transmitted to Anhui unimpeded. These materials presented a large part of the "Dingwei Political Tide" that would decide the fate of the Manchu Qing to Chen Ke. Chen Ke didn't know about such a political struggle originally. Now the time he got this news was only two days later than Beijing.

Since the dismissal of Censor Zhao Qilin, the reaction of the Censorate aspect of the Beijing court was the strongest. The *Peking Gazette* hosted by Wang Kangnian, a disciple of Qu Hongji, published a special issue: "Officials gathered at Songshan Thatched Cottage to plan a joint petition to support Censor Zhao." On May 19, Censor Zhao Binglin submitted a memorial stating that censors should not be punished, and speech paths should not be blocked, and protested by resigning. Censor Yun Yuding also drafted a memorial "Censors should not be punished for retaliation," opposing Zhao's dismissal. On May 23, Jiang Chunlin submitted another memorial, detailing various doubts in the reply of Zai Feng and Sun Jianai, demanding the court overthrow the case and reinvestigate.

But these attacks were already a spent arrow. The position of Yikuang and others stabilized again. In the turning political tide, Yikuang and others were able to escape adversity. besides Sun Jianai, Xu Shichang, Cheng Xun, and others pleading for them, there were two key people. One was Grand Secretary and Grand Councilor Shi Xu. His relationship with Yi and Yuan was originally close, and he worried that Qu and Cen would be used, "suffering Old Qing and Yi in vain, which is not beneficial to Manchus." So, during a solo audience one day after the "Yang Cuixi Case" broke out, he pointed out with hidden meaning that Yikuang and Chunxuan "have long had grievances," making "Cixi's mind slightly relieved." The other was Yikuang's daughter, the Fourth Princess. She was Cixi's pet, "crying and stating grievances for her father and brother day and night." Of course, more importantly, the strength of the Beiyang clique far exceeded the Incorruptible Faction, and Cixi hadn't finally made up her mind to abandon Beiyang.

May 27 to August 21 was the third stage. After disintegrating the offensive of the Incorruptible Faction, the Beiyang clique began to organize a counterattack.

When Cen Chunxuan first arrived in Beijing, Cixi allowed him to enter for an audience at any time. Cen didn't decline either, repeatedly asking for an audience or submitting memorials, speaking without restraint, causing frequent waves in the court and the public. Cixi thus gradually had "intentions of weariness." Yi and Yuan took the opportunity to use strategies, letting Liangguang Governor-General Zhou Fu and Min-Zhe Governor-General Song Shou send telegraphs one after another reporting that the Triads in Raoping, Huanggang, Qinlian, and other places "combined to loot," difficult to pacify. On May 27, Yikuang had a "solo audience" with Cixi, vigorously exaggerating the military situation in Liangguang, claiming that no one but Cen Chunxuan could pacify it, and proposing to let Cen serve as Governor-General of Liangguang again, which was agreed by Cixi. Cen and Qu didn't know the content and couldn't take countermeasures. Soon, the edict for Cen Chunxuan to take office as Governor of Guangdong was issued clearly. Cen Chunxuan, who had been Minister of Posts and Communications for only 25 days, was squeezed out of Beijing. Cen was surprised and angry, shouting: "The court employs people like this! Since there is today, why move me from Dian and Shu back then?" Immediately submitted a memorial, pleading illness and unwillingness to take office. On the 23rd, the Qing court ordered him to take office again. Cen wanted to meet the Two Palaces to redeem the situation, but was also dismissed hurriedly by Cixi with a few words. Cen knew that the capital could no longer tolerate him, and was unwilling to go to Guangdong angrily, so he had to use his old trick again, returning to Shanghai under the name of recuperating.

One of the two commanders of the Incorruptible Faction was gone, and their strength was greatly reduced. The Beiyang clique made persistent efforts and aimed at Qu Hongji again. On May 23, Censor Yun Yuding, who had once tended towards the Incorruptible Faction in the political tide, went to Tianjin to discuss Beijing-Tianjin railway matters with Yuan Shikai. During this period, he was won over by Yuan and accepted a bribe of 18,000 gold, willing to be a hired gun. On June 16, Yun submitted the memorial impeaching Qu Hongji drafted by Yang Shiqi, the Right Vice Minister of the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce. The next day, Qu was dismissed. Yun's impeachment memorial pinned four crimes on Qu: 1. Secretly communicating with newspapers; 2. Instructing censors; 3. Secretly connecting with external aid; 4. Distributing partisans. A prominent Grand Councilor was dismissed quickly without investigation, causing widespread suspicion among people. Another important figure of the Incorruptible Faction, Grand Councilor Lin Shaonian, publicly protested after the decree was issued, "How is this enough to convince people?" When entering for duty with the shift, he strongly requested an investigation. Cixi couldn't shirk, so she had to let Sun Jianai and Tie Liang investigate this matter, but declared, "Lin wants to investigate; I don't know how to investigate?" Sun Jianai asked for the original impeachment memorial. Cixi actually replied: "You just investigate; why need the original memorial?" Sun and Tie naturally wouldn't ask for a snub; the Qu case ended up with nothing definite.

The Incorruptible Faction lost power, but Cen Chunxuan still held the title of Governor of Guangdong. Moreover, this gentleman was quite unwilling to be lonely. Before leaving Beijing, he submitted more than ten memorials in a row, discussing court politics everywhere. To eliminate future trouble thoroughly, Beiyang hit Cen when he was down again. On June 1, a partisan of Beiyang detected that Cen was going to Shanghai and sent a secret telegram to Liangjiang Governor-General Duan Fang: "Xilin Cen Chunxuan leaves Beijing as soon as his leave expires. No other intention, but no tolerance for him looking elsewhere." On July 8, Censor Chen Qinggui impeached Cen for "repeatedly transferring but not going, arrogant and lawless, rare in more than two hundred years." The attachment listed Cen's four major crimes of "greed, violence, arrogance, deception," and there were many implications of Sheng Xuanhuai, saying Cen and Sheng relied on power to operate enterprises jointly. The memorial also mentioned that Cen had relationships with the "rebel party" Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, Mai Menghua, etc., and repeatedly "courteously invited" Mai Menghua to "assist the shogunate (staff)." But after the memorial was submitted, Cixi only extracted the two articles implicating Sheng Xuanhuai and handed them to Duan Fang to secretly investigate Sheng Xuanhuai who was in Shanghai at the time, while keeping the content impeaching Cen in the palace. Seeing that they couldn't fundamentally shake Cixi's trust in Cen, Beiyang adopted a more powerful killer move. Regarding the specific details of this "killer move," contemporaries and later generations have considerable accounts, but opinions vary and no one agrees. The more popular version is planning the so-called "fake photo incident," that is, Liangjiang Governor-General Duan Fang forged a group photo of Cen with Kang, Liang, Mai Menghua, and others in front of the *Shi Bao* (The Eastern Times) office through Yuan's partisan Cai Naihuang, gave it to Yi and Yuan, and Yikuang presented it to Cixi face to face during a solo audience. Cixi was shocked and terrified after seeing it and dismissed Cen from his post immediately.

Seeing that Beiyang actually provided "composite photos," Chen Ke couldn't help shaking his head repeatedly. He regretted very much why he didn't bring a laptop when he went shopping before time traveling. Using PS software to synthesize photos would definitely be much more realistic than the composite photos of 1907.

But not long after, new news came. Chen Ke was like a butterfly suddenly flying into this era, and the butterfly effect would eventually show up. Suddenly someone made Chen Ke's relationship with Yuan Shikai public, and the "court was shaken."
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He Ruming sat with his head down in the living room of Wang Shizhen's house. Only a few tea stems remained in the tea bowl on the coffee table. The servant only poured tea once symbolically and then disappeared like avoiding the plague. He Ruming didn't have the guts to go to the back hall to find someone, so he could only sit anxiously in the living room. Since marrying his daughter He Ying to Chen Ke, He Ruming thought he had climbed onto Yan Fu, a celebrity of the Beiyang Navy, and thus thoroughly boarded the big ship of Beiyang. The actual situation also showed signs of this. Through activities, He Ruming's job would soon be transferred to the Ministry of Posts and Communications, which was a recognized lucrative post. His sister He Qian also chose a marriage; the other party was a mid-level officer of Beiyang and a student who studied in a German military academy. His character and family background were good. He Ruming breathed a huge sigh of relief. He Qian had already married over during the New Year. Finding a good family for his sister, He Ruming was also happy in his heart. He felt he had fulfilled the responsibility of the eldest brother and could be worthy of his deceased parents.

In addition to the smooth family affairs, the trade in special medicine between the He family and Shanghai had not been interrupted. Although He Ruming's son-in-law Chen Ke made the molecular formula public, and many thoughtful people also began to produce this drug, helplessly, those people's abilities were too poor, and the mortality rate of the drugs produced reached twenty percent. The authentic drugs obtained by He Ruming had only killed three people so far. By comparison, He Ruming's pharmacy established a very good reputation instead. The profit of more than eight thousand taels of silver last year allowed the He family to begin a resurgence.

He Ruming was not a naturally cold person. With the family resurgence and official promotion close at hand, he missed his daughter very much. He also mentioned to his sister these days that Chen Ke was not authentic in doing things. Even if he was thousands of *li* away in Shanghai, now that there were steamships and trains, was it so difficult to go home to visit relatives? For more than a year, He Ruming asked the people delivering medicine about his son-in-law Chen Ke and daughter He Ying. The delivery people all said they were just runners and didn't know about the two. If it weren't for the business Chen Ke brought back then still making huge profits, He Ruming would have suspected Chen Ke was a big liar.

He Ruming's sister He Qian's view on this surprised He Ruming a bit. He Qian said, "Big Brother, since you did it for this official position and money back then, now that you have got what you wanted, don't look for trouble yourself." His sister's words were blunt, and He Ruming was naturally unhappy. That gathering ended unhappily for the brother and sister.

Three days ago, He Ruming finally understood why there was "no news at all" from Chen Ke and his daughter for more than a year. Since Cen Chunxuan entered Beijing to launch party struggles, Yuan Shikai had played a very exquisite political trick. He let Liangguang Governor-General Zhou Fu and Min-Zhe Governor-General Song Shou send telegraphs one after another reporting that the Triads in Raoping, Huanggang, Qinlian, and other places "combined to loot," difficult to pacify. Yikuang immediately had a "solo audience" with Cixi, vigorously exaggerating the military situation in Liangguang, claiming that no one but Cen Chunxuan could pacify it, and proposing to let Cen serve as Governor-General of Liangguang again, which was agreed by Cixi. As a result, Cen Chunxuan was squeezed out of the capital.

Although the "Pure Stream" failed in the Dingwei Political Tide, they followed suit. The remaining Pure Stream in the Censorate impeached Yuan Shikai for personally acting as a matchmaker for the Anhui rebel Chen Ke. Now Chen Ke was entrenched in North Huai and had become a major threat. Yet Yuan Shikai blocked the news, and the intention of raising bandits to respect oneself was extremely obvious. The Censorate also impeached Zhang Zhidong and Yuan Shikai as "birds of a feather." After the Hubei New Army retook Anqing and Chizhou, they stayed put for several months, only harming the people in Anqing and Chizhou, indulging the rebels to grow big. Their hearts were punishable.

The people of the Censorate obviously accepted the lesson from not long ago. They didn't say Yuan Shikai "intended to rebel," but used a more neutral judgment like "raising bandits to respect oneself." Cixi originally intended to weaken the Beiyang power. Learning this news, she was immediately "furious" and ordered Yuan Shikai to submit a memorial to defend himself.

This news scared He Ruming badly. His "son-in-law" Chen Ke was actually a great rebel. Although Yuan Shikai proposed this marriage, and if he really wanted to defend himself, He Ruming would have an excuse instead. But if Lord Yuan fell because of this, He Ruming's life would absolutely not be easy.

He Ruming's sister He Qian came to visit personally to advise He Ruming not to look for people everywhere at this time. No matter how He Ruming defended himself in such matters, there would be no good result. It would only make people laugh for nothing. It was better to take things as they came. He Ruming agreed relatively with his sister's view this time, but if he couldn't find someone to "tell his grievances and express his feelings," He Ruming felt he couldn't be at ease no matter what. He naturally dared not hit a wall at Yuan Shikai's door. He tried to contact a few Beiyang acquaintances these days, but everyone avoided him like the plague. Finally, He Ruming thought of Wang Shizhen, who acted as Chen Ke's "guardian" at that time, being at home for mourning (*Dingyou*). He came to visit Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen let He Ruming in anyway, but didn't come out to receive him immediately.

After waiting for a good while again, He Ruming strongly suspected whether Wang Shizhen wanted him to retreat in the face of difficulties. However, he had always known that Wang Shizhen was not such an irresponsible villain, so he decided to wait. Perhaps the servant felt it was inappropriate, so he finally came to add water. He Ruming, who had been thirsty for a long time, drank the tea in one gulp before the servant went down. After drinking three bowls of tea in a row, He Ruming felt a bit more comfortable.

After waiting for a long time again, he saw Wang Shizhen walk in from the gate. It looked like he had just returned from going out. After seeing He Ruming, Wang Shizhen just said indifferently, "Lord He has been waiting for a long time."

He Ruming hurried up to bow. "Lord Wang is too polite."

The two took their seats as host and guest. Wang Shizhen stated his opinion straightforwardly. "Lord He, if there are no other major matters, don't look for people everywhere. With the matter reaching this stage, what's the point of you adding to the mess like this?"

"Lord Wang is right." He Ruming said subconsciously. As soon as the words left his mouth, He Ruming felt something was wrong. What he hoped most was actually to defend himself. He had nothing to do with the "rebel" Chen Ke originally; everything was not his fault. In He Ruming's view, he was a victim. Now amidst such a fierce political struggle in the court, if those big figures above brought He Ruming out as a scapegoat, He Ruming himself had no way to resist.

Wang Shizhen said coldly, "Lord He, for some things, if you don't worry about them unnecessarily, you will be fine instead. If you insist on distinguishing right from wrong, then who do you think is right and who is wrong between you and Lord Yuan? If you say you didn't know, then Lord Yuan knew?"

Wang Shizhen didn't see He Ruming many times. His attitude towards He Ruming naturally couldn't be called polite, but a feeling of just right. What appeared on Wang Shizhen's face now was a chilling look. That was not a threat, but a look of "advice" from a powerful person to an incompetent person. This attitude made He Ruming shudder involuntarily.

Seeing that He Ruming had softened, Wang Shizhen continued to stare at He Ruming opposite with cold eyes. Knowing that He Ruming was on pins and needles under his gaze, Wang Shizhen said, "Lord He, it was Chen Ke who wanted Lord Yuan to be the matchmaker. At that time, he knew you first. Among the rebels, there is also Pu Guanshui of the Anhui New Army. How Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui, you should know better than me, right? You did medicinal business with Chen Ke; do I need to tell you how much money you made in this year and more?"

Listening to Wang Shizhen stating his contact with Chen Ke one by one, He Ruming was already sweating profusely. And Wang Shizhen had no intention of letting He Ruming go. He continued, "At this time, you don't shut your door and reflect on your mistakes. Instead, you are thinking of dragging Lord Yuan into the water. What crime do you think you deserve?"

He Ruming couldn't bear it anymore. He knelt on the ground with a thump. "Please save me, Lord Wang. I was obsessed; I really didn't see that Chen Ke was a rebel at that time. This..., this was because Mr. Yan Fu wrote a letter to me, so I befriended Chen Ke."

"Yan Fu has also become a rebel." Wang Shizhen said coldly.

"What?" He Ruming was frightened by this news. "Even Yan Fu rebelled?"

Wang Shizhen couldn't stand He Ruming's ugly state anymore. He turned his face away to calm his emotions, then turned back. "Lord He, go home obediently now, resign from your job, and reflect behind closed doors. The court will naturally handle this matter. This matter involves a wide range of people. If you are honest, naturally nothing will happen. But if you are obstinate, or incited by others, vainly thinking of dragging others into the water, how do you think I will deal with those people?"

He Ruming had heard some stories about Wang Shizhen. When in Shandong, Yuan Shikai and Wang Shizhen's bloody suppression of the Boxers annoyed the Qing nobles Prince Duan Zaiyi and Prince Zhuang Zaixun because it hindered their attempt to use the Boxers for personal gain. In June 1900, Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang sent a Senior Brother of the Boxers to find Yuan Shikai with the Qing government's arrow of command (*Lingjian*), saying Prince Duan ordered Yuan Shikai to appease the Boxers and allow them to set up altars to continue drilling. Yuan was very surprised and immediately summoned his subordinates for a meeting to discuss. The subordinates believed: if agreeing to set up altars, the Boxers would flourish and rebel against the government; if not agreeing, it would be hard to avoid severe condemnation from Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang. Looking at each other pale-faced, they couldn't come up with a solution. At this time, Wang Shizhen stood up and said, "Please hand him over to me for interrogation!" He immediately took the Boxer leader out and beheaded him for the crime of stealing the arrow of command of Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang. At this time, the meeting convened by Yuan had not yet disbanded. Yuan asked Wang, "How was the interrogation?" Wang replied, "Already executed. The arrow of command can be sealed and returned to Prince Duan and Prince Zhuang." Yuan Shikai suddenly realized and admired Wang Shizhen's "decisive" handling of affairs very much.

Wang Shizhen was never a bloodthirsty person, but this didn't mean Wang Shizhen was indecisive. When it was time to act, Wang Shizhen was also known for making prompt decisions. Thinking of this, He Ruming dared not speak anymore.

"Go back." Wang Shizhen ordered.

After He Ruming left Wang Shizhen's residence obediently, Wang Shizhen immediately ordered the housekeeper to start packing luggage. "Master, where are we going?" The housekeeper couldn't help asking.

"I will take office as the Admiral of Jiangbei (*Jiangbei Tidu*) in a few days." Wang Shizhen said calmly.

On July 17, Chen Ke received intelligence that the Manchu court ordered Li Yuanhong's troops currently stationed in Anqing to move north immediately. And Wang Shizhen had also left to take the post of Admiral of Jiangbei. He would arrive in a few days. In addition, the Manchu court also ordered the local Green Standard Army and Training Army in Henan to prepare to go south. Jiangnan Admiral (*Tidu*) Zhang Xun also prepared to participate in exterminating the "Yan-Chen Bandit Gang of Anhui."

Looking at these familiar names, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. These people were all prominent figures in the early Republic of China. "Dragon of Beiyang" Wang Shizhen, "Beiyang Grand President" Li Yuanhong, "Braid General" Zhang Xun. Each was an indispensable figure in history textbooks. Chen Ke couldn't help thinking, in the middle school history textbooks of this spacetime, what appearance would these three people appear with? As winners, or losers? Or just a footnote in history?

A moment later, Chen Ke expelled the boring thoughts that only a time traveler would have from his brain. If he couldn't win the battle about to happen, Chen Ke knew he would definitely become one of the many "revolutionary predecessors" in history who ended in failure. Chen Ke didn't want to play such a role at all.

The guard saw his beloved Chairman Chen first laughing happily like a child, then his expression turned into the kind of excited look peculiar to before a big battle. He was also inexplicably excited. Guards were not allowed to ask questions casually; this was organizational discipline. So the guard couldn't help standing straight. At this time, he heard Chen Ke say loudly, "Go notify the comrades of the Military Commission to meet now."

The cadres of the Military Commission knew a few days ago that the Manchu court had learned the news of the existence of the base area. Chen Ke ordered the General Staff to start formulating a combat plan. The combat plan assumed Li Yuanhong attacking Hefei directly. This plan had actually started to be formulated since the Yue Wang Society retreated from Anqing. But Chen Ke predicted at that time that Li Yuanhong would absolutely not act before the summer harvest. Such a "heroic" prediction once made the comrades of the Party Central Committee and the Military Commission feel that Chen Ke was too arrogant. Now facts had proved that Chen Ke judged correctly. So as soon as the meeting started, Hua Xiongmao couldn't help asking Chen Ke the reason again.

"The Hubei New Army is absolutely unwilling to pull chestnuts out of the fire for others." Chen Ke repeated his previous statement. War was a very expensive action for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the base area. The last Anqing Campaign almost exhausted the grain reserves of the base area. But compared with the war expenses of the Manchu Qing, this consumption of the base area was simply a drop in the bucket. The new system of the base area was government control directly to the village level unit. All taxes and grain were transported directly into the granary without consumption. While the Manchu Qing's dispatch of troops involved too much intermediate exploitation. They needed layers of bureaucratic procedures and exploitation by handlers at each level, so every war cost hugely. So spending so much money to fight was a heavy burden for both the Manchu court and local governments. Zhang Zhidong might be loyal to the Manchu court, but no matter how loyal Zhang Zhidong was, he didn't know the magic of excreting gold and urinating silver. Can't fight without money; this is an eternal truth.

After Chen Ke finished explaining, other comrades of the Military Commission also finished reading the latest intelligence delivered.

Pu Guanshui asked, "Chairman Chen, is the person delivering this news reliable?"

Hearing this question, many comrades looked at Chen Ke with concern. Thanks to Chen Ke's predictions that never failed, everyone was used to engaging in production leisurely in an environment surrounded by strong enemies. Now that the enemy suddenly launched a comprehensive attack, everyone couldn't help feeling a sense of unreality.

Chen Ke didn't answer this question. He asked, "How are our military grain preparations?"

"Thirty percent higher than planned. The military grain stock reached ten million *jin*." Qin Wu'an, now serving as the Minister of Logistics, hurriedly took out his notebook and said.

The effect of vigorously developing the breeding industry in the base area had been shown. The grain feed originally needed by the breeding industry was now replaced by earthworms and small fish and shrimp. Anhui didn't lack water surfaces. After women were put into the production movement as labor force, the breeding industry supported almost thirty percent of the food. Although the taste of proteins like duck eggs and duck meat wasn't delicious, they could at least equal or even exceed the same amount of grain.

"Thirty thousand people, one and a half *jin* a day; this grain can last for a year, right?" Chen Ke asked.

"The production of military canned food is still insufficient. Glassware suitable for long-distance transportation is not made too well." Qin Wu'an still had some doubts about this.

"We are fighting on inner lines (*neixian zuozhan*); we don't need to care so much about this." Chen Ke laughed.

"Inner line operations? Are we going to let Li Yuanhong into the base area?" Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised.

"Why not let him in? If we don't let Li Yuanhong in to close the door and beat the dog, how can we fight a war of annihilation?" Chen Ke asked back.

He Zudao couldn't help asking, "Chairman Chen, if we let him in, what if Li Yuanhong causes wanton destruction? How do we explain to the common people?"

"Li Yuanhong will absolutely not go to the countryside. He will definitely want to occupy Hefei. We will let him occupy it. When he occupies Hefei, we will annihilate him in Hefei." Chen Ke said as if talking about how to eat.

Before everyone continued to ask, Chen Ke said, "However, once Li Yuanhong is solved, Wang Shizhen must be let into the base area to fight. He is not easy to fight."

In 1901, Yuan Shikai inherited Li Hongzhang's mantle and became the Governor-General of Zhili and Beiyang Minister. To consolidate his foundation, Yuan Shikai paid more attention to the compilation and training of the army. He appointed Wang Shizhen as the Commander of the Left Division of the Beiyang Standing Army, concurrently managing the Army Training and Defense Affairs Office, specifically in charge of training. Soon Wang Shizhen went to southern Zhili to recruit soldiers. Together with local officials, he selected more than 6,000 people and concentrated them in Baoding to compile and train them into the Beiyang Standing Army (i.e., New Army). During this period, to promote the New Army for Yuan Shikai, he wrote the "Regulations for Standing, Reserve, and Successive Reserve Armies." Wang Shizhen also had a set of methods for training troops. He didn't beat or scold soldiers, moving people with kindness. If an officer made a mistake, he never questioned the officer in front of the soldiers to maintain the soldiers' respect for the officer. He also tried his best to cultivate the soldiers' absolute obedience and loyalty awareness, making them believe that Yuan Shikai was their parents providing food and clothing, and only by obeying him could they be promoted and get rich.

Wang Shizhen was the person Chen Ke dreaded. As for Li Yuanhong, he was far less important.
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The reason Wang Shizhen was called the "Dragon's Eye" of Beiyang was largely because Yuan Shikai's official documents were basically drafted by Wang Shizhen, and Wang Shizhen would also make the final review before sending them out. In terms of familiarity with Beiyang military and political affairs alone, Yuan Shikai was below Wang Shizhen.

Cixi ordered Yuan Shikai to submit a memorial to "defend himself." Wang Shizhen naturally had to revise this memorial concerning Yuan Shikai's future fate in detail. Wang Shizhen had already modified more than a dozen places on the memorial. After modifying these small details, Wang Shizhen stared at the memorial for a long time. Yuan Shikai had never seen Wang Shizhen spend so much time on a memorial. But Yuan Shikai absolutely did not urge him. Since Wang Shizhen thought it would take so long to revise the memorial, Yuan Shikai firmly believed that it indeed required so long.

Seeing Wang Shizhen lift the brush with determination, Yuan Shikai felt relaxed in his heart. The two had revised memorials together countless times. This was the unique expression when Wang Shizhen made up his mind. Yuan Shikai quietly picked up the tea bowl, sipped a mouthful of plain water from the tea bowl silently, and swallowed the water into his stomach silently. He originally thought Wang Shizhen would write furiously as usual, but unexpectedly saw Wang Shizhen actually put the writing brush back on the brush rack.

"Pinqing, no rush, take your time." In a major event concerning his life and property, Yuan Shikai not only did not urge but comforted him instead.

But Wang Shizhen said, "Duke Yuan, let's just submit this current memorial."

"Oh?" Yuan Shikai was somewhat surprised. He took the revised memorial and read it. This memorial was not so much a memorial of trembling fear, apologizing and defending himself, as a warm narrative family letter. Here, it first narrated the history of interaction between Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu, and then took the process of Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke's acquaintance as the main line, stating Chen Ke's actions in Beijing. But what kind of person was Yuan Shikai? This memorial extremely sincerely mentioned that the Gengzi Incident was the process of Yuan Shikai's loyalty and service to Cixi, and the Beiyang clique's loyalty to the court. Although these contents were mixed in the history of Yuan Shikai and Yan Fu's interaction, a few words were written with deep emotion. The whole memorial actually had no false words, just saying Yuan Shikai's concern as a loyal elder for a younger generation. The description of Chen Ke did not deliberately demonize him, but also wrote the appearance a younger generation should have towards an elder.

After reading the memorial, Yuan Shikai couldn't help sighing, "Pinqing wrote well."

These two were first-class heroes. They both knew that if they submitted words like "deserve ten thousand deaths" and "crime unforgivable" at this time, it would only give others an excuse. At such a critical moment, when the other party clearly harbored malicious intentions, Yuan Shikai precisely shouldn't be trembling with fear, but instead argue strongly on just grounds.

"Pinqing, since you have already written this memorial, why did you want to change it greatly just now?" Yuan Shikai asked curiously.

Wang Shizhen sighed, "Duke Yuan, Chen Ke is very talented. I was thinking a bit too much just now."

Yuan Shikai also felt empathy. "I let such a person go so easily; I also regret it now."

Hearing Yuan Shikai's words of cherishing talent, Wang Shizhen immediately advised seriously, "Duke Yuan, Chen Ke absolutely has no intention of defecting to Beiyang. Even when he met Duke Yuan for the first time, he might have had such a trace of thought. Now the opportunity has passed; Duke Yuan must not be soft-hearted towards Chen Ke. This person is already irreconcilable with the Great Qing, and incompatible with our Beiyang like water and fire. We must not have the slightest contempt for this person. Duke Yuan, I think the best strategy now is to mobilize the six Beiyang Divisions, plus the Hubei New Army, Jiangbei New Army, and Jiangnan New Army to exterminate him together. We must not underestimate the enemy."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help smiling bitterly. He didn't think Wang Shizhen's suggestion had no merit; the reason he smiled bitterly was that the current court situation simply didn't allow for the possibility of simultaneous suppression from multiple routes.

At the same time, in the Fengtai County base area of Anhui, the People's Party Military Commission's meeting regarding the upcoming counter-encirclement campaign was also becoming more intense. In every military meeting, Zhang Yu didn't like to speak first, but in every military meeting, Zhang Yu had to speak relatively early. He picked up the latest intelligence from Beijing and looked at it again, then asked, "Chairman Chen, will the Beiyang New Army go south?"

"If we destroy the troops of Li Yuanhong and Wang Shizhen, the Beiyang New Army will definitely go south." Chen Ke answered clearly.

Hearing this, Zhang Yu couldn't help frowning. As the leader of the People's Party, Chen Ke's opinions were ultimately executed in every decision of the People's Party. But this didn't mean comrades would obey Chen Ke submissively. It wasn't that Zhang Yu couldn't understand Chen Ke's plan. In the early stage, Zhang Yu always agreed with Chen Ke's judgment of the enemy. However, having worked in the army for more than a year and with his military ability growing day by day, Zhang Yu cultivated an increasingly cautious personality instead. Although the People's Party's opponent, the Manchu Qing, was rotten, Chen Ke's attitude was a bit too arrogant. In case the Manchu Qing occasionally went crazy and changed their previous style slightly, the People's Party would immediately face a dangerous situation. Chen Ke's practice of never leaving room for his own side made Zhang Yu very worried.

"What if the Beiyang New Army leads the attack?" Zhang Yu finally reminded.

"Beiyang New Army leading?" Chen Ke felt Zhang Yu was really telling the biggest joke. If the Beiyang New Army could become the leader of the national New Armies, the Manchu Qing would absolutely not perish.

Yuan Shikai knew that Wang Shizhen was loyal to both himself and the court. So he was unwilling to pour cold water on Wang Shizhen. But in the current situation, even if Yuan Shikai could extricate himself from Chen Ke's matter, he could no longer be trusted unconditionally. The six Beiyang New Army Divisions were all trained by Yuan Shikai single-handedly. Without Yuan Shikai commanding personally, these people might not obediently risk their lives for the Manchus. Regarding the loyalty of the Beiyang New Army to Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen could be said to have contributed greatly.

Since he couldn't state this clearly, Yuan Shikai had to discuss the strategic issue of suppressing bandits. "Pinqing, do you think Li Yuanhong is not Chen Ke's opponent?"

"Li Yuanhong is absolutely not Chen Ke's opponent. Duke Yuan, if I were asked to lead 3,000 men, raid a thousand *li*, and break Anqing in one night, I absolutely couldn't do it. Not to mention that the troops in Chen Ke's hands were gathered hastily by him in less than half a year. How many people from North Huai are there in our Beiyang foundation? Duke Yuan also knows that the folk customs in North Huai are tough, and there are many gangs and secret societies. Chen Ke, an outsider, logically shouldn't be able to establish a foothold locally. But since Chen Ke can establish a foothold now, the local people follow Chen Ke. Li Yuanhong brings the Hubei New Army, and Anhui people don't welcome Hubei people. I don't think Li Yuanhong can win against Chen Ke."

Yuan Shikai agreed with this view very much. "Zhang Zhidong obviously leans towards the Pure Stream now. Even if I go to advise him, he will only treat it as wind past his ears. If I propose using troops cautiously now, how many people in the court will immediately use this as a handle? I can't persuade Li Yuanhong."

Wang Shizhen knew that the internal struggle in the court was far from over. Wang Shizhen could figure out what those guys fighting for power and profit would do. He said seriously, "Duke Yuan, if Li Yuanhong is defeated, southern Anhui will definitely be in chaos. I'm afraid the Jiangnan New Army will go to the South Anhui area. I can only fight with the Jiangbei New Army. If the situation becomes like this, I only ask Duke Yuan to send Duan Qirui south."

"Pinqing, don't worry. I will never let you fight alone."

Chen Ke absolutely didn't believe that with the current internal situation of the Manchu Qing, they could reach the level of unified combat in the short term. Most importantly, the Manchu Qing had no money. After listening to Chen Ke's analysis, although Zhang Yu agreed, he was very fearful of the Beiyang New Army. "Chairman Chen, according to what you said before, after we fought Anqing, we would have strategic initiative for about a year. Now less than a year has passed, and the Manchu Qing has begun to besiege the base area. To what extent will this battle be fought? Now if the Beiyang Army wants to attack us, there are three routes to take. The first is through Henan, attacking from Fuyang. The second is through the Grand Canal, attacking from Jiangsu. The third is through Wuhan, attacking from Anqing. Even if we have intelligence, will it be hard to defend against everything?"

Chen Ke said confidently, "So we have to fight in the mode of inner line operations. No matter how the Beiyang Army fights, the primary target is the city. In fact, not only the Beiyang Army, but also Li Yuanhong. I don't know how Wang Shizhen will fight; he might chase our main force to fight. But there is nothing to be afraid of. We station our main force in the city; Wang Shizhen can't possibly go to the countryside first. When they come over, we will retreat into the countryside to fight."

"But will this really work? What if the Beiyang Army attacks the Fengtai base area directly?" Zhang Yu was still a bit worried. Not only Zhang Yu, but other comrades of the Military Commission also had such worries. The main industries of the People's Party were in Fengtai County. Other cities could be abandoned, but the industrial center of Fengtai County must be preserved no matter what.

Zhang Yu had always pursued stability. He continued, "Our troops now only have fifteen thousand people. Let's not talk about Li Yuanhong. If Wang Shizhen takes charge of the Jiangbei New Army, he will have more than ten thousand people under him. The Jiangnan New Army also has more than ten thousand people. Any division of the six Beiyang Divisions has tens of thousands of people. Our military strength does not have much advantage. Moreover, the summer harvest has just ended, and our troops have only been concentrated for training for a month. These realistic difficulties cannot be ignored."

Chen Ke laughed, "So I want to expand the troops to a scale of thirty thousand now. In addition to the centralized training of the current troops, all counties in the base area must start recruiting soldiers."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, He Zudao couldn't help saying, "I'm afraid the newly built troops won't be a match for the New Army."

Chen Ke explained patiently, "I don't plan to let these people fight the New Army. These troops just coordinate with the work of the main force."

Zhang Yu didn't know what medicine he took wrong; he still entangled with the Beiyang matter. "The key now is still the Beiyang New Army..."

Chen Ke was no longer willing to argue with Zhang Yu on this matter. He slapped the table. "Comrade Zhang Yu, are you afraid? What is there to be afraid of about Beiyang? A group of transitional troops. Let them fight city battles, and they might be okay. Fighting mobile warfare with us, they are a bunch of trash. I will personally lead you to fight these few battles this time. If you feel unconfident, say it now; we don't lack confident comrades."

It was the first time all the comrades of the Military Commission saw Chen Ke so angry. Although everyone had their own concerns, no one wanted to be labeled as "shrinking before battle."

Chen Ke stood up abruptly. "What are you afraid of? Isn't it just fearing that the pots and pans at home will be smashed? You feel that it wasn't easy to save up this family property, and you can't bear to let yourself suffer any loss. Let me make it clear to you. I think this thought is very good, but spend this thought on considering for the common people for me. If the enemy kills their way into the base area, everyone must effectively help the masses transfer property and grain so that the Manchu troops cannot harm the common people. We fight on inner lines; we have people and news. The Manchu Qing fights on outer lines; they can't see a single common person in the base area at all. They are just blind. As long as we have the support of the people, do we still need to be afraid of fighting a group of blind people? Is there such a reason in the world?"

Zhang Yu was fiercely criticized. If it were someone else, they would probably lose face. But Zhang Yu didn't lose his propriety at all. He stood up and said, "I'm just worried that if asked to stand alone, I can't do it. Since Chairman Chen commands personally, then I have nothing to fear. Chairman Chen, you order me how to fight, and I will absolutely complete the task."

Hearing this, Hua Xiongmao felt extremely awkward in his heart. Zhang Yu wants to stand alone? Then what should Hua Xiongmao do? But at this time, Hua Xiongmao couldn't say more. He fiercely recorded a debt for Zhang Yu in his heart. After this battle is over, Hua Xiongmao prepares to settle accounts with Zhang Yu properly.

As the principal of the military academy, Yan Fu was qualified to attend the Military Commission meeting. He could remember his student Li Yuanhong. Although the two hadn't seen each other for many years, they were both from the Beiyang Navy after all. He said, "Chairman Chen, Li Yuanhong is relatively careful in doing things. I don't think he will easily take risks to attack Hefei, right?"

Chen Ke had just lost his temper, and his anger hadn't subsided yet. His voice was hard. "It is precisely because Li Yuanhong is careful that he will only attack Hefei. Now the party struggle in the Manchu court is complex. If Zhang Zhidong wants to accomplish something, he must make achievements in the military. So Li Yuanhong must capture Hefei as soon as possible to give Zhang Zhidong capital to prove his ability. So the target Li Yuanhong can attack is precisely Hefei."

Seeing the blank expressions on the faces of many comrades, Chen Ke felt his military education was really a failure. But on second thought, the comrades hadn't fought such a big battle. The opponent wasn't the New Army either. It wasn't strange that they didn't know how to apply the knowledge and power they mastered in a hurry.

Chen Ke asked, "Comrades, I said long ago that the Manchu Qing's war mode relies on traffic lines. They have very few targets to choose from. Everyone started from the countryside. Everyone is familiar with the countryside and understands the countryside. And has enough experience and ability to march and fight. But the Manchu army doesn't have this ability. You can't imagine this ability for the Manchu Qing out of thin air."

Seeing everyone was still skeptical after listening to his words, Chen Ke said loudly, "I will command personally this time. If anyone feels afraid to fight, say it now, and I can let him leave the army immediately. But if you are unwilling to leave now, execute orders as I command. I don't care about victory or defeat; I only look at who fears the enemy like a tiger and who cannot persist in completing the task. If anyone dares not fight at the critical moment, then only military law will deal with it."

There were no cowards among the members of the Military Commission. The reason they had many doubts was mainly because of lack of experience. And things came a bit hastily. Seeing Chen Ke so confident, the comrades naturally refused to be cowards. Everyone stood up together and answered almost in unison: "Resolutely complete the task."

Whether it was the Beiyang Group or the People's Party base area, the high-level officials of both sides had recognized the current situation based on their own experience and ability, and established the direction of military struggle in the near future. But Cixi didn't have such preparation. She didn't understand military affairs originally, plus the party struggle was fierce now, the seventy-two-year-old Cixi had no energy to pay attention to this matter.

The political tide turned, treacherous and unpredictable, overflowing the norm. Cixi originally wanted to use the Incorruptible Faction to suppress the Beiyang Faction, but ended up falling into Beiyang's scheme and got it reversed. Superficially, the Beiyang Faction was the winner of the Dingwei Political Tide, but it didn't take any advantage. The Incorruptible Faction lost power, and the Beiyang Faction didn't gain power either. The ending was a lose-lose situation. After the political tide, Cixi's doubts about Beiyang were not dispelled but deepened instead. She began to support other nobles and old official forces to confront Beiyang.

Because of Chen Ke's matter, before Yuan Shikai submitted his self-defense memorial, logically he couldn't preside over court duties. Cixi immediately summoned Zhang Zhidong for several consecutive days. She was eager to find a third party detached from these two factions to discuss with. Zhang Zhidong was undoubtedly a very suitable candidate.

When dismissing Qu Hongji, Cixi originally wanted to dismiss Yikuang as well. Cixi summoned Sun Jianai, Shi Xu, Lu Chuanlin, and others to secretly discuss the issue of Yikuang's advancement and retreat. Sun and others proposed that removing Yikuang suddenly "has no one to take over and is unhelpful to matters." On the 19th, Cixi ordered Prince Chun Zai Feng to enter the Grand Council to study and walk, intending to support Zai Feng to counter and even replace Yikuang. Seeing this situation, Yikuang had to retreat to advance, proposing resignation to probe and threaten. Cixi considered that Zai Feng had just entered the Grand Council and was young and lacked experience. He couldn't pick up the overall work of the Grand Council at once. Qu Hongji was gone; if Yikuang followed to retire, the central mechanism might appear chaotic or even paralyzed. She immediately issued a decree to comfort and retain him. This was really a stopgap measure Cixi had to take. Besides Zai Feng, Cixi also reused nobles like Shi Xu, Zai Ze, and Shan Qi. Prince Su Shan Qi and Duke Zai Ze took office as Ministers of Civil Affairs and Finance respectively. General history books attribute the formation of the situation where nobles controlled the country in the late Qing Dynasty to Zai Feng, which is unfair. In fact, Cixi had already begun to implement this change in the late Dingwei year.

After Qu Hongji was dismissed, the Grand Council became even more vacant. Beiyang wanted to take the opportunity to stuff Yang Shiqi in. Yikuang specially recommended him to Cixi for this. Cixi wanted to cite Sun Jianai into the Council, but Sun felt "old and sick, incompetent for heavy responsibility." However, Sun told Cixi bluntly, "Shiqi has little talent and is actually crafty by nature. He is my fellow villager, and I know him best. As the ancients said, rely on people when hungry, and fly far away when full." He opposed using Yang and recommended another important figure in the old officials' force, Lu Chuanlin. Lu Chuanlin thus entered the Council again. Not only that, Cixi also implemented the strategy of praising Zhang and suppressing Yuan to divide Yuan's power. She appointed Zhang Zhidong as Assistant Grand Secretary, and then as Grand Secretary of Tiren Pavilion. Not long after Yuan Shikai's self-defense memorial was submitted, Cixi commented "Understood," and immediately appointed Zhang Zhidong and Yuan Shikai as Grand Councilors simultaneously. A new combination was formed in the Grand Council. The Beiyang wing had Yikuang and Yuan Shikai. The anti-Beiyang wing had Zai Feng, Zhang Zhidong, and Lu Chuanlin. Shi Xu was a fence-sitter. The Beiyang faction did not occupy an advantage in the power center.

Reaching the base area along with this internal news was the news that Li Yuanhong began to send troops.
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On July 24, 1907, Li Yuanhong sat on a warship of the Hubei Navy. He was commanding the troops of the Hubei New Army, preparing to seize Hefei city occupied by the "Yan-Chen Bandit Army." It had already entered the *Sanfu* days (dog days of summer). It was already hot inside the warship, and now it was like a furnace. Li Yuanhong was dressed in strict military attire, sweating like rain. A large patch behind his thin summer military uniform was already wet. Not knowing how many times he had wiped his face, Li Yuanhong felt his head was a bit muddled. He couldn't help thinking of his concubine. If he were in Wuhan, his concubine would be fanning Li Yuanhong at this time, trying every means to please him. Thinking was one thing, but Li Yuanhong still didn't have the guts to openly bring his concubine onto the warship to serve him during wartime. Wiping his face with a sweat towel, while pretending to look at the map, Li Yuanhong sighed slightly.

The staff officer standing next to him completely misunderstood Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong's thoughts. The staff officer immediately said, "Brigade Commander, although the rebels are resisting stubbornly, our army will definitely be able to capture Hefei this time."

Looking at the subordinates below who were trying to "make contributions and establish careers" one by one, Li Yuanhong felt very helpless. He knew what the "rebels resisting stubbornly" referred to by the staff officers meant. Not long after taking Anqing, Li Yuanhong began to send a large number of scouts north. The Hubei New Army scouts could approach or even enter Hefei city, where the People's Party's military strength was weak; it was very easy to inquire about news in Hefei. But once the scouts continued north, news was lost very quickly. Up to now, the Hubei New Army had lost contact with more than forty scouts. These were more than forty horses and more than forty elites. Logically speaking, it should be difficult to enter Hefei, and easy to enter the villages to the north. The current situation was exactly the opposite. This abnormal situation made the Hubei New Army completely unable to understand what was going on.

As a guest army, the Hubei New Army didn't want to rely on locals, and the Anhui locals didn't welcome Hubei people either. Being a soldier wasn't a glorious job these years, and locals welcomed the Hubei New Army even less. The New Army's looting in Anqing aroused dissatisfaction from top to bottom. Although no one dared to resist, no one was willing to cooperate with the Hubei New Army either. This non-cooperation led to passivity in the Hubei New Army's intelligence work. The news collected from locals was varied; all kinds of strange theories made the Hubei New Army dare not believe them themselves.

Just regarding the number of People's Party troops, there were different figures such as hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, and even hundreds of thousands. Everyone who provided intelligence swore solemnly. But the gap in these orders of magnitude was a bit too large. As for the characteristics of the People's Party, from all blue clothes to blue hair and blue eyes, except for teeth not being blue, there were even rumors that the skin color of the People's Party members was blue.

Although Li Yuanhong was not a knowledgeable person, he graduated from the Beiyang Naval Academy after all and had seen many foreigners. There were foreigners with blue eyes, but he had never heard of blue hair. Li Yuanhong didn't believe this fallacy at all.

After losing trust in Anhui's local news, Li Yuanhong simply stopped caring so much. At that time, he thought he would be able to return to Hubei soon. But he didn't expect the changes in things to be far beyond his grasp. Li Yuanhong was not a tender baby who didn't know the depth of officialdom. When he first conquered Anqing, there were rumors that Division Commander Zhang Biao was preparing to come to Anqing to replace Li Yuanhong. But as soon as the Dingwei Political Tide rose, the news of Division Commander Zhang Biao setting off disappeared immediately. Li Yuanhong also requested several times to lead troops back to Wuhan, but the reply he got every time was "Strictly guard Anqing." These people were all old slickers. The Hubei New Army stationed in Anqing was a position that would cause countless troubles. As soon as there was a change in the political situation, everyone adopted the attitude of "better to avoid trouble," and didn't get involved in such troublesome things at all.

The Dingwei Political Tide began to settle. The news that Lord Zhang Zhidong took office as a Grand Councilor soon reached Hubei, and the entire Hubei officialdom was boiling. This appointment meant that Lord Zhang Zhidong would hold the authority of "constitutionalism" in the court. Now "constitutionalism" was what everyone expected, especially in the southeast region. Since the "Mutual Protection of Southeast China," officials and gentry in these regions hoped to obtain greater political independence, especially to seize power originally belonging to the court through constitutionalism. Now that Lord Zhang Zhidong presided over constitutionalism, they naturally felt that Hubei could rightfully get great benefits. To have a greater say, political achievements were needed. Although Lord Zhang had outstanding achievements in local administration, he didn't have many achievements in the court. Recently, only by exterminating the "Yan-Chen Bandit Gang" could he gain a say.

When Lord Zhang ordered Li Yuanhong to go north to exterminate the "Yan-Chen Bandit Gang," Li Yuanhong felt an even more uneasy feeling. He regretted very much why he didn't run back to Wuhan early to feign illness. If he ran back to Wuhan to feign illness at that time, as a hero who retook Anqing and Chizhou, Li Yuanhong could get benefits no matter how things developed in the future. The situation now was completely different. Whether Beijing or Wuhan, how many people's eyes were watching him. At this time when success seemed to bring fame and status, there were always more people tearing down the stage than helping in officialdom.

People up and down were urging Li Yuanhong to advance quickly, but the supply of weapons and ammunition was basically non-existent. Such a small matter was enough to show that someone had already started to trip up Li Yuanhong. And the excuse used by these people was also very justifiable: Li Yuanhong didn't consume too much ammunition in fighting Anqing, and the ammunition brought out now was enough to support him. Li Yuanhong was not a three-year-old baby; he knew very well that it was not the case at all. Li Yuanhong indeed didn't lack ammunition, but even if the rear transported a boat of ammunition symbolically, it could explain the attitude of those people in the rear. Their practice of paying more attention to the quantity of supplies than Li Yuanhong showed that someone started to play dirty tricks.

But Li Yuanhong didn't even have the chance to feign illness before battle now. There was Lord Zhang in the court, and a pile of civil and military officials "eagerly expecting victory" behind. The small trick of feigning illness couldn't deceive them at all. So after Lord Zhang personally sent a telegram urging Li Yuanhong to advance, Li Yuanhong had to send troops.

With extreme helplessness, Li Yuanhong continued to wipe his sweat while asking the staff officers who were also sweating profusely on the boat, "What's the news from the scouts?"

"Except for the remnants of the Yue Wang Society stationed outside Hefei city, there are still not many People's Party people inside Hefei city." The staff officers answered excitedly immediately.

The People's Party seemed not to care about the gain or loss of Hefei at all. Except for the remnants of the Yue Wang Society stationed near Hefei, there were not many bandits in the city. The current strength of the Hubei New Army could definitely take Hefei city easily. This time the troops traveled by water. A fleet composed of a large number of official and civilian ships carried nearly five thousand Hubei New Army soldiers. The fleet entered Chaohu Lake from the Yangtze River, and would then attack Hefei along the Fei River.

Although they couldn't find out exact news about the People's Party base area, the Staff Department of the Hubei New Army believed they should take advantage of the emptiness of military strength in Hefei city to take Hefei in one fell swoop. At that time, no matter what tricks the bandits had, as long as we occupied Hefei city, the bandits would be helpless. This combat plan was already a common conventional combat method of this era, and Li Yuanhong didn't think there was anything wrong with it. No matter what unease was in his heart, he also thought these troubles would only be encountered after taking Hefei. With the strength and equipment of the Hubei New Army's navy and army, it was absolutely impossible for the People's Party to stop the Hubei New Army.

Different from what the staff officers thought, Li Yuanhong had already decided in his heart to hold still after taking Hefei. Wait until the reality of the People's Party's territory was figured out. With the military merit of retaking Hefei, no matter how Li Yuanhong paused, others would have nothing to say.

The long fleet of the Hubei New Army sailed on the water surface, and the leading ships had already entered Chaohu Lake. Chaohu Lake is located in the central part of Anhui Province, bordering the Yangtze River, also known as Jiao Lake. It is the largest lake in Anhui Province. The Chaohu water system is developed, known as "three hundred and sixty branches" since ancient times. The Nanfei River was anciently called Shi Water, originating from the southern foot of Changgang (ground elevation 72 meters), a remnant of the Dashu Mountain in the Jiang-Huai watershed. Flowing southeast, it enters Dongpu Reservoir at Xiadaying, exits the reservoir south of Dayangdian, passes Bozhou Road Bridge, receives water from Sili River and Banqiao River on the left through Hefei urban area, passes Tunxi Road Bridge to Heshangkou, receives water from Ershibu River on the left, reaches Sanchahe and receives water from Dianbu River on the left, turns southwest, and injects into Chaohu Lake at Shikou, with a total length of 70 kilometers.

And the ultimate goal of the Hubei New Army, Hefei, anciently called Luzhou, is located in central Anhui, between the Yangtze River and Huai River, on the shore of Chaohu Lake. It has always been known as "the head of Jiangnan, the throat of the Central Plains," "the lapel and throat of the Right Huai, the lips and teeth of Jiangnan." Accessing the river and reaching the sea through the Nanfei River, it has important location advantages of connecting east and west, connecting the Central Plains, and running through north and south. Hefei is named after the confluence of the East Fei River and South Fei River here (another theory says it was named because the ancient Luzhou was renamed Hezhou). It has always been famous in the world as "the lapel and throat of the Right Huai, the lips and teeth of Jiangnan," "the old land of the Three Kingdoms, the hometown of Bao Zheng." The name of Hefei first appeared in "Records of the Grand Historian: Biographies of Money-makers" by the great writer and historian Sima Qian: "Hefei receives the north and south tides; it is a gathering place for leather, abalone, and wood."

The site of Hefei city has changed repeatedly. "Taiping Huanyu Ji" records: The Hefei county seat in the Han Dynasty "is north of the current county (city)," located near the present Sili River, with a very small area. In the late Eastern Han Dynasty, wars were incessant, and the old city was abandoned. In the fifth year of Jian'an of the Eastern Han Dynasty (200 AD), Liu Fu, the Inspector of Yangzhou, went to take office alone and rebuilt Hefei city. During the Three Kingdoms period, Hefei was a military town favored by Cao Cao. Eastern Wu launched more than ten battles to fight for Hefei, giving birth to the famous Battle of Xiaoyaojin. In the first year of Qinglong of Wei (233 AD), Wei general Man Chong built another "Hefei New City" at the foot of Jiming Mountain west of the old city to form a pincer movement with the old city. After the Western Jin Dynasty unified the country, the new city built during the Three Kingdoms was abandoned, and it moved back to the old site. The old city of Hefei was low-lying. In the Southern and Northern Dynasties, Liang general Wei Rui broke Hefei by damming water.

The historically famous Battle of Feishui broke out near here. Li Yuanhong didn't think of this war of "wind-sound crane-cry, grass-wood all soldiers" (panic and paranoia). He was only concerned about whether the Nanfei River could allow the Hubei Navy's warships to pass freely now. As the leading small boat began to measure the water depth, the speed of the entire fleet also slowed down. No one noticed that every two hours, a pigeon flew up from a hidden place along the coast, flying alone towards the northern sky.
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Shi Dekuan and Lu Zhengping hid together in the reed marshes. Both had short hair, so they didn't need to disguise themselves as common people. They wore yellow and green "camouflage uniforms" and had hats woven from reed leaves on their heads. There were many mosquitoes in summer. In addition to tying the cuffs and trouser legs of their clothes, they also applied anti-bite ointment mixed with concentrated wormwood juice and other plant juices on their exposed skin. In a humid and hot environment, the steam evaporating from the reeds penetrated the clothes warmly. Coupled with this equipment, Shi Dekuan felt extremely uncomfortable.

Looking at Lu Zhengping beside him, Shi Dekuan couldn't find any look of happiness or unhappiness. Lu Zhengping raised a monocular and carefully observed the movements of the Hubei New Army in the distance. After watching for a while, Lu Zhengping would use a pen to record many things in a notebook. Shi Dekuan had taken a look at that notebook when he had time. It contained the hull numbers of the Hubei New Army naval vessels, some situations on the ships, and the positions reached by these ships at different times. Shi Dekuan was the cadre in the Yue Wang Society who had dealt with the People's Party the most, and also one of the cadres in the Yue Wang Society who had the best impression of the People's Party. Although he didn't fully understand Lu Zhengping's purpose in doing this, Shi Dekuan at least knew that this was not the time to speak.

Reconnaissance work was not endless observation. Lu Zhengping took Shi Dekuan to observe for a while, and then retreated quietly. Deep in the reeds, the Reconnaissance Company established its own observation base. That is to say, a patch of reeds was cut down in the dense reeds. To facilitate retreat, some passages were also cut in the reeds. These passages were true and false, marking the purpose of various passages in a special way. Shi Dekuan was very puzzled by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army under the People's Party. They seemed never to be idle; as long as they had time, they started working. For example, the scouts who had returned used local materials to weave many mats with the fallen reeds. Some of these mats were used for sleeping, and some were built into low temporary huts. The soldiers of the Reconnaissance Company resting in the huts were indeed much more comfortable than in the open air.

Seeing the two return, Reconnaissance Company Commander He Jinwu put down the half-woven mat in his hand, stood up, and asked, "How is it?"

"The Beiyang Army is still conducting water depth mapping. It seems they won't come over for a while," Lu Zhengping replied. While speaking, the intelligence gathering staff had already taken the notebook from Lu Zhengping's hand.

"I didn't expect this group of people to be quite scientific," He Jinwu laughed.

"If even the navy doesn't talk about science, we wouldn't have to work so hard," Lu Zhengping also laughed.

In the Reconnaissance Company, such concise dialogue was enough for the soldiers to clearly understand each other's meaning. Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu could even joke about the Hubei New Army. But Shi Dekuan standing next to the two didn't understand what these two were laughing about at all. This couldn't be blamed on Shi Dekuan; the reconnaissance troops of the People's Party had undergone professional training. Knowledge of the navy was taught by Yan Fu personally. Behind these simple words, there were dozens or hundreds of hours of study as a foundation, and dozens or hundreds of field trainings as a foundation. Not to mention these non-professionals of the Yue Wang Society, even in the Hubei New Army Navy, which claimed to attach importance to cultural education, those whose basic knowledge could exceed that of the reconnaissance troop soldiers could be counted on one's fingers.

Shi Dekuan was originally sent by the Yue Wang Society to liaise. The People's Party had no idea of using the Yue Wang Society as cannon fodder. As soon as they received the news that Li Yuanhong's troops were attacking Hefei, the People's Party immediately sent people to contact the Yue Wang Society. The Yue Wang Society was somewhat frightened when hearing about the Hubei New Army. Chen Duxiu and others immediately sent people to contact the People's Party. Chen Ke proposed a "joint operation" to the Yue Wang Society, and the Yue Wang Society and others agreed immediately. Shi Dekuan was sent as a liaison officer, and as a result, he was sent to the reconnaissance troops.

As a guest of the People's Party, the requirement of the reconnaissance troops for Shi Dekuan was to obey basic orders and not to talk or walk around indiscriminately. Apart from this, the People's Party did not ask Shi Dekuan to join the labor. In these two or three days, apart from following the troops for reconnaissance, Shi Dekuan spent the rest of the time watching everyone work. He was thus politely excluded from the People's Party group. Everyone was young; after the freshness of the first day or two passed, it was easy to get bored. Watching others working in full swing, Shi Dekuan felt uncomfortable all over.

When attacking Anqing, Shi Dekuan saw the combat effectiveness of the People's Party with his own eyes. He originally thought that the battle of the People's Party would be the same as the Battle of Anqing: the People's Party occupied Hefei city, deployed heavy troops on the city wall, and both sides opened up the formation to bombard with cannons and shoot with muskets. The Yue Wang Society was driven out of Anqing by the Manchu Qing, and Shi Dekuan wanted to see how the People's Party would hold Hefei.

Up to now, the People's Party seemed to have no intention of defending Hefei at all. As a liaison officer, Shi Dekuan was also responsible for transmitting the latest enemy situation back to the Yue Wang Society. Seeing that the Hubei New Army had reached the Nanfei River and was close to Hefei, yet the reconnaissance troops of the People's Party could still weave mats unhurriedly, Shi Dekuan felt that the People's Party people were a bit too trifling. Out of politeness, Shi Dekuan had not spoken much, but now he finally couldn't help it. "Company Commander He, at this time, weaving mats can be done by subordinates. Are you not anxious yourselves?"

"Comrades have their own work. I'm free now; I have to do something," He Jinwu answered while his fingers continued to work nimbly. He was somewhat puzzled by Shi Dekuan's accusation. In the base area, Chairman Chen Ke lined up for meals, and occasionally when he went early, he would help the comrades in the canteen carry tables. How could a company commander like himself be so busy? Now the headquarters of the Reconnaissance Company was here. The weather was so hot, and rest wasn't good in this reed marsh anyway. He couldn't let the soldiers who went out for reconnaissance sleep on the ground after returning, right?

Shi Dekuan still didn't agree with He Jinwu's view. "Wouldn't it be much safer to send more people for reconnaissance?"

"Comrade Shi Dekuan, don't just think we are scouting others. If the reconnaissance troops move too frequently, it will easily expose our tracks. Doing things requires just the right amount." He Jinwu continued to explain.

Being told this, Shi Dekuan couldn't answer either. He didn't know to what extent it counted as just right. For Shi Dekuan, he wished to figure out all the action plans of the Hubei New Army clearly, and annihilate the enemy in one fell swoop when his side occupied the favorable climatic, geographical, and human conditions. But Shi Dekuan was a guest after all; he couldn't dictate to the People's Party. Although he absolutely didn't agree with He Jinwu's idea in his heart, Shi Dekuan at least shut his mouth and didn't make a sound anymore.

These few days were sunny, and the sun was fierce. When Shi Dekuan had nothing to say, he had to hide under the pergola made of reed mats. He still couldn't get over the fact that He Jinwu, a company commander in charge of hundreds of people, actually wove mats himself. In the Yue Wang Society, let alone managing a hundred or so people, even a leader managing a dozen people wouldn't weave mats for subordinates.

Since the Yue Wang Society retreated to Hefei in defeat, the People's Party allocated a piece of military farming land to the Yue Wang Society. In the following days, this group of people caused countless troubles. Hefei was not spared from the great flood last year, and the military farming land was also a blank land. The people in the Yue Wang Society were used to city life. Now letting them do military farming outside Hefei city, which was close at hand, was killing this group of people. The lowest-level people were okay, but many in the upper level of the Yue Wang Society questioned why the People's Party didn't let the Yue Wang Society station in the city. This group of people didn't dare to tear their faces with the People's Party now, so sayings like "assisting the People's Party to defend the city," "maintaining Hefei's public security," etc., emerged one after another.

Fortunately, Chen Duxiu and others could suppress the situation, and they brought a lot of silver from Anqing. In the first two months, they relied on buying things from Hefei city, plus part of the supplies sent by the People's Party. Although the military farming of the Yue Wang Society made no progress, it could maintain a not-too-bad life. But if the Yue Wang Society didn't engage in production itself, no matter how much money there was, they would sit and eat the mountain hollow. Although the Yue Wang Society was a local revolutionary party in Anhui, they were defeated soldiers. Who would invest in defeated soldiers? Although they went everywhere to contact local gentry, they couldn't get a penny. After more than two months, tens of thousands of taels of silver were simply not enough to spend.

The People's Party never stationed heavy troops in Hefei city. Over these two months, the cadres of the Yue Wang Society knew they had no money. If this continued, they would eat the mountain hollow in less than three months. Apart from asking for grain from the People's Party, there was no other way. Facing such a dilemma, "public sentiment was incited" within the Yue Wang Society. Many mid-level cadres were already shouting to enter Hefei city and establish the Hefei Revolutionary Military Government, maintaining the existence of the Revolutionary Military Government through taxation. Fortunately, Chen Duxiu, Bai Wenwei, and Chang Hengfang were not muddled, plus Xiong Chengji and a group of mid-level cadres firmly opposed being enemies with the People's Party, so the situation was barely maintained.

Until hearing that the Hubei New Army attacked, the talk inside the Yue Wang Society changed again. Many people thought that the People's Party was preparing to cheat the Yue Wang Society again, letting the Yue Wang Society take the blame in Hefei. Not long after being driven out of Anqing last time, many people in the Yue Wang Society firmly believed that the People's Party cheated the Yue Wang Society thoroughly last time, and now was preparing to repeat the old trick. They completely lost interest in Hefei city, and some simply proposed to rob Hefei city and leave.

Chen Duxiu and others initially focused on maintaining unity within the Yue Wang Society, but this time they couldn't bear it anymore. Those cadres who proposed to rob Hefei city and leave were called over, and Chang Hengfang scolded them severely. As revolutionaries, they must have some sense of shame. It was too much to say that revolutionaries turned into bandits. After being scolded, four mid-level cadres left without saying goodbye that day. The soldiers below were originally incited by "revolutionary slogans." When in Anqing, they were at least a "big force." In the two months here, any revolutionary enthusiasm was worn away completely. Since officers took the lead, soldiers below also began to leave. In the following days, the troops of the Yue Wang Society disintegrated at an alarming speed. Up to now, the Yue Wang Society only had more than three hundred people left. Even these three hundred people remained only because cadres like Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang vowed that the People's Party could absolutely destroy the Hubei New Army, and after this battle was fought, the Yue Wang Society could return to Anqing.

As the inspector of the Yue Wang Society, Shi Dekuan knew the current situation very well. If Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang hadn't stopped it, relying solely on loyalty to the revolution, the Yue Wang Society would have at most a hundred people left. Among the current three hundred people, many obviously just wanted to see the result of the battle between the Hubei New Army and the People's Party. Many people just had excessive curiosity and wanted to see this big scene. If the People's Party lost, the Yue Wang Society itself would probably collapse completely. Therefore, Shi Dekuan had a fear from the bottom of his heart regarding the People's Party reconnaissance troops' leisurely attitude. If the reconnaissance troops were so "inattentive," what good performance could the main force of the People's Party have?

Shi Dekuan didn't know that the main force of the People's Party had arrived near Hefei at this time, and Chen Ke's command post was only fifty *li* away from Shi Dekuan's position. Chen Ke was very satisfied with the intelligence provided by the reconnaissance troops. Every two hours, the latest intelligence was transmitted to the command post via carrier pigeons.

"Li Yuanhong's troops move so fast," Hua Xiongmao said somewhat guiltily.

Unlike the advanced pre-war mobilization before every battle in the past, as soon as Chen Ke took office as the commander-in-chief of this Hefei campaign, he immediately mobilized troops to start marching. Fortunately, after the assembly of the People's Party more than a month ago was completed, the combat readiness alert level had been constantly improving. So the mobilization of troops was barely satisfactory. In recent months, central cadres had gone to various counties to grasp work, and the speed of forming grassroots governments in the base area was quite fast. There were disaster areas everywhere, and the People's Party could provide grain and materials. Plus the fortified villages everywhere were broken, the People's Party effectively mastered political power under favorable climatic, geographical, and human conditions.

This march impressed Hua Xiongmao deeply; this was his first time marching so far on land. Chen Ke required the troops to take the land route instead of the water route as usual. As the commander of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu was rarely the first to question. Chen Ke's explanation stunned the comrades of the Military Commission. "If the people in the base area didn't see with their own eyes that we have so many troops, do you think the people in the base area would believe we can win the battle?"

Chen Ke's words sounded nice, but the unspoken content in these words was, "Must prove the strength of the base area by showing off force." Comrades knew that Chen Ke always believed politics was the first priority, and effectively winning the hearts of the people was the first priority. But Chen Ke could actually carry this attitude through to the end when the Hubei New Army was pressing down on the border. This practice really opened the eyes of the Military Commission comrades.

The marching route that should have been the most economical and effective was abandoned. The troops that should have marched all the way were divided into three routes. Most of the areas passed by the routes were areas that had not completely accepted the existence of the People's Party until now. Needless to say about the military discipline of the People's Party; they didn't commit the slightest offense against civilians wherever they went. The soldiers marched in neat formation singing military songs through county towns, towns, and villages. It wasn't that the people in the base area hadn't seen the People's Party troops, but the people had never seen a march on the scale of thousands of people in their lives. The onlookers were dumbfounded.

High-flying red flags, neat queues, neat dark blue military uniforms, and marching packs carried on the soldiers' backs, rifles carried on their shoulders. And cavalry of the Communication Battalion responsible for transmitting orders between various troops. Once a force had discipline, even if it just passed by, it made those who saw it feel a strong sense of oppression. Most of the people's understanding of the People's Party came from grassroots organization personnel entering various areas, and rumors from various places. Everyone might not be convinced in their hearts. Until seeing this force with their own eyes, the people knew how powerful the military force of the People's Party was. A sense of awe for the People's Party arose spontaneously.

Because of the marching route problem, the final assembly time of the troops was much later. Less than four days after arriving near Hefei city, Li Yuanhong's fleet entered Chaohu Lake. by the standards of this era, the marching speed of the Hubei New Army commanded by Li Yuanhong could not be said to be slow. If the commander-in-chief of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not Chen Ke but another comrade, he might really have been caught off guard by Li Yuanhong.

Chen Ke did not panic about the news from all sides. For a time traveler, traveling thousands of *li* from morning to evening is just a norm. In the concept of modern people, the march of the army is actually slower than normal people. Chen Ke often had the idea of traveling in the morning, and might already be at the destination thousands of *li* away in the evening. This mentality seemed useless, but for a supreme commander of the entire army, the calm and composed attitude formed by this mentality was quite useful.

During the march, the military meeting was actually completed while walking. Chen Ke's ambition was not only to destroy Li Yuanhong, but Chen Ke wanted to snatch the naval warships of the Hubei New Army into his hands. With this as the combat goal, Li Yuanhong must be separated from the navy, and Li Yuanhong must be made to go ashore.

"There was an iron lock across the river in ancient times; we might as well learn from the ancients." Chen Ke explained his combat plan this way.

The comrades of the Military Commission could understand the term "iron lock across the river," but the base area simply didn't have time to forge iron chains now, and this thing couldn't withstand explosives residue either. At first, no one understood Chen Ke's meaning very well. The first one to react was Zhang Yu. He asked loudly, "Do we have to use cement?"

Even with such an obvious hint, there were still comrades who didn't understand. They looked nervously at Chen Ke, then at Zhang Yu. Hua Xiongmao also understood at this time. He laughed, "It's getting some bamboo cages, pouring cement into blocks, and pushing them into the river. In this way, the Hubei New Army's navy can't pass these obstacles and can only take the land route. Separating the Hubei New Army's navy and army, we have a chance to defeat them one by one." With Hua Xiongmao's explanation, the comrades suddenly realized.
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In ancient times, both the Nanfei River and the Dongfei River were called Fei Water (*Fei Shui*). One flowed into the Yangtze River and the other into the Huai River, nurturing the two historical cities of Hefei and Shouchun. The Nanfei River and the Dongfei River converge near Hefei, and the name Hefei comes from this water. The "Battle of Feishui" made Fei Water famous throughout the world. Among them, the Nanfei River, also known as Shi Water, passes through Hefei city and flows into the Yangtze River via Chaohu Lake, being the "Mother River" of Hefei.

Anhui suffers from frequent floods and has always been a poverty-stricken disaster area. Chen Ke knew that after the liberation, the Republic paid a huge amount of manpower and material resources to govern the Huai River, purely relying on a huge net investment of astronomical figures to tame the Huai River, which took the Republic twenty years. If Anhui hadn't been a hot area for revolution between 1907 and 1911 in history, Chen Ke wouldn't have dared to set the base area in Anhui initially.

It wasn't until Chen Ke personally arrived in Anhui that he realized he had made the mistake of "carving a mark on the boat to find the sword" (using static measures for changing conditions). The Anhui floods faced by the Republic were different from the Anhui floods in 1907. First of all, although the Manchu Qing was rotten, it at least managed the river channels. Since the fall of the Manchu Qing, the Beiyang government occasionally managed the Huai River, but the subsequent Baldy Chiang (Chiang Kai-shek) regime had no interest in managing the Huai River.

By 1938, Baldy Chiang even ordered the bombing of the Huayuankou embankment. The Yellow River rolled south, forming a large "Yellow Flood Area" in southeastern Henan. The Yellow Flood Area not only devastated the people of Henan, but the water of the Yellow River flowing south rushed directly into the Huai River. Until 1947, in order to stop the PLA's offensive, Baldy Chiang began to rebuild the Yellow River embankment, hoping to turn large areas of shallow river channels into difficult "barriers." Chen Ke was a native of Zhengzhou, and Huayuankou was in Zhengzhou. He often rode bicycles to the Yellow River with friends during holidays. He was extremely familiar with this history.

From 1938 to 1947, nine years of Yellow River flooding had another direct consequence: the Yellow River deposited more than one billion tons of sediment in the plains and river channels every year. More than half a century has passed, and the people and professional workers on both sides of the Huai River are still working hard to digest and discharge these leftover substances. Experts even vividly compared the Huai River to a "river without a bottom," almost reaching the point of "turning pale at the mention of Yellow." They said that the main stream of the Huai River had to climb a slope more than two meters high starting from Bengbu to enter Hongze Lake, and Hongze Lake had long been a suspended lake full of crises.

Since the formation of the Yellow Flood Area, Anhui, which originally had serious floods, suffered heavy waterlogging with heavy rain, light waterlogging with light rain, and drought with no rain. Chen Ke never understood why some people still flattered Baldy, nor did he know if these people had the face to face those common people who struggled painfully and lost their lives in the Anhui floods.

It was 1907 now. Although the Huai River problem was serious, it hadn't reached the tragic level of later generations. At least in Chen Ke's view, Anhui in the Huai River basin was still an area with smooth waterways and convenient navigation. In the Anqing Campaign at the beginning of the year, if Chen Ke hadn't been afraid of alerting the enemy after attacking Hefei, the most economical route for the troops would have been to take the two Fei rivers and enter the Yangtze River through Chaohu Lake. Now Li Yuanhong's troops took the completely opposite path; they entered Chaohu Lake from the Yangtze River and reached Hefei via the Nanfei River.

At this time, the Nanfei River was still very wide. According to the hydrological data captured by the People's Party from Anqing and Luzhou Prefecture and the results of their own surveying, the river bottom of the Nanfei River was 30-80 meters wide, with a water depth elevation of 6-6.5 meters, 7 meters in the high-water period, and about 8 meters in the flood period. If the warships of the Hubei New Army were not afraid to sail along the fixed route in the center of the river channel, they could definitely pass smoothly. The People's Party now lacked heavy artillery and could not pose an effective threat to the navy of the Hubei New Army.

The high-level theoretical training of the People's Party had basically completed the concept of "scientification," and no one among the high and middle-level comrades believed in the Dragon King anymore. As soon as Chen Ke proposed "Iron Lock Across the River," Hua Xiongmao explained the concept of cement piles in detail, and everyone started working immediately. When the troops moved out this time, Chen Ke had actually completed his plan long ago, so he specially brought You Gou along. You Gou was directly responsible for cement, glass, and ceramic production. She had long wanted to come to the battlefield to have a look, and this time she found a place to use her skills.

The soldiers were very familiar with Secretary You Gou, and many officers had worked under her. With the female secretary leading the team personally, everyone was full of energy. At the three shallowest parts of the Nanfei River channel, mixing frames were fixed with boats and rafts. Small cement piles were sunk first, followed by large cement piles. In one and a half days, the water depth at these three obstacles was filled from more than five meters to one and a half meters. Non-motorized small boats could pass freely, but the steam-powered ships of the Hubei New Army couldn't pass at all.

Without cement and cement pouring technology, creating a barrier at the bottom of the river in a short time would be a daydream. Without cement, stones would have to be used. Small stones would be washed away by water, and large stones couldn't be transported in a short time. With cement, it only took a certain amount of time to build obstacles of any size. Moreover, You Gou didn't just work; she also conducted training on cement knowledge. The unit making obstacles this time was the newly established "Engineering Corps" of the base area. Chen Ke set the rank of the Engineering Corps extremely high. The Engineering Corps would have jurisdiction over engineering troops and railway troops in the future. Chen Ke stated clearly that the Commander-in-Chief of the future Engineering Corps would be only half a level lower than the Minister of Defense. That is to say, the Commander-in-Chief and General Political Commissar of the Engineering Corps would directly become members of the Military Commission and strong competitors for the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission.

Now the Engineering Corps was temporarily subordinate to the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense. The Director and Political Commissar of the Commission were temporarily held by You Gou concurrently. So You Gou, a woman without military rank, also controlled a powerful paramilitary force. No one in the Military Commission dared to gossip about this, because this Engineering Corps was not equivalent to "sappers." The "sappers" of the People's Party were combat troops. The engineering soldiers were expanded from the cement-burning unit personally led by You Gou last year. This was a unit brought up by You Gou single-handedly.

Some local civil affairs cadres worried that these barriers would hinder future channel navigation. Zhang Yu directly showed everyone the new diving equipment made by the People's Party. This was a ship-use diving equipment. The most striking items in the diver's full set of equipment were a hand-cranked air supply machine, an iron respirator with a glass observation window, and an air supply tube made of silk and bamboo tubes. With this set of equipment, divers could set explosives underwater. After the Battle of Hefei ended, these three underwater interception walls would be blown up. After the blasting, larger obstacles would be salvaged to reinforce the river channel, and small pieces would be left at the bottom of the river.

Zhang Yu said to the enlightened comrades, "Our People's Party has always stressed having a beginning and an end in doing things. Secretary You Gou has long considered such matters."

Regarding Zhang Yu's flattery, You Gou just laughed heartily, then commanded the engineering troops to evacuate the construction site. More than a year ago, when Chen Ke personally led the team to drive boats to rescue the people, there were only six or seven loyal Party members Chen Ke could trust. Zhang Yu had also been You Gou's deputy. You Gou knew very well that apart from laughing heartily now, any word she said would be superfluous.

The People's Party talked about science themselves and also attached importance to intelligence collection. Their only worry was whether Li Yuanhong had forgotten all the things he learned in the Beiyang Naval Academy back then. If Li Yuanhong marched forcibly without talking about science, the ships of the Hubei Navy would definitely run aground, which would only delay everyone's time. If Li Yuanhong talked about science and conducted detailed channel surveys, he would obediently divide his troops into two routes. The People's Party had already opened the bag, waiting for the Hubei New Army's land forces to walk right into the trap.

Li Yuanhong undoubtedly hadn't forgotten his old profession completely. The leading survey ship soon reported the abnormality at the bottom of the river. After receiving this news, Li Yuanhong felt an indescribable discomfort. He knew his "teacher" Yan Fu was now a high official of the People's Party, and this military operation of the Hubei New Army was known as "exterminating the Yan-Chen Bandit Gang."

Li Yuanhong went to check the front personally. On the wide water surface of the Nanfei River, a neat water pattern appeared. This water pattern divided the narrowest part of the Nanfei River into two. That was the undercurrent formed on the water surface when the water flow of the river channel was suddenly blocked by the underwater obstacle traversing the river channel and forced to flow upward. Li Yuanhong came from the navy and could understand the significance of this obstacle even more. To be able to create an obstacle tens of meters long—what organizational ability was this? Li Yuanhong was shocked.

Of course, if this shock were known by the officers and soldiers of the Engineering Corps under You Gou, they would probably laugh at Li Yuanhong for making a fuss. The engineering soldiers only used more than two thousand bags of cement and more than a thousand bamboo cages. More than two thousand bags of cement could be produced in the base area in five days. Weaving these double-layer bamboo cages only took five days. The reed mats used as mold partitions could be reused, consuming even less time. Compared with this siege, the engineering soldiers generally believed that the construction of various water conservancy projects they participated in was the headache-inducing work. With rich surveying data and equations, calculating the water flow speed and impact force, simply piling up a temporary obstacle didn't involve much technical content at all.

Facing this obstacle, Li Yuanhong was scared. He summoned the staff officers to discuss the matter. Now between the Nanfei River and Hefei, the scouts of the Hubei New Army passed unimpeded. Every message they reported was "no trace of the People's Party found." The staff officers couldn't explain clearly why the People's Party built such an obstacle. The only certainty was that with this obstacle, the Hubei New Army had to get off the boat and walk to Hefei fifty *li* away. This indeed took a lot of time, but small boats and most official boats could pass this underwater obstacle. That is to say, this obstacle only blocked the steam-powered gunboats of the navy.

"Lord Li, speed is precious in war. We came so fast; presumably, the rebels want to use this method to block us, right?" A staff officer put forward this view.

"How long does it take you to build such a thing underwater?" Li Yuanhong asked.

The staff officer was immediately speechless. Building such a thing was definitely not the work of one day and one night.

"My Lord, I'm afraid this thing was built by the bandits long ago. Moreover, walking fifty *li* is just one day's time. Now scouts come and go like wind. Regardless of what the bandits think, after occupying Hefei city, we can accomplish a lot. Why worry about such a small obstacle?" An impatient officer suggested.

Although Li Yuanhong thought so in his heart, he felt he couldn't help but be cautious. After thinking for a long time, Li Yuanhong said, "Stay where we are; let's watch first."
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The scouts of the Hubei New Army galloped between the fleet and Hefei city, searching outside the range of the city wall's fire. The People's Party troops inside the city had already begun to defend; all city gates of Hefei were tightly closed, and soldiers appeared on the city walls. What surprised these scouts was that they noticed seven or eight people on the city wall looking down with binoculars or monoculars. Binoculars were not cheap goods; in the Hubei New Army, only officers were equipped with them. Seven or eight people with binoculars appeared on just one side of the Hefei city wall, which indicated that the defending troops must be at least nearly a thousand strong.

News about the Hefei defenders was faithfully transmitted back to Li Yuanhong's headquarters. After listening to the scouts' report, Li Yuanhong frowned slightly. According to the original military plan, Li Yuanhong hoped to sail the gunboats to the foot of Hefei city and attack Hefei with infantry-artillery coordination. Now the navy obviously had no hope of continuing to advance. Sailors familiar with water had already gone down to check. The artificial undercurrent created by the People's Party in the Nanfei River looked very neat from the surface, but the underwater flow was actually very irregular. Of the eight Hubei New Army sailors with good swimming skills who went down, four were swept away by the undercurrent. Thanks to the timely rescue by the New Army navy, two had drunk their fill of water, while the other two actually drowned. This result gave Li Yuanhong an ominous feeling. Those who went underwater came up to report that the underwater obstacles were actually piled up with huge, neat stones. There were no good quarries near Hefei; heaven knows how the People's Party got so many big stones.

The scouts also captured some villagers from the surrounding villages. According to the villagers' confession, these river-blocking obstacles were actually created by the People's Party just a few days ago. There were also traces of large troops stationed near the river bank, but there were no traces of transporting stones. Did the People's Party people know magic? Could they create these big stones out of thin air? After another investigation and sampling, Li Yuanhong finally recognized that these things underwater were actually cement. The origin of the obstacles was finally clarified, but Li Yuanhong fell into new confusion. The People's Party could actually throw expensive cement into the river. If it was just to block the Hubei New Army, this was really sparing no cost.

Now there was no way to get the cooperation of the fleet's artillery, and there were at least a thousand People's Party troops in Hefei city. The original plan of advancing quickly to raid Hefei had fallen through. Li Yuanhong felt that his march could not be said to be slow, yet the news leaked so badly. The People's Party could actually get the news a few days in advance. Could there be People's Party spies in the Hubei New Army?

The staff officers didn't dare to respond after listening to Li Yuanhong's thoughts. This was not only because they dared not sing a different tune from Li Yuanhong, but also because the People's Party's practice exceeded these people's imagination. To block the Hubei New Army's navy, the People's Party actually built such a high obstacle in the wide Nanfei River.

Li Yuanhong let the New Army scouts come out in full force to search for the whereabouts of the People's Party. It had been more than a day now. Apart from the increasing number of defending soldiers on the city wall, the news sent back was exactly the same. There were no People's Party troops around Hefei; all People's Party troops were inside Hefei city.

The staff officers and officers all wanted to get promoted through this battle to attack Hefei, but this didn't mean they considered everything. Analyzing from the perspective of these people's experience and learned military knowledge, no matter what tricks the People's Party had, as long as the Hubei New Army could take Hefei city in one fell swoop, the People's Party couldn't play any tricks. So parking the Hubei New Army near the river channel, firstly, the troops couldn't get rest, and secondly, the People's Party would constantly increase troops.

They had to persuade Li Yuanhong in various ways. "Brigade Commander, it's not a solution for our army to stop here. Lord Zhang Zhidong ordered us to exterminate the rebels quickly. If we can't even take Hefei, we can't explain it."

"Commander, as far as we know, the number of bandits exceeds five thousand, mostly fierce bandit types. If we can't take Hefei as soon as possible, and the bandits coerce the common people to defend the city again, it will be even harder for us to fight Hefei."

"The purpose of the bandits blocking the river is nothing more than to confuse our army. Our army cannot advance or retreat now, which has too great an impact on military morale."

These persuasions guided Li Yuanhong's thoughts constantly towards the direction of continuing to advance troops, but the reason that finally made Li Yuanhong make up his mind did not come from the statements of the staff officers and officers. After the People's Party blocked the river, the water level of the Nanfei River gradually rose, and the river water began to expand to both sides of the river bank. If Li Yuanhong didn't decide to march, the original ferry crossing would be completely unusable, and Li Yuanhong would have to retreat to a ferry crossing twenty *li* away to land. These twenty *li* were still the distance by water. If changed to land, there would be an extra distance of more than forty *li* out of thin air. If marching fifty *li* to raid Hefei, Li Yuanhong still had confidence. Letting him lead troops to walk a hundred *li* first, Li Yuanhong knew this would be too unfavorable for the Hubei New Army.

"The Hubei New Army has landed." This news soon reached the frontline command post of the People's Party. The comrades of the Military Commission became excited one by one. The People's Party's combat plan was carried out relying on the changes of the Hubei New Army. The slowness of Li Yuanhong's orders was really anxious. Chen Ke looked at the comrades of the Military Commission; he wanted to see who was more qualified from the expressions on these people's faces.

Although observing words and expressions was relatively unreliable, Chen Ke could no longer be in the troops as often as before. His method of judging and grasping his own side was the report on the execution of orders, and the rest was various monitoring agencies. The last remaining thing was the observation of these comrades.

Before, Chen Ke didn't understand what exactly observing words and expressions meant. After being a "leader" for so long, Chen Ke finally gained some insight. Observing words and expressions also had different scopes of application. Generally speaking, the more scientific the comrades, the more loyal to their duties and serious in their work, the more they could master the general laws of things.

Taking military affairs as an example, the strategy of the troops is built on the characteristics and power comparison between the enemy and us. The so-called knowing oneself is to figure out what one has, and what material and human resources one can possess in the near and long term. On this basis, targeted military tactical training must be carried out. The training of the People's Party troops stressed science more: marching, shooting, grenade throwing, and attention training. These could not be done just by talking; without boring repetitive training time and time again, it was fundamentally impossible for soldiers to master.

Human nature hopes for comfort. Such strict repetitive training consumes too much of the energy system, so this is the work of the political commissar. Political commissars must let soldiers know why they fight and for whom they fight. This is the real magic weapon for the invincibility of the people's army.

If they are qualified military commanders and political commissars, their energy is focused on work; preparation and training are never too much. These people generally have a strong look of focus. And when speaking, they generally answer with specific numbers. Talking with them is very relaxing. Those unqualified military commanders and political commissars generally have louder voices and speak more emptily. And after encountering problems, because they cannot solve them very well, there is often a tendency to consciously or unconsciously avoid talking about some key issues. The so-called "key issues" are thorny problems that everyone finds hard to solve. If those responsible commanders and political commissars find it hard to solve, those irresponsible comrades are even less able to solve them.

These were just Chen Ke's initial feelings. He knew that today, as he increasingly detached from the grassroots, he must learn "Commanding generals" (*Jiang Jiang*) instead of "Commanding soldiers" (*Jiang Bing*).

After observing his comrades, Chen Ke couldn't help thinking of his current opponent Li Yuanhong again. Chen Ke knew some things about Li Yuanhong, so this made it harder for Chen Ke to be objective. Knowing oneself and knowing the enemy are not compatible things.

On the morning of the second day of the Wuchang Uprising, the revolutionary army found Li Yuanhong at Huangtupo, immediately took him to Chuwangtai, and then escorted him to the Consultative Bureau, asking him to serve as the Governor. But Li Yuanhong insisted on refusing. He said: "This matter is of great importance and must be cautious. I am not a revolutionary; I am not qualified to be the Governor. The one qualified is Sun Wen; why don't you pick him up to serve as the Governor?" At this time, the revolutionary army took out the pre-drafted notice to reassure the people and asked Li Yuanhong to sign it. Li Yuanhong said repeatedly like being afraid of a snake bite, "Don't harm me, don't harm me!" Li Yuanhong's passive resistance attitude angered the surrounding revolutionaries. They scolded angrily, "Li Yuanhong doesn't know how to appreciate favors; he is a faithful running dog of the Manchu Qing," "Let's just give him a bullet to eat." Li Yidong, who was present, was also furious. He raised his gun at Li Yuanhong and roared: "You are originally a Manchu Qing slave and deserve to be killed! We don't kill you but elect you as Governor, yet you are unwilling. If you are willing to be a Qing dynasty slave, I will shoot you and elect another Governor." Saying this, he was about to pull the trigger, scaring Li Yuanhong pale and sweating all over. For the next few days, Li Yuanhong had no appetite and remained silent. He made up his mind not to be a Qing official anymore, nor was it appropriate to hold a position in the revolutionary army. Until October 13, Li Yuanhong still refused to take office as Governor, so the revolutionary army had to put him under house arrest in the military government. He had a sad face all day long, heavy with thoughts. Thinking, this is the end; the court treats me as a traitor, the party people treat me as a prisoner; wife, concubines, and children cannot meet. If I had a pistol on me, I might as well shoot myself to end it all. This shows how great Li Yuanhong's determination of passive resistance was at that time.

However, with the development of the revolutionary situation, and with the recovery of Hankou and Hanyang successively, the revolution centered on Wuchang had a tendency to form a magnificent momentum. Under this situation, Li Yuanhong saw that the three towns of Wuhan were under the control of the civil army, so his attitude also began to change. The primary sign of this change was cutting off the long queue.

Li Yuanhong had a very strong duality. Chen Ke wasn't quite sure which kind of performance the Li Yuanhong he faced now would tend more towards.
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Li Yuanhong did not know that his opponent had the leisure to consider his duality. If Li Yuanhong really knew, he would probably say aggrievedly, "I am just a military officer; where do I get so many thoughts?"

The Hubei New Army had landed and begun to walk to Hefei. As the supreme commander of the Hubei New Army attacking Hefei this time, Li Yuanhong now felt extreme embarrassment. Li Yuanhong knew the training level of the Hubei New Army very well, but the strength of the opposing People's Party bandit army far exceeded Li Yuanhong's imagination. This army had super strong engineering capabilities and powerful organizational capabilities. Li Yuanhong thought this was the handiwork of his "teacher" Yan Fu. The original raid plan had now turned into a frontal attack. To grasp a more comprehensive plan, Li Yuanhong ordered the scouts to accelerate intelligence gathering.

Li Yuanhong's troops pulled out very thoroughly. Since the fleet could no longer go upstream, they temporarily dropped anchor and stopped at the starting point of the army, ensuring that the distance between the two sides could be minimized. Not only that, Li Yuanhong even hoped that the navy could tie ropes to the large underwater cement blocks and drag the obstacles apart by the power of steam engines, trying to let the navy keep up with the army's actions as much as possible. Shallow-draft navy sailing ships carrying logistical supplies crossed the obstacles and continued upstream.

After the main force of the Hubei New Army pulled out, the sailors didn't want to get off the ship at all, and there were very few people left on the shore. The landing site, once bustling with shouting people and neighing horses, soon became deserted. The sailors were long used to the busy Yangtze River. Facing a wide and quiet Nanfei River with no ships on the water surface, and the deafening cicada songs ringing in the woods on both banks of the Nanfei River—it would be the Beginning of Autumn before long, and these cicadas were using their last strength to sing the songs of summer. Apart from this, there was no other movement. This silence amidst the noise made the sailors feel very uncomfortable.

In the woods unnoticed by the Hubei Navy, several clumps of bushes suddenly swayed unnaturally. Soon, a piece of ground with plants rose obliquely. Two people covered in mud all over their faces and bodies climbed out naked. They carried clothes that were also covered in muddy water. First, they carefully observed the surrounding environment. Seeing no scouts ambushed by the Hubei New Army, these two people imitated the cuckoo's call a few times. Another well-camouflaged observation point soon opened its camouflage cover. Two People's Party Reconnaissance Company soldiers also climbed out.

It was already the hottest time of the *Sanfu* days (dog days). It was wet and hot inside the hiding spot. Their lean bodies coated with grease had already been marked with streaks by sweat. Everyone didn't care about the scorching sun at all. Compared with inside the hiding spot, the fresh air in the woodland and the warm feeling of sunlight on the body were too comfortable.

While panting, everyone covered the lid first. One person from each observation point was sent to report the situation, while the other comrades remained in place to investigate the situation, preparing to meet the next wave of scouts. Putting on straw sandals, the two selected comrades walked quickly to the meeting point.

"It really suffocated me to death." A scout complained.

"This ointment felt cool at first, but it didn't last too long." The speaking scout rubbed his body as he spoke. He referred to the anti-mosquito ointment, which had turned into mud paste inside the hiding spot.

It was not unusual for the comrades of the reconnaissance troops to complain like this. Persisting for two days in such harsh conditions was indeed very hard. But everyone knew that to hide under the enemy's nose for so long, everyone was mentally prepared long ago. The People's Party also did its utmost in preparation work. In addition to anti-mosquito ointment, everyone prepared at least instant food and refreshing candy. Hard candy mixed with wormwood, mint, and other refreshing plants could indeed refresh everyone well when held in the mouth.

After casually saying a few words about physical discomfort, the comrades' topic turned to the Hubei New Army that had left not long ago. "These Hubei guys stayed here for almost two days. Not deciding quickly whether to leave or fight—do they still want to fight like this?"

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would absolutely not have such problems. It wasn't that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would have any special performance when encountering such unexpected situations beyond common sense. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would send out reconnaissance forces long in advance. They would absolutely not make the mistake of knowing that the enemy had set up obstacles a few days ago only when they arrived in front of them.

The scouts retreated quickly according to the pre-set route. There was still some distance from the meeting point. Originally, using pigeons to transmit information would be much faster. Helplessly, pigeons couldn't be kept in the hiding spot; this was the result of tests. Pigeons' tolerance to the environment was far inferior to humans. Well-trained scouts could hide in underground hiding spots for two days and still be lively and vigorous. General test results showed that if they stayed in a hot and humid hiding spot for more than 16 hours, pigeons would either fall ill or simply die in the harsh environment.

Approaching the meeting point, the sound of a cuckoo came from not far away. This was the agreed signal. The scouts replied with the sound of crickets.

"Why did you come over naked?" The comrade who came to meet them laughed.

"If you stayed there for two days, you wouldn't be much better than us." The scouts also laughed. After walking for a while in the woods, their bodies really felt completely recovered. Everyone felt much better after putting on the clothes warmed by the sun.

Intelligence was exchanged quickly; reconnaissance was not just about looking. The People's Party's enhanced cultural education showed results. The scouts were cooped up in the hiding spots for two days, and each person recorded a thick stack of information. There were special annotations behind each piece of information. When and where the intelligence was seen. The People's Party never stingy with materials; each intelligence agent was equipped with a pocket watch produced in the base area. Although it didn't run very accurately, everyone wound it on time. After finally transmitting it to the general headquarters, these times would be finally calibrated with Chen Ke's watch, and roughly accurate times could still be judged.

Chen Ke once thought that the so-called revolutionary spirit was the explosion of infinite progressiveness. Nothing more than disregarding one's own interests, selfless dedication, and the like. As he personally participated in the revolution, Chen Ke's view changed. Grandpa Mao's selected works repeatedly emphasized: "What is feared most in the world is the word 'seriousness,' and the Communist Party is most serious." Whether one is revolutionary or not depends not on slogans, or on who brags louder. It depends on the attitude of doing things, the degree of seriousness in doing things. If these intelligence agents didn't have a serious and responsible attitude towards the revolution, they would either not write these intelligence summaries properly or simply write nonsense. Not serious and responsible about time either. If the Military Commission formulated tactics based on such intelligence, something big would go wrong.

Hiding in a hot and humid environment for two days indeed required great perseverance and dedication. This action itself meant an attitude towards the revolution. No need to say more; just look at what was done.

Intelligence was quickly transmitted to the headquarters through the traffic line. The People's Party established more than a dozen fixed observation points and various mobile observation points. The collected intelligence was summarized one by one according to the formulated screening method, and conflicting intelligence would also be picked out. The war machine of the People's Party operated with extremely high efficiency.

Chen Ke watched the comrades of the Military Commission and the Staff Department analyze this intelligence and start formulating plans according to the intelligence. Some people had obviously mastered the methods of warfare, while some were undoubtedly unskilled in their own work. Everyone's concentration was different, which could be seen from their faces. Every time he saw these vastly different expressions, Chen Ke often felt a sense of helplessness that perhaps only a time traveler would have.

Everyone's understanding of science was too different from Chen Ke's. These comrades couldn't be blamed for their lack of knowledge. In just over a year, these comrades who were originally a group of absolutely non-professionals could basically operate a command post managing tens of thousands of officers and soldiers; this in itself was a miracle. But many comrades, especially some comrades Chen Ke favored, did not master these war science knowledges to a degree that satisfied Chen Ke.

In all fairness, among all senior officers, Chen Ke disliked Zhang Yu the most. This person gave Chen Ke the feeling that he was too proficient in interpersonal relationships and lacked sufficient revolutionary firmness. Before this Battle of Hefei, the one who dared to jump out publicly to express that he didn't want to "break the pots and pans" was Zhang Yu. If Chen Ke hadn't immediately stated that he would command personally, just these words could cause considerable damage to morale. And after being criticized by Chen Ke, Zhang Yu immediately expressed support for Chen Ke's command without feeling embarrassed at all. Chen Ke found it hard to generate a sense of trust in such a slick guy.

And Chen Ke hoped most that Hua Xiongmao could take up the heavy responsibility of the entire army, but Hua Xiongmao also disappointed Chen Ke a bit. Not that Hua Xiongmao didn't work hard, but that Hua Xiongmao thought too much in his heart. Hua Xiongmao didn't put his mind entirely on military command. Chen Ke always had a feeling that Hua Xiongmao subconsciously always wanted to be responsible to Chen Ke alone, and get Chen Ke's praise through various military victories.

This loyalty certainly had its beneficial side, but this impure attitude prevented Hua Xiongmao from considering the laws of war itself realistically. In formulating plans, Hua Xiongmao often pursued the result of "victory." "Victory" is never pursued; victory itself is walking on the path of victory, making correct choices one by one, and finally completing a job. Hua Xiongmao obviously didn't understand this point. Or rather, because of his own psychological reasons, he gave up this approach.

As for the newly joined Pu Guanshui, his problem lay in his thinking being relatively outdated. Pu Guanshui was a professional soldier. He had a "professional soldier's scientific attitude" towards military affairs, but this scientific attitude prevented Pu Guanshui from understanding the essence of "People's War." People's War first unites the people; war is first built on the basis of conforming to the people's interests. So Pu Guanshui could execute all policies dogmatically. But this execution was specious. If encountering real pressure, he would definitely have problems and drop the chain.

Looking at these main cadres of the Military Commission, Chen Ke felt that none of them could stand alone, making Chen Ke relieved to hand over the command to these comrades. This was really a very regrettable thing for Chen Ke.
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"Li Yuanhong's vanguard has reached Point 34."

"Enemy scouts have begun attempting to cross our alert zone."

"Li Yuanhong's troops have begun to slow down their march."

"Li Yuanhong's navy is still parked in the Nanfei River."

"There is no guard force at the junction of Chaohu Lake and the Nanfei River."

News from the intelligence department came in one by one, and the air in the Military Commission's frontline command post seemed to tense up. On the large map, the marker representing Li Yuanhong's troops was constantly moved to new positions on the blackboard. Everyone could see the latest changes in the situation just by looking up.

"Chairman Chen, can we start?" Pu Guanshui asked.

The pre-war plan differed greatly from the current specific situation. Chen Ke once thought he had to blockade the channel between Chaohu Lake and the Yangtze River to blockade the Hubei Navy. He never expected the Hubei New Army Navy to dare anchor in the Nanfei River. The ambush location of the People's Party Water Detachment was relatively far from here. Moving from the ambush location to the mouth of the Nanfei River would take at least half a day. Seeing such a good opportunity, Chen Ke ordered part of the Water Detachment to blockade the Chaohu exit as originally planned, and urgently mobilized part of the reserve troops to the mouth of the Nanfei River to implement an emergency blockade.

Li Yuanhong was about to arrive at the designated location, but Chen Ke still hadn't issued the order to attack.

"Chief of Staff Pu, if I want Li Yuanhong to stop where he is first, do you have any suggestions?" Chen Ke asked.

Pu Guanshui was somewhat surprised. The Staff Department had long formulated many contingency plans, and there were several plans to make Li Yuanhong stop temporarily. Chen Ke's current question lacked some necessary conditions, and Pu Guanshui couldn't quite guess Chen Ke's true intention. He simply asked straightforwardly, "Chairman Chen, are you worried about Li Yuanhong's navy retreating?"

"Yes." Chen Ke replied somewhat helplessly. "We lack ships now. Nor do we have the ability to repair large ships. So I still really want to capture these ships without any damage."

Before Pu Guanshui could answer, Chen Ke continued somewhat anxiously, "Start the operation according to the original plan."

"Chairman Chen, we really lack ships now." Pu Guanshui couldn't help advising Chen Ke instead. He could fully understand Chen Ke's thoughts. The base area couldn't build warships itself. The opportunity to capture them this time was so good; even changing the combat plan slightly wasn't impossible.

Chen Ke suddenly regretted a bit; as a commander-in-chief, he still made some mistakes. If the supreme commander of a campaign cannot stick to the original campaign plan when there is no major error in campaign judgment, but demands perfection and chases small details relentlessly, the specific executors below will be at a loss. Whether the operation could be completed better should have been the responsibility of the battlefield execution officers; Chen Ke really thought too much. Worst of all, Chen Ke actually spoke out this thought. He had to correct the problem he created himself. Chen Ke said loudly to Pu Guanshui, "Chief of Staff Pu, don't consider the issue of the enemy navy. Execute according to the initial plan. Issue the attack order now."

Pu Guanshui wasn't clear about the thoughts in Chen Ke's heart. He was just somewhat puzzled by Chen Ke's "fickle" practice. But now was not the time to discuss with Chen Ke. Since Chen Ke no longer focused on the plan to annihilate the enemy navy completely, Pu Guanshui immediately began to convey combat orders to the troops.

Facing the power displayed by the People's Party, Li Yuanhong attached great importance to his scouts. He ordered the scouts to reconnaissance everywhere non-stop. Exactly like other Qing troops of this era, Li Yuanhong's scouts took exactly the same route, which was the marching route of Li Yuanhong's troops. The People's Party first had to solve Li Yuanhong's scouts, turning Li Yuanhong's large troops into "blind men."

The reconnaissance force of any army selects the most elite soldiers. In this regard, there is no difference between the People's Party and the Hubei New Army. But Li Yuanhong made a serious mistake: he used his reconnaissance force excessively. Lü Dashun, Commander of the Reconnaissance Battalion of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, only said one sentence to his subordinates: "Those Hubei guys are almost exhausted to death; everyone go kill them all now." After saying this, Lü Dashun was afraid that the soldiers would execute his order incorrectly. "Kill the people, but don't kill the horses."

Lü Dashun dared not underestimate the Hubei New Army scouts at all. To get maximum intelligence in an unfamiliar environment, Li Yuanhong really sent out scouts in all directions. The People's Party had long built its own reconnaissance system. Various fixed intelligence points and mobile intelligence points were arranged very reasonably, plus the transmission of carrier pigeons. Moreover, the Reconnaissance Battalion of the People's Party was a whole battalion, a force of nearly a thousand people. The Hubei New Army only had more than two hundred scouts. But the workload of these two hundred people was really not small. The soldiers in the People's Party observation points even memorized the appearance of most scouts. Since they dared not underestimate the New Army scouts, the scouts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to adopt the most ruthless means. Not long after this order was issued, the outpost battle between scouts unfolded rapidly.

After galloping back and forth these days, the Hubei New Army scouts were already very familiar with the road surface and the scenery on both sides of the road. A small squad of New Army scouts saw a slight difference in the scenery ahead. Originally, there was a pit on one side of the road in front of them, and two broken wooden sticks were scattered by the pit. These wooden sticks looked like they had been soaked in water and then thrown casually by the roadside. The wooden poles presented a pale color, which was quite conspicuous in a patch of grass. Now these two wooden sticks had been moved and placed by the pit. This slight change didn't make the scouts feel any unease. But just as they urged their exhausted horses forward, the two wooden sticks suddenly stood up simultaneously in the pit. A puff of dust also rose from the ground. It turned out that the two wooden sticks were connected by a rope. Standing up like this instantly became a tripwire (*banmasuo*).

The New Army scouts hurriedly tightened the reins. The horses were also exhausted these days; they didn't run fast originally, and stopped just before the rope. Before the scouts could see clearly what was going on, gunshots rang out behind them immediately. Several soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had stood up from the hiding spots dug long ago and shot at the backs of the scouts close at hand. Several scouts were killed on the spot. Hearing the gunshots, the horses started running subconsciously. The tripwire also played a role at this time, stopping the horses. The scouts hurried up and caught the horses. The base area was in short supply of warhorses now, and these horses were extremely precious.

In some places, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army used tripwires, while in other places it was more straightforward. New Army scouts saw walking farmers unexpectedly appear on the road. If they didn't stop their horses to inquire, they would be shot by the farmers from behind. If they stopped to inquire, the farmers immediately pulled out handguns (*shouchong*) and shot the scouts head-on.

Gunshots near and far made the scouts on the road raise their vigilance. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had also discussed this. The first round of close-range attacks ended subsequently. The sharpshooters (*snipers*) of various units began to appear. This was a more cruel slaughter. Generally, three people ambushed and sniped one scout simultaneously. Long-range sniping always aimed at vital parts. After a round of gunshots, every scout would be hit by at least two bullets, completely losing the chance to survive.

The slaughter lasted less than an hour. More than one hundred and seventy New Army scouts on the road were all eliminated. In the half hour after that, the twenty-odd scouts sent by Li Yuanhong also all died. The Hubei New Army completely lost its organized reconnaissance capability.

Since the gunshots rang out, Li Yuanhong almost instinctively chose a relatively conservative strategy: strengthening vigilance. This reaction was what the People's Party hoped for most. As the saying goes, "Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated in a hundred battles." Li Yuanhong might know himself, but he didn't understand the People's Party. Since the power of the People's Party was fundamentally at the grassroots level, his early reconnaissance work had no effect at all. On the contrary, Li Yuanhong occupied Anqing himself, and all actions were exposed in the city, so it was easy to figure out clearly.

Since Li Yuanhong didn't want to be thrown into confusion by the People's Party, the People's Party could have ample time and space to complete its tactics. After losing the scouts, Li Yuanhong let the New Army troops scout for news on foot in units of ten. These walking scouts proceeded cautiously along the main road and soon encountered the snipers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. In a blink of an eye, the ten people at the very front were killed or wounded. The people behind tried to shoot back at the invisible ambushers, but unexpectedly another burst of bullets came from the nearby reeds. The remaining New Army soldiers dared not resist anymore and ran back in a puff of smoke.

Li Yuanhong was confused by such a round of peripheral harassment. Attacks didn't just come from the front; he also tried to send people to contact the fleet left behind, and the soldiers sent out were also attacked. The New Army going to Hefei to suppress bandits was suddenly "attacked from front and back." If he hadn't encountered such a situation personally, Li Yuanhong wouldn't have believed it no matter what.

"Brigade Commander, the chaotic bandits are just ahead."

"Commander, the chaotic bandits should be ambushing behind."

"I think they have gathered troops on our flanks."

The staff officers put forward various views. Every view was very reasonable, but what surprised Li Yuanhong most at this time was not these. In any civil rebellion, as long as the rebelling common people encountered government troops, even if they encountered dozens of government troops, even if there were thousands of rebelling common people, they would be easily defeated. Most importantly, the government troops could see the "rebels" gathered on a large scale. Now Li Yuanhong encountered rebels, but in the intelligence sent back from various places, the number of rebels was not mentioned. All estimated figures were simply deduced based on the number of casualties of the New Army itself.

The New Army was in marching state now. After the sudden attack, various units spent a lot of effort to turn the marching state into combat state. Especially the artillery unit, placing cannons and preparing to shell the bandit army, had not been fully prepared until now. But these preparations didn't see the enemy at all. This weird performance made Li Yuanhong feel very uneasy.

What exactly did the rebels of the People's Party plan to do?



★


Chain Reaction 44

Volume 3 - Chapter 186

❧ ❧ ❧


Chain Reaction (44)

The infantry of the Hubei New Army always believed that war was about bombardment with cannons and exchanging fire in formation. They had undergone considerable training in this regard, and both strategy and tactics were completely centered around this idea of war. The battles they were accustomed to were carried out simultaneously in units of at least a hundred people.

The combat mode of the vanguard troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was completely different. The two companies first deployed relied on prepared positions for harassment ambushes. Except for the side facing the river where there were no ambush positions, on other positions communicated by individual bunkers and temporary communication trenches, the troops fired in units of squads and platoons. Every shot was directly commanded by the squad leader. Although the bullet density was not high, the gunfire never stopped; now south, now north, gunfire was everywhere.

Facing enemies hiding in the dark from all directions, the Hubei New Army formed a formation similar to the hollow square of the early musket era, centered on the road. Artillery and baggage were in the middle, surrounded by infantry formations on all four sides. Commanders stood in the center of the safe formation, commanding the infantry to fire in formation. The soldiers of the New Army squatted in the front row and stood in the back row. Rows of rifles looked quite neat. It must be said that the Hubei New Army was well trained. With the commander's order, the soldiers began to fire in rows. It had a flavor of strict discipline.

The power of a volley of at least a hundred people naturally goes without saying. The reeds at the dense fire concentration points were broken at the waist, and dust rose from the ground. Since setting out to exterminate the "chaotic bandits," the land forces of the Hubei New Army had no chance to appear on stage. Now it was finally their turn to fight with real swords and guns. Excited looks of going onto the battlefield for the first time appeared on the faces of the New Army soldiers. Although they had trained many times, everyone was still a bit flustered. When loading bullets and shooting, their hands trembled a bit. Listening to the sound of comrades firing in rows, the intense gunfire made the blood of these young soldiers boil. Unknowingly, shooting had become a subconscious action. Load, aim in the direction where the enemy seemed to be hiding in front, pull the trigger.

The result of this confrontation was obvious. Although the group shooting of the Hubei New Army had great momentum, their line shooting was too rigid. Each line occupied too broad a front. Although there were many people, the real attack points were very few. The concentrated attack points of each round of shooting did not exceed 8. The number of troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was only more than four hundred people in two companies, but the 32 squad leaders of these two companies invested in the battle. The firing surface covered almost the entire array of the New Army, and there were at least 32 concentrated firing points. Moreover, one side stood together for formation shooting, while the other side hid in bunkers to shoot. Both sides used Hanyang 88 rifles to shoot at each other at a distance of 200 meters.

Liu Xiushan was a platoon leader of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army participating in this attack. His platoon actually had to be responsible for a front nearly 100 meters wide. According to the education of the military academy, Liu Xiushan arranged his four squads into a concave shape. The two squads that usually trained most effectively were located in prominent positions, and the other two squads were arranged behind. The army of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army attached the most importance to three links: first, bayonet and grenade charge; second, digging trenches; third, basic shooting skills. Usually, the soldiers had to do water conservancy projects, and everyone was proficient in civil engineering. And various rifle postures were practiced for hours at a time. The training model guns used in the early stage were much heavier than real guns. Various movements were required strictly and strictly again; not a trace of deviation was allowed.

Usually, Liu Xiushan always pointed to the large banner on the training ground and shouted to the soldiers: "Sweat more in peacetime, bleed less in wartime!" The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stressed systems and quantification most. As a platoon leader, Liu Xiushan never knew there were so many training contents, and various assessments were never interrupted. At first, he was dizzy with busyness. When he slowly got used to it, he had to consider how to complete the training content of his platoon. Various cultural and scientific knowledge training was carried out without interruption.

In the past, the intensity of battles was not too strong, and targeted training was enough. Now he finally felt how great the role of usually so much training was. Although Liu Xiushan knew that the thickened part in front of the individual bunker could block bullets, after the bullets of the Hubei New Army hit like splashing water, the front of some bunkers that were not dug thinly was forcibly drilled through by bullets. The bullet density at the impact point of the New Army's formation shooting was really too high. After two rounds of shooting, four soldiers around him with insufficient concealment were killed or wounded immediately. Everyone hugged their rifles and hid in the bunkers, daring not raise their heads under the bullets of the Hubei New Army.

Liu Xiushan could be elected as a platoon leader; his courage was not small. His heart was also thumping wildly, scared by the dense gunfire. But as soon as he heard the direction of the gunfire turn to other directions, he heard the deputy platoon leader responsible for observing the enemy situation shout: "Platoon leader, the enemy has turned." Liu Xiushan hurriedly raised his head and looked out, only to see people falling down from time to time in the formation of the Hubei New Army. The New Army had turned their muzzles and fired in other directions.

Liu Xiushan looked at the New Army formation completely exposed within range and roared loudly: "Fire!"

Some soldiers immediately obeyed the order and began to shoot, but some soldiers were obviously frightened; they looked at Liu Xiushan hesitantly. Liu Xiushan said nothing, dragged these soldiers by their collars to pull them up, and ordered the soldiers to continue shooting. Looking at other positions, there were already casualties on other positions, and the squad leaders also dragged up the soldiers who dared not show their heads and began to continue shooting.

"Medical team, go down the communication trench to carry the wounded down." Liu Xiushan shouted. The so-called communication trench was a shallow trench built according to the terrain. If a person crawled, most of the body could be covered. The medical team hurriedly moved out. They moved to the position with skilled movements. The bodies of the unfortunately sacrificed soldiers were moved back first. After brief wound treatment for those wounded soldiers, lightly wounded soldiers continued to stay and fight, and the medical team took the seriously wounded soldiers down first. Liu Xiushan's platoon had four squads, plus the platoon leader, deputy platoon leader, and signalman, totaling more than fifty people. In less than ten minutes of fighting, twelve comrades were completely lost. The People's Party attacked nearly five thousand people of the Hubei New Army with a force of nearly five hundred people in two companies. The firepower gap was really a bit too large.

After Liu Xiushan's platoon engaged in shooting, the Hubei New Army soon turned the shooting target back. This time Liu Xiushan dared not resist hard anymore. Seeing the muzzle direction turning to his side, Liu Xiushan shouted loudly, "All take cover."

Hearing this shout, the soldiers immediately hugged their guns and sat with their backs against the trench. A moment later, with dense gunfire, the impact of bullets concentrating on the bunker came from the ground. Due to effective command, only one soldier in Liu Xiushan's platoon was injured in this round of exchange of fire.

The casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were not small, while the casualties of the Hubei New Army were even greater. At the beginning, the Hubei New Army still had a burst of courage to dare to shoot at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. But after the comrades around them were knocked down one after another, the remaining New Army soldiers immediately became fearful in their hearts. Moreover, the casualty ratio of rifle exchange fire was roughly three to one or even five to one. Fewer were killed directly, and more were wounded. In the military discipline of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, it was emphasized not to shout after being injured. Because shouting could affect morale most. Since soldiers were not allowed to shout, naturally it was impossible to let soldiers wait in vain after being injured. In addition to the deputy squad leader being responsible for temporary treatment, the medical team of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to engage in treatment work immediately.

The Hubei New Army had absolutely no consideration in this regard. Soldiers could only lie there after being injured. Although the hierarchy in the Hubei New Army was strict, the wounded were people after all. Especially those seriously injured, consciously feeling severe pain in the wound after injury, blood gushing out. Pressing the wound with hands, after a while their palms were like soaking in bloody water. They felt they were doomed, so how could they care about so much? Wailing, asking for help, hugging uninjured comrades to ask for help. These various behaviors greatly weakened the fighting will of the Hubei New Army. And greatly affected the shooting efficiency of the Hubei New Army. Looking at piles of wounded on the ground, New Army soldiers naturally had to consider whether they would become these wounded.

But the battlefield is not a training ground. Once the battle started, everyone had no time to think so much and fought completely according to training. Standing shooting in the New Army was easy to be hit, and the horizontal formation of the hollow square prevented the firepower from being fully utilized. The actual firepower of the five thousand New Army invested in the battle did not exceed 2000. The casualties of the first-line troops far exceeded the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. When the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were more than seventy, and the combat effectiveness loss exceeded 10%, the casualties of the New Army had reached more than 400, and the casualties of the first line had reached 20%. Coupled with shaken morale, the fire density immediately weakened. The firepower of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not weaken at all. As long as they could fight, officers and soldiers all fired fiercely. So the casualties of the New Army increased even more.

Encountering this situation, the New Army could generally choose the mode of line replacement. However, troops that can execute this tactic are those well-trained troops that have experienced the test of war. Deploying troops under the enemy's fierce fire, the first-line troops have to bear great damage, and the second-line troops cannot adapt to facing the enemy's shooting immediately at the beginning. This kind of tactical command existing on paper, only the PLA could execute in Chinese history, but the PLA would never choose such a tactic.

It was impossible for the Hubei New Army to have such military literacy. Their hollow square immediately began to fall into chaos. Li Yuanhong showed the command ability he should have at this time. "Shelling!" Li Yuanhong ordered loudly.

"Brigade Commander, where to shell?" The artillery commander asked immediately.

Hearing this question, Li Yuanhong almost pulled out his pistol to execute this unqualified artillery commander. But he also knew it was wrong to lose his temper at the artillery commander. Hollow squares can be effectively shelled when facing hollow squares. And shelling should have started before the battle began. But in this battle, these "Yan-Chen Bandits" opposite were so cunning. They set up ambush positions in advance. The bandits hid in trenches to shoot, and the artillery team simply couldn't find the specific location.

Looking at the bewildered artillery commander, Li Yuanhong shouted loudly, "Shell towards the general direction, correct while shelling."

With the rumbling sound of cannons, the artillery of the Hubei New Army finally began to shoot indiscriminately.

Liu Xiushan heard the rumbling sound of cannons and then finally felt the violent vibration produced after the shell explosion. Compared with the momentum of shelling, the dense bullet exchange just now like flying locusts simply felt like light rain.

"Retreat." Liu Xiushan issued the order without thinking.

The Military Commission did not believe that a desperate onslaught could completely eliminate the Hubei New Army. Chen Ke agreed with this conclusion, but Chen Ke did not agree with everyone's thinking. Most comrades thought the Hubei New Army could fight, and it was too unlikely to solve Li Yuanhong with the same military strength on both sides. Chen Ke believed that the Hubei New Army's morale was okay now, and ammunition was sufficient. If there was a decisive battle, the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would be relatively large. New Armies like Li Yuanhong's couldn't become braver with each setback, so adopting the "16-Character Decisive Battle Method" to weaken the combat effectiveness of the Hubei New Army to the maximum extent first, and finally annihilating it in one go was the best way.

So in the combat plan for the first engagement, it was emphasized that once the Hubei New Army started shelling, as long as a melee was not formed, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would begin to retreat. Of course, it was impossible for the Hubei New Army to fire indiscriminately at both the enemy and us mixed in a melee.

As soon as Liu Xiushan's order was given, the troops immediately began to retreat according to the training mode. The ambulance team had already transported the wounded and the bodies of some sacrificed soldiers. According to the rule that the forefront troops retreat first, each squad at the forefront withdrew with the bodies of soldiers, and the troops retreated in echelon.

The Hubei New Army was already in chaos at this time. After the shelling started, various units also began to shrink their arrays to rectify discipline. Plus the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cooperated very well to stop shooting and start retreating. In an almost completely "tacit" state, the battle ended.

The actual combat time of this fierce and short encounter was less than half an hour. Added to the previous battle between the New Army scouts and the reconnaissance troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, according to the statistics after the end of the entire Anhui Campaign, up to this point, the Revolutionary Army lost nearly a hundred people. While the casualties of the Hubei New Army approached nine hundred.

Staff officers and officers dared not mention the topic of continuing to attack Hefei anymore. The weapons and equipment, fighting will, and ambush combat mode displayed by the "Yan-Chen Bandits" in this battle greatly exceeded their imagination. Moreover, they were unfamiliar with the people and place in Anhui. After losing almost all scouts, they no longer had the strength to inquire about news remotely.

Looking at these depressed subordinates and listening to the screams and wails of wounded soldiers not far away, Li Yuanhong ordered decisively, "Troops begin to occupy various key points for defense, and quickly send people to open up the passage back to the landing place."

Not too long after, the sun reached the western horizon, and the red setting sun dyed the battlefield blood red. The cavalry unit temporarily acting as scouts sent people back to report to Li Yuanhong that they were ambushed by the "Bandit Army" five *li* away. No further proof was needed; the dense gunfire in the distance could already prove that Li Yuanhong's retreat route had been completely cut off.

"Did the Bandit Army use cannons?" Li Yuanhong's face was reflected blood red by the sunlight, and the sweat sliding down his face also shone with red light.

"The Bandit Army used land mines. That land mine is powerful. One land mine can kill ten brothers." The cavalryman said here, his voice already carrying a crying tone. "We didn't dare to arrange the team so densely anymore. As a result, many brothers exploring the road were killed by the ambushing Bandit Army, and the headquarters couldn't advance at all."

Li Yuanhong looked at the staff officers and officers surrounding him, one by one with faces full of "red light," and said a sentence with a slightly trembling voice, "The whole army attacks the Bandit Army behind; we must annihilate the Bandit Army completely."

Almost at the same moment, Chen Ke received the news from the carrier pigeon: "The Water Detachment Special Task Force has completely blocked the Nanfei River exit by sinking ships."
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As the "liaison officer" of the Yue Wang Society with the People's Party, Shi Dekuan participated in the battle to eliminate the Hubei New Army scouts. Shi Dekuan originally hoped to participate in the frontal elimination action of the plainclothes team. As a young man, Shi Dekuan liked frontal combat with swords against swords and guns against guns. But this application was rejected without hesitation by Reconnaissance Company Political Commissar Lu Zhengping. The reason for rejection was simple: Shi Dekuan's temperament belonged to that of a "rich scholar"; he would be recognized by scouts at a glance walking on the road.

Since there was no large mirror, Shi Dekuan couldn't be sure what was wrong with him. What he could see was that after the plainclothes soldiers of the Reconnaissance Company put on ordinary people's clothes, they looked like the most common people on the roadside. Except for being in better spirits, they wouldn't give people any abnormal feeling at all. This perfect identity change compelled Shi Dekuan's sincere admiration. So he had to participate in the ambush operation.

Shooting from a dug hiding spot was an easy job. Shi Dekuan aimed at the Hubei New Army scout stopped by the tripwire. It was not a burly figure. The scout was trying hard to control his horse, which almost wanted to rear up, and his back was exposed defenselessly under Shi Dekuan's muzzle. Shi Dekuan didn't have time to think so much and pulled the trigger hard. With the gunshot and the violent vibration in his hand, a black hole first appeared on the scout's back, and the scout himself stiffened as if immobilized by magic. The horse was even more panicked by the gunshot. After a few jumps, the scout on the horse was thrown off like a flour sack.

This was the first person Shi Dekuan had killed in his life. He always thought he dared to fight the Manchu Qing army. Seeing that he hit the enemy, Shi Dekuan felt a sense of joy in his chest. But this self-created feeling of joy was too weak. A moment later, he felt a discomfort, a strong questioning of himself. "I killed someone?" This thought popped up instinctively, and Shi Dekuan immediately felt cold sweat breaking out on his back. Just then, the ambushing scouts ran up, stopping the horse on one hand and checking the New Army scout who fell on the ground on the other.

The New Army scout was seriously injured. Ignoring the enemies in front who wanted his life, he grabbed the arm of a Revolutionary Army soldier and begged with all his might, "Save me! Save me."

"Still breathing." The scouts shouted.

"Ask him if he surrenders?" The scout commander shouted.

Hearing this, the New Army scout said repeatedly, "I surrender, I surrender. Save me quickly."

Hearing this, the commander shouted, "Then take him to the roadside. See if he can be saved."

Learning that the New Army scout wasn't dead, Shi Dekuan immediately felt much better in his heart. He suddenly didn't understand his reaction. Isn't this war? Isn't war life and death? Why did he actually have two completely opposite thoughts?

But the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have Shi Dekuan's mentality at all. When ambushing enemies, everyone was naturally merciless, but there was a rule in the People's Party's military education: treat domestic personnel as much as possible without endangering oneself. The scout said to the New Army scout, "Don't shout, don't make noise. We will save you."

"Really?" The New Army scout said in surprise.

"If you shout again, we won't save you." The scouts had received training on how to effectively capture enemies. They tried their best to make the New Army scout lose consciousness of resistance. The injured New Army scout shut his mouth wisely. The scouts put him on the horse and led the horse away. Arriving at the assembly point, many injured New Army scouts had already been transported here. Doctors undid the scouts' clothes and checked their injuries.

"We'll arrange surgery for him," the military doctor said. After speaking, several medics took off the clothes of the New Army scout, then tied a rope loop with a tag on the scout's ankle. Another rope loop with a tag was tied to the handle of a wicker basket. After comparing that the numbers on the two tags were the same, the medics put the property on the New Army soldier into the wicker basket.

"What is this for?" Shi Dekuan couldn't help asking the scout beside him.

The scout said, "This is to preserve this person's personal belongings. If he can survive, we will return the things to him after he regains consciousness. If this person can't hold on, we will try our best to return these things to his family through channels."

"Everyone is fighting; no need for such trouble, right?" Shi Dekuan asked puzzledly.

"This is our discipline; stripping captives of personal property is not allowed."

"What about those killed?"

"Those killed are another matter. But once he surrenders and becomes a captive, he is under our protection. This is the revolutionary humanitarian spirit." The scout signed the hospital document as he spoke.

Shi Dekuan was stunned on the spot by these words, but heard the medic ask, "What is your name? Where do you live? If you unfortunately can't hold on, we will bury you and notify your family."

"You, didn't you say you would save me?" The New Army scout obviously couldn't quite accept the possibility that he might die.

"Brother, we are just doctors, not gods. We will try our best to save you, but if doctors were always effective, there would be no dead people in this world. Confess quickly so we can anesthetize you."

"What is anesthesia?"

"It means getting the bullet out of your body. Digging out the bullet alive, I'm afraid it will hurt you to death. After anesthesia, you won't feel pain..."

Shi Dekuan watched the People's Party soldiers handle various problems in an orderly manner. Perhaps because he had just tried to kill someone with his own hands, or perhaps because he had considered the difference between the Yue Wang Society and the People's Party for a long time. After seeing all this in front of him, he suddenly had a strong feeling: People's Party people can kill and save people. Whether killing or saving, it is so orderly. So what exactly does the People's Party want to do? The Yue Wang Society always says to overthrow the Manchu Qing and save China. But this slogan has thousands of interpretations; everyone has their own views on the revolution and the future brought by the revolution. While these people of the People's Party seem not to have so many thoughts at all; they all act according to a set of rules from top to bottom. This is the fundamental difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Society.

Having figured these out, Shi Dekuan asked the scout beside him, "Comrade, what exactly do your People's Party troops want to do? Why do you want revolution?"

The scout had finished signing. He said casually, "Our revolutionary army is the army of the common people's sons and brothers. Revolution is to let the common people live a good life. By the way, hurry back to the unit; there are many things to be busy with next."

The captured personnel of the Hubei New Army could at least get maximum treatment, while the wounded Hubei New Army soldiers cared for by their own people were far less lucky. Although the Hubei New Army also had a medical battalion, the medical battalion only did simple bandaging. They had neither the ability to perform surgery nor the courage to perform surgery by lamp light. And after dark, the People's Party's night raid also began.

The New Army's camp at this time was roughly a shape seven hundred meters long and more than four hundred meters wide. The People's Party invested harassment troops of two battalions and eight companies. The reason for investing so many troops was to prevent the New Army from jumping over the wall in desperation and engaging in field warfare.

The harassment troops first used the most traditional method: putting firecrackers in iron buckets. Snipers also hid and shot. The flames spewing from the muzzle were very conspicuous in the night. The Hubei New Army immediately regrouped and began to "return fire." This time they also learned to be smart and lay down to shoot. This gave the New Army artillery a chance; they could finally see the enemy's "muzzle flash." So they opened fire on the "enemy."

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army cooperated very well. Once the New Army fired cannons, the harassment paused. As soon as the cannons stopped, the harassment continued. In every round of "Bandit Army" attacks, New Army soldiers were injured, and screams were particularly loud in the night. having experienced a fierce exchange of fire during the day, thinking of the enemy's ceaseless shooting, the Hubei New Army felt their hearts tighten. If the situation became like that again, people fighting on the periphery were dying in vain.

In this mood, the Hubei New Army in the dark subconsciously shrank back; no one was willing to die in the front. Officers soon found themselves unknowingly at the forefront of the line. They had to go back and scold those timid soldiers. After Li Yuanhong learned of this situation, he had no choice either. With the New Army in this situation, there was no need to consider marching at all. If attacked from the side during the march, the whole team would probably collapse immediately. With no way out, Li Yuanhong had to order the artillery to fire as much as possible. Firstly, to inflict great casualties on the "Bandit Army," and secondly, to boost the morale of his own troops.

This choice could not be said to be wrong from Li Yuanhong's perspective. If they were ordinary rebels, under such fierce artillery bombardment, these ordinary rebels would probably not be able to hold on and scatter. But Li Yuanhong faced the troops of the People's Party. The degree of importance attached by the People's Party to civil engineering was simply unimaginable to Li Yuanhong. Chen Ke's military tutorial copied the tactics of Grandpa Mao and the PLA. At any time, if tactical operations could be completed by sweating, the engineers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army would work tirelessly to complete them. No one cried out suffering or fatigue; everyone knew that digging pits could save comrades' lives to the greatest extent. The harassment troops relied on trenches and anti-artillery holes to protect the lives of soldiers extremely effectively during close harassment. Moreover, when the New Army artillery bombarded fiercely, the engineers would dig fiercely taking advantage of the sound of cannons. Extending the tunnels and bunkers forward as much as possible.

Throughout the night, the Hubei New Army didn't even have time to sleep for a while. They had traveled on the water by boat for a few days in this *Sanfu* weather (dog days), and their physical consumption was huge. During the day, they started marching after getting off the boat in the morning, and fought for a while after being attacked in the afternoon. Tossing about non-stop all night, especially the roar of cannons, made it impossible for anyone to really relax and rest. After the sun rose in the morning, the eyes of the Hubei New Army soldiers were swollen huge. illuminated by the sun, everyone felt sore eyes, and tears couldn't help flowing out.

Just then, a dull sound rang out. The troops of the People's Party had transported the projection cannons used in the attack on Anqing into the tunnels. In the morning sunlight, those silk explosive packs emitting white smoke flew into the New Army formation in heavy arcs. This was a merciless attack. Chen Ke liked to copy these weapons that were powerful and simple to make. The "Heartless Cannon" on the Huaihai battlefield had amazing killing power against enemy bunker groups. Chen Ke's reduced version of this throwing weapon might not be able to destroy cement bunkers, but it was fatal for unprotected soldiers. Every violent explosion would set off a bloody storm. The New Army officers and soldiers at the center of the explosion turned into fragments and blood mist that used to be human bodies. People on the periphery were pushed directly to the ground by air waves and shock. Those who fell either bled from seven orifices or only had a small amount of bleeding from the corners of their mouths and nostrils, but their internal organs had been shattered. Those further out were injured and knocked down by various human fragments and other things flying at high speed.

Chen Ke watched the battle he commanded personally with his travel binoculars on a highland in the distance. The tragic scene was clearly visible in the twenty-power binoculars. Chen Ke only felt his stomach contracting in spasms. "Do we really have to go this far?" he couldn't help thinking. Although the distance was far enough that Chen Ke couldn't hear the screams, and couldn't see the expressions on the faces of the Hubei New Army clearly in the smoke, seeing their miserable state of running like wolves, and the miserable state of being knocked down in rows by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army approaching through tunnels, Chen Ke could fully imagine the panic of the Hubei New Army at this time.

"Should I order to persuade surrender first?" Chen Ke thought. According to the plan, next was a comprehensive charge to solve the New Army in one fell swoop. Facing such a chaotic New Army, the killing in this charge could be imagined. After full rest, the soldiers with high morale at this time would absolutely not be soft-hearted. Any New Army soldier who did not surrender in time would inevitably be completely destroyed. If persuaded to surrender, it was very likely that more people could survive.

But nothing in the world can be done without paying a price. Chen Ke also knew that if he persuaded surrender at this time, the New Army might have a breathing spell. Surely some would surrender, and some would not. If those who didn't surrender seized this opportunity to regroup, it would cause unexpected damage to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Chen Ke didn't think he had the right to use the lives of soldiers to practice his "humanitarian spirit." He ultimately said nothing.

In just this moment of thought, with the sharp sound of the charge bugle, the attack troops who had replaced the harassment troops' positions before dawn began to charge.
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To annihilate Li Yuanhong's troops, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dispatched the fully equipped and fully staffed 104th Division. The organization of the 104th Division was a "traditional" four-four system unit. In this infantry division, which would serve as a model in the future, Chen Ke surprisingly abolished the brigade level. A division had four directly subordinate infantry regiments and one artillery regiment. Each infantry regiment had four infantry battalions, one infantry battalion had four infantry companies, and so on; each company had four platoons, and each platoon had four squads. The total number of officers and soldiers in the 104th Division was as high as 21,000, four times that of Li Yuanhong's subordinates.

Fighting with the Hubei New Army yesterday day and night was the 2041st Regiment, the 1st Regiment of the 104th Division. All their officers and soldiers had fully realized firearms equipment, with a rifle in every hand. The total number of the 1st Regiment was as high as 4,000, comparable to the number of Li Yuanhong's troops. Yesterday, only the 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment participated in the battle. The reason for sending the entire 1st Regiment to fight was that the Military Commission didn't know how strong the offensive spirit of Li Yuanhong's troops was. According to the tactics of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, an attack should be launched immediately after encountering the enemy. Behind the harassment troops, the other three battalions of the 1st Regiment were already ready for battle.

Li Yuanhong shrank back and did not come out. This response baffled Regiment Commander Yang Baogui of the 1st Regiment. If the 1st Regiment adopted such a tactic of passively taking a beating after encountering the enemy, Yang Baogui would be dismissed immediately.

The 1st Regiment fought smoothly. Yang Baogui felt that relying solely on his 1st Regiment, coordinating with the division's directly subordinate Artillery Regiment and Reconnaissance Battalion, could completely solve Li Yuanhong. However, the task of solving Li Yuanhong in the plan was assigned to the 2nd Regiment, and Yang Baogui's request for battle in front of Chen Ke was rejected.

At that time, Xiong Mingyang, the Political Commissar and Regiment Commander of the 2nd Regiment, was also there. Xiong Mingyang patted Yang Baogui's shoulder and said proudly, "Brother, oh, Regiment Commander Yang, you can't let your 1st Regiment take all the good things."

The 2042nd Regiment, the 2nd Regiment of the 104th Division, was used in the final charge. The 2nd Regiment originally belonged to Chai Qingguo's leadership. After Chai Qingguo went north, Regiment Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang temporarily served as the Regiment Commander. Two battalions in the 2nd Regiment achieved firearms equipment, equipped with captured "Hanyang 88s." In the other two battalions, one company each achieved firearms equipment, and other troops were all equipped with spears (*suobiao*). Rushing at the very front were the two battalions with firearms.

Although column attack was the most common in daily troop training, the situation today was special. The enemy adopted the hollow square mode. If encountering the Hubei New Army's formation shooting during a column attack, the Revolutionary Army's counter-fire would be slightly weaker. So Xiong Mingyang simply let the deputy regiment commander lead the 1st Battalion to attack from the north, and he personally led the 2nd Battalion to attack from the south.

When they arrived at the departure position along the communication trench, the shooting of the Division Artillery Regiment reached its climax. Amidst the "bang bang" firing sounds, the New Army's front line had completely collapsed from the bombing. Xiong Mingyang failed to observe the battle yesterday; he only heard that the New Army only knew how to take a beating passively, and the 1st Regiment fought extremely smoothly. Seeing the result with his own eyes, Xiong Mingyang was really scared. Not to mention the New Army, even if he led the 2nd Regiment to take a beating passively like this, Xiong Mingyang didn't believe he could be much better than the New Army.

"Battles are won by attacking; passively taking a beating is a dead end." Xiong Mingyang couldn't help recalling Chen Ke's words in the military academy course. But a moment later, these useless thoughts were thrown to the back of his mind by Xiong Mingyang. Now was not the time for reflection. The New Army was completely chaotic; how to win this final battle was the key. How to fight? Xiong Mingyang hadn't quite thought it through.

In daily training, the opponents were comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Everyone was taught by Chen Ke, and tactics were basically similar. Interspersing encirclement, feint attack and main attack. If the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army really reached such a desperate situation, there was no need to consider it; the troops would have split into two waves. The first wave of probing troops would have fixed bayonets and rushed over. As long as the enemy didn't have machine guns to hold the line, as soon as the first wave began to engage in hand-to-hand combat, the main force would split into two routes, advancing side by side left and right, and start a desperate charge.

It was the first time Xiong Mingyang saw so many enemies crowded together like this. Even in Anqing, for whatever reason, the defenders relied on the civilian houses of Anqing city to set up defenses layer by layer. In that Anqing street battle, the defenders relied on machine guns and sandbags and other fortifications to cause considerable trouble for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. But the Hubei New Army obviously didn't care about digging fortifications in field battles, and as a result, they were completely exposed under the guns of the Revolutionary Army like lambs.

After pondering for a moment, Xiong Mingyang ordered, "Wait for the artillery to stop, the troops shout the slogan 'Kneel and don't kill,' and charge straight into the enemy center."

Second Battalion Commander Heidao Ren (Kuroshima Jin) asked, "Regiment Commander, how to determine this center?" Heidao Ren had never seen such a situation either; heaven knew what was in the enemy's center.

Xiong Mingyang pondered for a moment before saying, "Take the enemy's artillery position as the center; we must seize their cannons."

"Yes!" Heidao Ren replied.

After the order was conveyed, Xiong Mingyang ordered the charge bugle to be blown. Heidao Ren ordered the 1st Company to start charging, and he led the 2nd Company into the reserve position. The soldiers of the 1st Company leaped out one after another, shouting the slogan: "Kneel and don't kill!" and rushed towards the Hubei New Army.

In the era when Chen Ke went to university, university courses still continued the style of the old era. That is to say, the whole country still continued the mode of preparing for a comprehensive world war. Under this mode, although the possibility of China falling into a mutually destructive world war was very small, and this school organization mode was already very loose, the curriculum and organizational form were still built on such a mode: "After communication is interrupted, each unit can quickly fight on its own." So undergraduates like Chen Ke had to study military courses and a full set of physical exercise courses. And this organizational model undoubtedly fully conformed to the world Chen Ke faced. Chen Ke taught all his military and kinematics knowledge to the troops.

To run fast, you have to use force in your thighs. If the martial artists of this era realized this kind of physical education through master-apprentice inheritance, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army promoted "military science" in a mode of larger-scale scientific training and information collection and improvement. Under long-term training, the soldiers had long turned the force generation mode into a habit of their own. More than two hundred people of the 1st Company leaped out of the trenches more than half a person high, their movements all equally light and powerful. The soldiers almost sprinted like a hundred-meter dash, crossing a distance of more than seventy meters in a dozen seconds and killing their way to the front of the Hubei New Army. Such rapid speed left the Hubei New Army's chaotic formation, huddled here and there, with no time to react.

The soldiers were boiling with blood after charging. The soldiers rushing in front were old soldiers. They knew that there was absolutely no room for mercy before the enemy knelt down and surrendered their guns. "Kneel and don't kill!" After shouting this slogan, the soldiers immediately opened fire.

Close-range shooting was more accurate. It was the first time the Hubei New Army was so close to the People's Party in dark blue military uniforms. Their chaotic brains hadn't even formed the concept of "this is the enemy." In such a daze, a new close combat unfolded fiercely.

At this time, the distance between the two sides was only a dozen meters, and the formation was so dense. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army knew they couldn't hold back; everyone shot at vital parts. Nearly a hundred New Army soldiers were killed or wounded in an instant. Some New Army soldiers were scared silly and stood there to be shot dead. Some began to return fire subconsciously. Although the New Army soldiers who dared to return fire were shot dead in a blink of an eye, or stabbed to death by bayonets of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers who had emptied their bullets, the return fire still caused casualties to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was not frightened by the casualties. All soldiers not only didn't retreat but accelerated their attack speed instead. While firing, they quickly approached the Hubei New Army, inflicting fierce casualties with bayonets. If the New Army still had a little courage during the exchange of fire, after the hand-to-hand combat where bayonets saw red began, the New Army, like the Qing army of the old era, collapsed completely in a blink of an eye. Even if they had guns in their hands and bullets in their guns, watching the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers pull out bloody bayonets from the bodies of New Army soldiers and then pounce on themselves, the soldiers of the Hubei New Army let out almost inhuman screams, turned their heads, and ran.

When Heidao Ren was in Japan, he heard how vulnerable the Qing army was in the First Sino-Japanese War. He had an extremely oppositional attitude towards the government after the Meiji Restoration in Japan, so Heidao Ren didn't quite believe these. Today's performance of the Hubei New Army made Heidao Ren discover that these rumors were actually true. He was truly surprised in his heart. But Heidao Ren had no time to think deeply. He was participating in the battle as a member of the People's Party now. The Manchu Qing army was the enemy of the People's Party; the enemy being vulnerable was a good thing. He was originally preparing to see where the charge direction of the 2nd Company should be. Since the Qing army was so vulnerable, there was no need to think so much.

"2nd Battalion, charge in echelon." After Heidao Ren shouted the order, he personally led the 2nd Company to charge up. After receiving the order, the 3rd and 4th Companies followed the two companies charging in front and killed towards the Hubei New Army. This column easily broke open the "crowd" of the Hubei New Army which could no longer be called an organization at all, knocked down all enemies in front who dared to resist and might resist, and cut deeply into the hollow square of the New Army.

In the north, the 1st Battalion led by the deputy regiment commander also killed into the camp of the Hubei New Army. The slogan "Kneel and don't kill" resounded through the entire battlefield. The New Army fled like lambs under spring thunder towards the east where there were no enemies. Those who couldn't run away simply knelt down and surrendered.

Xiong Mingyang didn't expect the Hubei New Army to turn from chaos to collapse so quickly. He dared not wait any longer and ordered a comprehensive attack. A red signal flare rose into the sky drawing a bright trajectory, and immediately the charge bugle sounded in the east. The 3rd and 4th Battalions took the companies equipped with rifles as the vanguard, and other troops thrust spears to kill towards the fleeing Hubei New Army. These soldiers charged against the light. The New Army running east already had swollen eyes, and blinded by the sunlight, they couldn't see anything clearly. How could they withstand such a fierce charge? The New Army was completely surrounded by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army from the north, south, and east. To the west was the Nanfei River. The desperate New Army soldiers either surrendered or threw down all burdens they could throw down and fled desperately towards the Nanfei River.

When the New Army collapsed completely, Li Yuanhong had already escaped onto a boat. Although the underwater obstacles set by the People's Party prevented the navy warships from advancing, ships with a draft of no more than one and a half meters could still sail in the river. Under the continuous attack of the People's Party, Li Yuanhong couldn't organize the Hubei New Army to escape by water. Moreover, Li Yuanhong was unwilling to abandon his cannons and flee. Seeing that the Hubei New Army couldn't hold on anymore, Li Yuanhong said nothing and ran to the riverside with his personal guards. Among the boats that went north to attack Hefei with the New Army, there were steam launches. Li Yuanhong boarded a steam launch and began to flee south for his life. The officers of the headquarters also followed Li Yuanhong to the riverside, grabbed boats, and left.

The fleet had been on tenterhooks all night since last night. Fortunately, no People's Party troops appeared on the opposite bank of the river, and the fleet was not attacked. So they barely stopped by the river obeying Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong's order. Now that Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong took the lead in fleeing, how could the fleet be willing to stay? The boats that were ready long ago all weighed anchor, either turning on full steam power, or hoisting all sails, or paddling with all their might. Sailing downstream was convenient. Before long, all ships had left the shore and fled towards the south.

After those New Army soldiers who tried to board the boats to escape ran to the riverside, they found the fleet had already run away. It was summer now, and most New Army soldiers could swim a little. They jumped into the Nanfei River one after another and began to swim towards the boats. A few with better swimming skills barely caught up with the last few boats. Most New Army soldiers failed to catch up.

Chief of Staff Pu Guanshui watched all this through binoculars. Holding binoculars for an hour continuously was a considerable test for the body. Even if he didn't feel it mentally, his body couldn't stand it. When he put down the binoculars, his palms trembled uncontrollably.

"Is the battle over?" Pu Guanshui asked in a tone of profound doubt.

"The battle against the Hubei New Army infantry is over. The battle of the Hubei Navy is not over yet." Chen Ke said calmly.

Pu Guanshui didn't expect Chen Ke's thoughts to have already jumped from the massive battle in front of him to a farther place. For a moment, he felt his train of thought couldn't keep up with Chen Ke's rhythm at all. Pu Guanshui tried to imagine the water battle dozens of *li* away, but his excited nerves forced him to raise the binoculars again to look at the battlefield in front of him. The Hubei New Army had completely collapsed and been annihilated. Those who didn't surrender were all put down by bullets, bayonets, or spears. The entire battlefield had become a Asura field (slaughterhouse). All crisscrossing the battlefield were excited soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

"Chairman Chen, the Hubei New Army shouldn't be so weak." Pu Guanshui couldn't help saying a sentence that was extremely untimely. But this was Pu Guanshui's sincere words. He knew the training of the Beiyang New Army. Even if the Hubei New Army couldn't compare to Beiyang, looking at it now, the Anhui New Army was more capable of holding out instead.

Chen Ke originally wanted to smile slightly, but the corners of his mouth just pulled stiffly at an angle; he couldn't smile at all. Chen Ke simply gritted his teeth slightly and said, "If the Hubei New Army attacked against us, it indeed shouldn't have ended so dismally. But the Hubei New Army didn't know why they were fighting, so these soldiers considered getting benefits first. They fought for themselves. Standing behind the New Army soldiers was just a group of Manchu officials oppressing the common people. Of course, they would fail."

Pu Guanshui looked at Chen Ke in surprise. He didn't expect Chen Ke to explain this battle from a political perspective. Pu Guanshui had always been uninterested in political issues. He believed a professional soldier should stay away from complex politics.

Chen Ke knew Pu Guanshui's thoughts. He hoped Pu Guanshui could understand the essence of People's War. People's War is fought for the interests of the people. If he couldn't understand this, Pu Guanshui's operational command would encounter insurmountable obstacles in the future.

"Guanshui, if a person only thinks for himself, then doing things is completely driven by interests. To win a war, naturally, there are laws conforming to war. Without a scientific attitude, failure is destined." Chen Ke said.

Pu Guanshui could feel Chen Ke advising him, but the established military concepts in his heart resisted involuntarily. Although he didn't deliberately want to oppose Chen Ke, Pu Guanshui still asked, "Chairman Chen, then if we enter Hubei to fight, will these New Army soldiers have a reason to fight?"

"If we go to Hubei to fight to protect the interests of Anhui people, then the Hubei New Army might fight to the death for the interests of Hubei people. So, our people's revolution is not to create new oppressors, but to liberate the people of the whole of China. In our future foreign wars, it is not to let China ride over the world and rule and enslave the people of the whole world for thousands of generations. Instead, it is to liberate the whole world and let the people of the whole world get freedom. This is the essence of the people's revolution."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Pu Guanshui was speechless. He could understand the concept of liberating the whole of China, but he couldn't accept Chen Ke's concept of liberating the whole world. If possible, Pu Guanshui also hoped to fight to Europe, but he didn't want to be a "liberator," but an "avenger." He hoped to make the European powers pay the price for their bullying of China. As for the European people, Pu Guanshui thought they were in the same group as the powers.

Seeing Pu Guanshui didn't accept his concept, Chen Ke also felt very helpless. Because Chen Ke also had exactly the same thoughts as Pu Guanshui, hoping to let the whole white-skinned world bleed into rivers, so that Chen Ke could wash away the strong sense of humiliation he felt when reading history. But Chen Ke didn't think so now. If a system itself is to create oppressors, then this system is destined to oppress its own people. Chen Ke himself was like what was said in that joke: he hated two kinds of people most, racists and black people. Chen Ke also believed that China could not introduce black people, but up to now, Chen Ke also firmly believed that China's future could not follow the old path of empires. The socialist system itself is a science, and there is no room for discrimination in a scientific attitude.

Although he wanted to continue persuading Pu Guanshui, the words turned into other content when they reached his lips. "Let the medical team hurry up to take in the wounded and seize the time for treatment."

Li Yuanhong stood on the steam launch, his mind in chaos. The bumping of the ship and the sound of the steam engine working at full power failed to make Li Yuanhong feel anything. He had completely lost himself. Various thoughts entangled in his mind like a mess of hemp. He lost the battle. Division Commander Zhang Biao, Lord Zhang Zhidong, and even the people in the court would absolutely not spare him. This thought appeared erratically in Li Yuanhong's mind but couldn't make Li Yuanhong feel the slightest fear.

This tragic battle completely occupied Li Yuanhong's brain. He could even clearly recall the command when first engaging, and the deployment of various units. Then it was the battle that hadn't stopped for a whole day. This is war. Li Yuanhong, as a soldier, participated in the war, commanded the war, and then he was defeated.

The merciless war method of the People's Party completely destroyed Li Yuanhong's understanding of war. It made the consciousness of this Brigade Commander of the Hubei New Army as a soldier infinitely strengthened and then completely shattered. Li Yuanhong's spirit collapsed.
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When Yan Fu was a teacher at the Beiyang Naval Academy, he had been extremely serious. Although Li Yuanhong had entered the Beiyang Naval Academy in 1883, which was now twenty-four years ago from the current year of 1907, Yan Fu still vaguely remembered Li Yuanhong's appearance. Being a teacher yet having to personally destroy his own student gave Yan Fu somewhat mixed feelings.

Zhang Yu could roughly tell that Yan Fu's spirits weren't very high. While noting this down in his heart, he asked Yan Fu for instructions, "Commander Yan, shall we continue the pursuit?"

In the distance, four sailing ships had hoisted all their sails and were fleeing desperately towards the south. Around Yan Fu's command ship, over a dozen Hubei New Army ships were either burning and sinking or had already been captured by the People's Party. The flagship Yan Fu was on was the largest sailing ship the People's Party currently possessed. A machine gun was set up on the centerline of the bow; the vast majority of the battle results were to the credit of this single machine gun.

"Hasn't the interception force already arrived? Signal them to intercept. We will pursue as well," Yan Fu ordered without hesitation. This was the first true surface battle Yan Fu had participated in for over a decade. The Water Detachment commanded by Zhang Yu had now been formally named the "China Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Navy Inland River Fleet." Zhang Yu held the post of Deputy Commander of the Inland River Fleet, and in normal times he assumed the duties of Commander in his capacity as Deputy Commander. But when actual combat began, Yan Fu, the current Commandant of the Military Academy, temporarily assumed the post of Commander.

Some people privately guessed that Zhang Yu might be unhappy about this, but Zhang Yu actually wasn't that bored. When he was the Detachment Commander of the Water Detachment, the Water Detachment was actually a marine corps doing the work of the army. When it came to naval warfare, Zhang Yu had absolutely no intention of competing with Yan Fu for status.

After hearing Yan Fu's order, the captain of the Inland River Fleet's flagship immediately shouted in a resounding voice, just like the captain of a formal naval warship from an industrial nation in this era: "Hard to port!" The same resounding voice immediately came back from the helmsman's position, "Hard to port!" The flagship, which had already raised all its sails, began to slowly turn its fairly massive hull.

"Right oars, all down!" The captain did not rely solely on wind power; manual power was still very important in this period.

"Oar position one ready!" "Oar position two ready!" "Oar position three ready!" "..."

Reports came quickly from the rowing positions. A moment later, the commander in charge of the right oars ran over, "Report, right oars are all ready."

The captain stood by the right gunwale and took a look, then shouted loudly, "Six strokes per minute, start rowing!"

A big ship had big oars. The soldiers serving as oarsmen, in groups of three, shouted chants and heaved the oars in unison with all their might. The oars kicked up splashing spray. After the ship's bow had turned about, the oarsmen on the left received the order to row, and the flagship's speed increased noticeably.

This kind of momentum was not at all comparable to the battleships Yan Fu had once experienced, but Yan Fu still felt the feeling of those years. Anhui had a rich water system, so there weren't many landlubbers. However, these soldiers had undergone Yan Fu's formal training for no more than half a year. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was full of vigor from top to bottom, always brimming with enthusiasm for mastering new technologies and new knowledge. In just half a year, the soldiers were already comparable to the officers and men of the Beiyang Navy who had trained for a long time. Although their education level before joining the army couldn't compare, all other performance was above that of Beiyang. As a military educator, faced with these two attitudes, Yan Fu also had to consider whether there had been problems with his own previous educational methods. Yan Fu had asked Chen Ke about this issue, and Chen Ke's answer surprised Yan Fu greatly: "Our soldiers adopt hard study in order to be able to win. The Beiyang Navy's goals and motives were impure. They thought too much about themselves."

Yan Fu naturally couldn't accept Chen Ke's words, "Wenqing, it is of course common sense for people to think of themselves, which is why we need discipline, order..."

Chen Ke interrupted Yan Fu, which was rare for him, "Mr. Yan, those traditions of honor and glory, the so-called 'white gloves' of the navy, do not fit the needs of the people's revolution at all. The people don't need that set of theories. To put it plainly, the navy's own so-called glory is built on the foundation of relatively high salaries. To support their families, to earn more money, ordinary sailors from common backgrounds have to play along with you blowing your own horns like coaxing children. That stuff is fundamentally nonsense."

Yan Fu knew Chen Ke looked down on the Manchu Qing army, but Chen Ke's "prejudice" actually extended to naval traditions, which Yan Fu found particularly jarring.

Since the conversation had reached this point, Chen Ke didn't hide anything either, "Mr. Yan, let me ask a question. Why must the deck be scrubbed to such a clean degree?"

"The navy needs such a style. This should be the tradition of naval servicemen," Yan Fu answered almost without thinking.

"Mr. Yan, if you say that, I can only say you are telling lies. Or that you aren't telling the truth. To put it even more unpleasantly, your attitude is unscientific," Chen Ke immediately refuted Yan Fu's answer. "In the earliest times, because navigation paid no attention to hygiene and the lifestyle was unscientific, diseases spread on ships and the death rate was very high. Later, hammocks were invented, hygiene was emphasized, decks had to be scrubbed frequently, and there were many other hygiene requirements, so the problems of sickness and death were largely solved. If we don't explain these things clearly to the comrades in the navy, but just blindly talk about some tradition and honor, isn't that all bullshit! No one wants to get sick, no one wants to die of illness. After explaining the scientific principles clearly, and then telling everyone why such a strict naval system must be established, everyone will be able to understand. If they understand, they can execute it. Even if there are problems in execution, when they are criticized, the comrades will know right from wrong. Isn't this much better than empty talk?"

Yan Fu was indeed an educator. His official duties were busy and his schedule was extremely full, so he had never been able to get involved in basic education. Hearing Chen Ke's evaluation, he finally had a sudden realization. No wonder the People's Party navy performed much better in terms of hygiene than the Beiyang Navy; Chen Ke's words made Yan Fu understand the real reason.

"The officers of the Manchu Qing use these basic common sense practices as a way to maintain their status/identity. In reality, isn't it just because the living space is cramped, there are many people, the environment is warm and humid, and bacteria breed easily? Everyone doesn't want to get sick and doesn't want to die, so the navy has to be extra serious about cleaning, right? Let alone being a soldier, even as a commoner, don't you still clean your own house? To put it plainly, the officers are either doing it for selfish reasons or they are lazy and want to be oppressors, so they turned a simple division of labor system into a system of exploitation and oppression. Then they concoct a pile of so-called tradition and honor bullshit to fool people. The masses, and the officers and soldiers, aren't stupid. Do you think people who do work are stupid? Those who personally do the work understand best how hard the work is. If you use a pile of bullshit to trick the people doing the work, can you trick them? Won't they just slack off on you? On normal days the officers and soldiers aren't of one heart, and at the critical moment, the officers expect the soldiers to be of one heart with you? This joke is a bit too big."

After this frank conversation, Yan Fu suddenly saw the light. He finally understood why the People's Party could have even stricter discipline. Since the officers taught knowledge to the soldiers, and through microscopes and modern medical education, the soldiers already understood that the purpose of this strict naval discipline was for everyone's health, plus the officers worked hard together with everyone, no one would oppose obeying discipline. You say lazy? Everyone is lazy. In this regard, officers and soldiers are equal. So select those who can be not lazy in normal times and have a scientific attitude to be officers, and the soldiers naturally won't oppose it. Moreover, inside the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, officers couldn't cover the sky with one hand; there were political commissars above and soldier committees below. If officers couldn't prove their ability in military command, their status would also be precarious.

Under the new military system, officers had to prove their qualifications by learning scientific knowledge, by establishing a more scientific attitude, and by improving their sense of responsibility and professionalism. This positive cycle greatly enhanced the combat effectiveness of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And the outward manifestation of this improvement in internal combat effectiveness was a kind of "increasingly professional" excellent performance.

The Inland River Fleet's flagship had large sails and many oars; it didn't take long to catch up with the four small fleeing sailing ships. Yan Fu saw that the figures of the interception fleet had already appeared ahead. Although only People's Party fleets could possibly be on the lake surface right now, Yan Fu still raised his telescope and observed carefully. As the commander of the fleet, since Yan Fu required the officers and men to be scientific, he himself had to have a scientific and cautious attitude even more; taking things for granted was unacceptable. Sure enough, the distant fleet was flying the flags of the People's Party.

"Signal them and ask," Yan Fu ordered.

The signalman began to wave the signal flags in his hands. After a while, the observer reported nervously, "Commander Yan, opposite us is the interception fleet. They say they arrived to intercept according to plan. However, news came from the Chaohu Canal side an hour ago that two steam launches coming from the direction of the Yangtze River wanted to pass our interception line. They have been captured after we damaged them. As for the specific situation, they aren't too clear either. The fleet asks us to be careful, as there may be new enemy fleets attacking the base area."

"What?" Yan Fu was actually startled. These two steam launches were very likely here to deliver orders. The Manchu Qing navy had very few ships of their own; reasonably speaking, the Manchu Qing navy couldn't possibly commit too much naval strength to a battle so far from the Yangtze River. Calming himself, Yan Fu quickly made his decision: wipe out Li Yuanhong's troops first. He shouted to the communications officer: "Let the interception fleet participate in the battle to capture these four ships first. The enemy must absolutely not be allowed to escape."

The battle itself was nothing special. After the machine gun on the Inland River Fleet's flagship shot the sails of the four ships full of holes, the people on these four ships immediately chose to surrender. The New Army navy soldiers served to eat rations. At a critical moment, since the People's Party allowed them to surrender, no one was willing to be buried along with the Manchu Qing.

By the time Yan Fu's main fleet rendezvoused with the interception fleet and then rushed back to the confluence of the Nanfei River and Chaohu Lake, the silhouettes of Li Yuanhong's navy steamships were also faintly visible.

The People's Party had a whole day to prepare for this interception, so everyone's preparations were extremely sufficient. Several ships had been sunk directly in the deepest part of the river channel, and quite a few cement blocks and sandbags were piled up on both sides of the river channel. Yan Fu believed there was no need to build any dam. To attack water targets, the People's Party's "Heartless Cannons" used specialized waterproof ammunition packaging. Tests had shown that this kind of ammunition, sealed with multiple layers of silk and tung oil, could explode underwater as well. In such a narrow river channel, the damage to the ship hulls from shells exploding underwater would be equally significant. As long as they could sink a few more enemy ships, the river channel would naturally be blocked dead.

If one were to talk about the magnificence and beauty of artillery duels in fierce "naval battles," the People's Party's forces could be described as "rustic to the core." If Yan Fu were to evaluate it with a scientific attitude, the People's Party represented the "limit of practicality" built on a foundation of complete understanding of water warfare.

Sure enough, the Hubei Navy initially didn't think the People's Party's crude facilities could stop them. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army used large loudspeakers to demand their surrender, the navy responded with naval gun fire. Furthermore, fast boats and small ships began to charge first. The artillery positions ambushed in the reed marshes immediately fired according to the firing data measured long ago, and the small ships were soon all sunk.

The artillery units immediately shifted positions and adjusted parameters according to new firing data, just waiting for the Hubei Navy's large ships to begin their assault. As long as they could sink one large ship, the entire river channel would be completely blocked. To achieve this goal, in this round of shooting, the primary targets were the large ships, not the small ones. The officers and men of the artillery units all had their lips pressed tight, their gazes constantly patrolling between the signalman and the gun bodies. Everyone was waiting for the decisive order. It was just that the waiting time this time was a bit too long.

"Li Yuanhong requests to surrender?" Yan Fu looked doubtfully at the New Army naval officer standing before him.

"Yes, Mr. Yan. Brigade Commander Li is preparing to surrender." The New Army naval officer looked at Yan Fu worriedly. "However, Brigade Commander Li said that you must personally come to our fleet to prove your sincerity. Also, you must guarantee our safety, and then we will surrender."

"Acceptable," Yan Fu answered without even thinking.

"Mr. Yan, do you really dare to come?"

Yan Fu laughed, "Before four o'clock this afternoon, you must surrender. If you don't surrender, we will launch an attack. If I alone can save so many lives, what wouldn't I dare? Don't think that our navy can't function without me. Even if I am on your ship, when it's time to attack, our troops will still attack."

Li Yuanhong also hadn't expected his teacher Yan Fu to arrive on his ship so quickly. Seeing his own teacher and opponent, Li Yuanhong felt a bit caught off guard. He currently had absolutely no desire to fight anymore. The complete annihilation of the land forces had already scared the wits out of Li Yuanhong. Now seeing that large expanse of sails on the lake in the distance at the river mouth, and the obstacles on the river channel, especially those sunken ships in the water with only their masts showing, Li Yuanhong knew he had completely fallen into the People's Party's trap. The only thing Li Yuanhong worried about now was his own life and death, which was why he sent a small boat flying a white flag to request a meeting with Yan Fu. Actually, Li Yuanhong didn't require Yan Fu to board the ship personally; even if they could bring back a verbal message from Yan Fu guaranteeing his safety, Li Yuanhong would surrender. Surrender or whatever, anything was fine, as long as he could escape this hellish war, Li Yuanhong could accept anything.

After choosing his words for a moment, Li Yuanhong stood at attention according to the rules of the Beiyang Naval Academy back in the day and said, "Instructor Yan, I request to surrender."

Yan Fu stepped forward and held Li Yuanhong's hand, "Songqing, surrendering is good for everyone. Since it has reached this point, there is no need to let everyone throw away their lives for nothing."

Li Yuanhong knew Yan Fu was a man of his word. He said anxiously, "Instructor Yan, after we request surrender, everything is left to you, Instructor Yan."

Yan Fu spoke completely in accordance with the People's Party's regulations: "Our army treats captives leniently. We will not snatch everyone's personal belongings, nor will we insult or beat everyone. If you are willing to join our People's Party and participate in the revolution to overthrow the Manchu Qing together, we welcome you. If you are not willing, we will also release you."

"Release us?" Li Yuanhong and the officers around him thought they had heard wrong. They were fighting to the death just moments ago, yet they could be released after surrendering? Was there such a good thing in the world? Let alone that Yan Fu actually said personal property wouldn't be confiscated. These people had gotten quite a few good things from Anqing these past days; the amount of gold and silver carried on their persons alone was not small. That Yan Fu would actually let go of such a large fortune was truly unbelievable to these people. If it were Yan Fu falling into the hands of the Hubei New Army right now, Yan Fu definitely wouldn't need to think about such treatment.

Li Yuanhong had originally been bent on surrendering, but hearing these conditions, he actually got scared. "Mr. Yan, you aren't joking, right?" Li Yuanhong asked cautiously.

"Songqing, we of the People's Party have our People's Party military discipline. Everything I said above is our military discipline. Since such discipline has been set, we naturally must abide by it. Moreover, you traveled entirely by water on your way here and didn't harm the common people in the base area. If you had harmed the common people, then we couldn't release you so easily. You would have to pay back the debt owed to the common people first."

"Mr. Yan, we didn't commit the slightest offense against civilians on the way, not the slightest offense," Li Yuanhong hurriedly explained.

Yan Fu smiled, "Relax, I know. You moved so rapidly on the way; we saw it all."

Hearing Yan Fu's explanation, Li Yuanhong finally relaxed. Having reached this point, although many in the Hubei Navy were unwilling in their hearts, they also refused to risk their lives anymore. With the famous Yan Fu personally coming to negotiate the surrender details, the crowd stopped saying much. The only thing that puzzled them was that Yan Fu requested the doctors in the fleet to assemble immediately and participate in the treatment operations. "Your army casualties are too many, and our doctors aren't enough. The military doctors in the fleet must hurry and go participate in the treatment for me. Save as many people as possible."

Although they didn't know why Yan Fu was acting so "compassionate," there was no way to pick flaws in this reason. What's more, these people had already surrendered now, so they dared not raise any doubts to Yan Fu. Of course, these people were still very unwilling in their hearts. If it weren't for the army fighting so poorly, how could their navy have been captured so easily! The crowd in the navy held a kind of completely egoistic indignation.

Taking in captives, handing over equipment. This was very tedious work, and it was barely completed by evening. Yan Fu first comforted Li Yuanhong and the other officers in the temporary camp for captives, and then took them to the headquarters located in Hefei.

Chen Ke did not receive Li Yuanhong. After wiping out Li Yuanhong's forces, Chen Ke set his next target on Anqing. The Hubei New Army had dispatched a total of seven thousand men when attacking Anqing and Chizhou. Li Yuanhong had brought out over five thousand men to attack Hefei. There were less than two thousand men left in Anqing and Chizhou. The Hubei New Army actually in Anqing numbered no more than one thousand five hundred at most. Yet such a small garrison was guarding a large amount of weapons, ammunition, and supplies. Even if just for these supplies, Chen Ke believed it was necessary to attack Anqing a second time.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had attacked Anqing once half a year ago, so a surprise attack on Anqing again wasn't a problem. The problem lay in how to deal with Anqing after taking it this time. Anqing guarded the Yangtze River and was a very sensitive city. If the People's Party formally occupied Anqing, then they would be in a state of continuous war with the Manchu Qing. The Manchu Qing possessed an overwhelming advantage in naval forces up to now. Plus, Anqing was downstream from Wuhan; there was no guarantee the British wouldn't stick a hand in too. But if they didn't occupy Anqing, there would be just as many problems.

As soon as Yan Fu entered the conference room, he saw First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui and Second Regiment Political Commissar and Commander Xiong Mingyang arguing like fighting cocks. Yang Baogui had a sincere look on his face like a weasel paying respects to a chicken, "Your Second Regiment has already exerted effort in this charge, and you have the problem of large-scale re-equipping right now. Let our First Regiment go this time."

Xiong Mingyang also had a smile that wasn't a smile, "Regiment Commander Yang doesn't need to worry about us. Everyone has re-equipping problems. Look, the Third and Fourth Regiments also have to re-equip. Troops can't rely on training alone; they have to fight battles."

When Third Regiment Commander Ji Baixiong and Fourth Regiment Commander Mao Taiping heard Xiong Mingyang pulling a united front, they immediately expressed support for Xiong Mingyang. "Exactly. Isn't it just five hundred former New Army troops? If our two regiments go over, we can definitely win. You two have worked hard leading your troops. We can just happen to test the new equipment too."

Xiong Mingyang was quite dissatisfied with these two guys who "lived off the family but helped outsiders." This ability to climb up the pole was a bit excessive.

Ji Baixiong was not moved by Xiong Mingyang's dissatisfied look at all. "Our unit had few Hanyang rifles to begin with. Moving them back and forth like this would waste too much manpower. If our two regiments go, we can receive the equipment right after the battle. High efficiency."

The young people were full of vigor. Yan Fu just smiled after hearing this dialogue. Chen Ke, on the other hand, had a solemn expression, not looking like he had won a victory at all. Mao Taiping was more observant. He said seriously to Chen Ke, who could decide who would send troops, "Chairman Chen, our Fourth Regiment can definitely complete the mission. Please entrust this Anqing battle to us."

To such a sincere request for battle, Chen Ke answered with an equally sincere attitude, "Your Fourth Regiment only has one battalion equipped with rifles. Calculating strictly, it doesn't exceed one thousand two hundred rifles. The Hubei New Army defending the city has one thousand five hundred men. If only your Fourth Regiment goes, Regiment Commander Mao, don't you think the casualties will be too great?"

Hearing this, the four regiment commanders knew that Chen Ke actually already had his own ideas. No one dared to joke anymore, and they stood at attention almost simultaneously.

Chen Ke said, "The First Regiment and Fourth Regiment will go. Depart tomorrow. The Division Artillery Battalion will go with you. Your two regiments total eight thousand men. You must be fast. The faster you reach Anqing now and the fiercer you hit, the smaller our losses will be."

"Yes!" Yang Baogui and Mao Taiping answered at the same time.

"In addition, have you thought about who will guard Anqing?" Chen Ke asked next.

"This..." The four regiment commanders all fell silent. They had only thought about the war merit of seizing Anqing and hadn't considered what to do next after taking Anqing at all.

"I convened this meeting now precisely to discuss this matter. However, Regiment Commander Yang and Regiment Commander Mao don't need to participate. You hurry and go organize the troops for the march."
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Chain Reaction (48) The March

The order of battle for the second attack on Anqing included the division headquarters of the 104th Division, two regiments, and the division artillery regiment. Half a year ago, everyone had traveled by land from Anqing back to Fengtai County, and this march chose the same route as last time. The long marching column threaded through the foothills of the Dabie Mountains. The summer scenery was very beautiful; the blue sky, white clouds, mountain forests, and cool breezes made everything feel very pleasant.

However, the grassroots cadres of the Fourth Regiment had no mind to look at the scenery. The Fourth Regiment was a new unit, and soldiers who had enlisted no more than two months ago were everywhere. Compared with the veteran units, the basic military training of these new comrades was very inadequate. "Lift your legs when walking! Don't drag your feet, lift your legs!" The grassroots cadres had to correct the basic marching movements of the comrades.

Long-distance raids placed the greatest emphasis on scientific marching: how to most effectively allocate stamina, and how to adopt the most effective movements. This was all science. When Chen Ke was in the 21st century, he enjoyed hiking and had specifically asked for advice from many experts, especially military experts. The PLA in history was known as "Iron Soles." This wasn't to say those revolutionary predecessors were genetically modified humans, but rather that they had accumulated tremendous marching knowledge through long-term military struggles. This knowledge derived from practice was unreservedly passed on to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army of 1907.

Lifting the legs to walk seemed very tiring, but in reality, most of the movement was borne by the muscles, and the wear and tear on the joints was precisely much less than walking by dragging the legs. When dragging the legs, most of the shock was borne by the joints. Incorrect marching posture over a long time was not only inefficient and easily fatiguing, but more importantly, it was very harmful to the body. There was a very famous saying in the 21st century: "Attitude determines everything." Chen Ke naturally put this saying to use. Doing anything required a progressive attitude. Marching using the strength of the thighs made the posture look full of vitality. Chen Ke felt this was perhaps a manifestation of an "upward attitude."

As the Regiment Commander, Mao Taiping could not personally go up to criticize the soldiers. The army emphasized not "skipping levels" the most. This "skipping levels" didn't just mean subordinates couldn't skip levels to report; superiors normally also couldn't "skip levels" to command subordinate units. So regarding the command of the low and mid-level officers, Mao Taiping merely watched and listened; he himself didn't say a word about the soldiers' performance.

Not making a sound didn't mean he had no thoughts. Mao Taiping was also observing his own troops. Which soldiers had better mastered military knowledge and skills? One couldn't grasp the actual situation of this stuff just by listening to reports, and watching drills wasn't necessarily useful either. As the saying goes, "The layman watches the scene, the expert watches the method." The so-called "method" was precisely most truly reflected in this seemingly boring marching.

After looking at many units, Mao Taiping finally gave up on the idea of selecting special talents from the ranks. No matter how he looked at it, the level of the veteran units far exceeded that of the new units. The marching movements of the veteran units were always the most standard, and their marching attitude was also the most correct. Chen Ke had repeatedly emphasized in the military academy, "A genius's first cry will absolutely not be a good poem." If training was insufficient, everything was in vain.

The gap between the veteran units and new units within the Fourth Regiment was obvious. The First Regiment marching together with them was entirely a veteran unit. Most of them had participated in the previous Battle of Anqing, so in the performance of basic military skills, the First Regiment was a cut above. When quite a few soldiers of the Fourth Regiment were already gasping for breath from exhaustion, the soldiers of the First Regiment still had plenty of energy to spare while marching.

"After this Battle of Anqing ends, we must definitely increase training in the regiment." Looking at the two units with drastically different performances, Mao Taiping made up his mind.

Comparison spells death for people, just as comparison spells the trash heap for goods. While Mao Taiping was full of self-reflection, there was another group of people in the column setting out for Anqing who were even less adept at marching than the soldiers of the Fourth Regiment. They were the guide unit sent by the Yue Wang Hui. As soon as the Battle of Hefei ended, the "liaison officers" of the Yue Wang Hui in the People's Party troops immediately brought the news of the total annihilation of the Hubei New Army back to the Yue Wang Hui. Those who had remained until now were all backbone members of the Yue Wang Hui. They couldn't believe the People's Party had wiped out the Hubei New Army in just two days. And clever fellows like Chang Hengfang had already thought that the People's Party's next target would be Anqing. They immediately sent people to recommend themselves to Chen Ke, requesting to act as guides.

Reasonably speaking, these people were the elites picked from the remaining three hundred or so members of the Yue Wang Hui. As a result, the guides took only half a day to get dumped from the front of the main force to the very tail of the column. It wasn't that these people didn't try hard; in the beginning, they were also high-spirited. But in order to maintain marching speed, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army rested at fixed times. The people from the Yue Wang Hui could still hold on for the first few hours, but by the afternoon, their legs felt as if filled with lead as they walked, and they couldn't move them anymore. Watching squad after squad of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers overtake them, their small team unknowingly went from the head of the marching column to the end. The more anxious they were, the slower they walked. At the very beginning, they had secretly laughed at the People's Party for resting too much, but later they discovered that no matter how much they rested, they couldn't recover.

Shi Dekuan counted as someone who could walk very well among them. The reason he was left at the very end was because he had to maintain team unity with his Yue Wang Hui companions. With such a long column, one could be separated if not careful. Seeing that his companions really couldn't walk anymore, Shi Dekuan hurriedly grabbed a People's Party soldier walking on the outside of the column. This soldier's shoulder insignia was Second Lieutenant; he should be a platoon leader. Shi Dekuan asked, "Comrade, when do we rest?"

"Another twenty *li*," the platoon leader said. Looking at the swaying and crooked team behind Shi Dekuan, the platoon leader couldn't help but advise, "You guys should support each other a bit too. Those with strength should help others more. Otherwise, everyone will get left behind." Just after saying these few sentences, the platoon leader found that he had already fallen from the front of his platoon to the back. He hurriedly said, "Support each other, that's right." After speaking, this platoon leader broke into a trot and rushed back to the lead position of his own unit.

Shi Dekuan agreed very much with this platoon leader's words, yet he didn't dare say this to the group of Yue Wang Hui comrades behind him. In the Yue Wang Hui with only three hundred or so people left today, there were more officers than soldiers. He, a "monitor," was far from being able to issue orders to his own comrades. Shi Dekuan's gaze couldn't help but fall on Chen Duxiu, the highest commander of this guide mission.

Chen Duxiu was also panting heavily, but his spirit was better than the other comrades. Hearing the platoon leader's words, Chen Duxiu hurriedly said, "Let's everyone support each other." The Yue Wang Hui crowd all felt these words were good, and they gathered together and extended their hands to each other. Then they started staring awkwardly at each other. Who supported whom was a very realistic problem. A very strange thing appeared here: those who wanted to go support others were mostly carrying more personal luggage and looked more exhausted. While those waiting for people to support them were mostly walking empty-handed and looked in not bad spirits.

If it were before, the Yue Wang Hui themselves wouldn't have paid too much attention to this practice. But when marching together with the People's Party, everyone in the People's Party carried a marching pack. Those not carrying packs were all officers with rank, and these officers ran back and forth in the column, busy like frolicking dogs. They obviously didn't need people to support them. Chen Duxiu had walked such a long way, and his complexion was originally very rosy. Seeing his own comrades behave like this, his face instantly turned from rosy to purple-red. Not long after, Chen Duxiu's whole body suddenly went limp, as if he was about to collapse. The Yue Wang Hui people immediately went up to support Chen Duxiu to sit down.

Chen Duxiu rested for quite a while before catching his breath. He raised his head, his gaze first stern, but soon the sternness turned into sorrow. The Yue Wang Hui crowd had all participated in the march; they knew exactly what Chen Duxiu's attitude meant. Quite a few people lowered their heads in shame.

"Comrades, the People's Party is revolution, we are also revolution. Why can't we compare to the People's Party? Everyone knows now, right?" Chen Duxiu's voice was trembling when he spoke. Shi Dekuan even suspected that Chen Duxiu might just cry next. Anyway, every time he compared the People's Party with the Yue Wang Hui, Shi Dekuan always wanted to cry from depression. Chen Duxiu wasn't as fragile as Shi Dekuan thought. If not for Chen Duxiu himself being immersed in the emotion of shame, he would want to fly into a rage right now. Shi Dekuan looked at the other cadres again: Bo Wenwei, Chang Hengfang, Xiong Chengji. These people likewise had faces like dead ashes, a look of disheartened despair.

With the People's Party retaking Anqing this time, although quite a few people in the Yue Wang Hui wanted to let the Yue Wang Hui take charge of Anqing again, at any rate, these people weren't that shameless. They had been utterly defeated in Anqing last time, and none of them wanted to repeat the same mistake. Chen Duxiu, however, showed the demeanor of a leader; he actively proposed organizing a "Guide Team." If the Yue Wang Hui didn't go to Anqing this time and huddled up in Hefei, then the Yue Wang Hui would absolutely have no future. If they did nothing, the Yue Wang Hui wouldn't even have an excuse to return to Anqing.

Chen Ke very generously agreed to the Yue Wang Hui's request. The Yue Wang Hui crowd all carried weapons when setting out this time. their own plan was to perform well in battle and prove themselves. Chang Hengfang, Xiong Chengji, and others had all expressed that even if they died in Anqing this time, they couldn't lose face for the Yue Wang Hui again. In their hearts, these people actually had a kind of "the wind soughs and the water of the Yi River is cold" sentiment. Their plan was to charge at the front, not fearing even sacrifice. If they sacrificed themselves, it might instead win some grounds for the Yue Wang Hui to share power in Anqing.

The tragic and heroic mood of these people was beyond reproach, but today's march had already plainly displayed a result: the Yue Wang Hui's marching ability was too poor. According to the current situation, by the time these people from the Yue Wang Hui arrived in Anqing, the People's Party's battle would probably be over. The people of the Yue Wang Hui hadn't reached the level of shamelessness where they did nothing themselves and then demanded Anqing from the People's Party with empty words. Achieving "viewing death as a return home" was already not easy, but when the mindset of "viewing death as a return home" met the fact of "seeking death but being unable to," it was no wonder Chen Duxiu and the Yue Wang Hui senior cadres all had pale faces.

The Yue Wang Hui people didn't know what else could be said at this moment. Everyone felt that saying anything would only add more humiliation to themselves. But sitting here wasn't a solution either. The People's Party's troops didn't stop for a step; the marching speed of each unit was not much different from when they first set out. Everyone's pace was steady and brisk, and the column passed by the Yue Wang Hui "Guide Team," which had stopped in place, in an orderly manner like a winding long dragon. Every People's Party officer and soldier was fully focused on marching, not even looking at the Yue Wang Hui people by the roadside. This attitude bordering on indifference made the Yue Wang Hui crowd even more ashamed.

"Why have we ended up like this?" Chen Duxiu said a sentence. This was actually not questioning the comrades, but questioning himself.

At this point, Shi Dekuan didn't care about that much anymore. He said bluntly, "Because the People's Party has practiced. In the few days I've been with the People's Party, I asked about quite a few things. The People's Party wasn't born knowing how; they told me that everything they do is just something they practiced long ago. Any small matter that looks insignificant, they have practiced hundreds of times."

Shi Dekuan's status wasn't high. If he didn't want to bury his head in the ground from shame right now, he wouldn't have spoken so bluntly.

Chang Hengfang had always been a hardliner; he was most unwilling to bow his head to the People's Party. Hearing Shi Dekuan's words, he didn't retort sarcastically like usual, but said with a sobbing tone, "Then how does the People's Party know what should be practiced? There are so many things that can be done in the world; how come the things they practice are all useful? And everything we do is useless?"

No one took up this sentence. If an explanation had to be given, it could only be said that the People's Party's leader Chen Ke commanded well. Although this was the fact, no one was willing to refute Chen Duxiu's face to his face.

"It is I who delayed everyone," Chen Duxiu took over the conversation.

Chang Hengfang knew he had said the wrong thing. He hurriedly said, "Commander, I didn't mean that."

Chen Duxiu stood up and held the shame-faced and annoyed Chang Hengfang, "No, Hengfang, your words were correct. I also don't deserve to be called any Commander. A battalion of the People's Party has over a thousand men, and they only dare to call themselves Battalion Commander. We only have three hundred or so people, and if I call myself Commander again, that would be too unappreciative of the situation."

Chen Duxiu was a famous talent in Anhui, and everyone had always respected him. Hearing Chen Duxiu being so depressed, Chang Hengfang wished he could slap himself twice. Why did his mouth have no gate like this?

Chen Duxiu scanned the crowd, then let out a sigh of relief as if putting down a thousand-jin burden, "Everyone shouldn't think so much either. If we can't walk anymore, then let's rest first. Hengfang, take some people and distribute the luggage to everyone. Let's not want the useless luggage for now. Everyone carry guns and dry rations. Let's learn from the People's Party's way, stride out and walk. Rest when tired, and continue walking when the leg muscles relax. Even if we can't lead the way, we can't let people dump us at the very end to eat dust."

At a time like this when people's minds were wavering, if Chen Duxiu quit and started feeling sorry for himself, then this team would immediately fall apart. Instead, at this critical moment, Chen Duxiu showed the appearance of a leader.

Chang Hengfang didn't say much and immediately began to distribute luggage.

By the time the Yue Wang Hui regrouped, the main column of the People's Party had already passed, and the supply carts remaining at the rear came over. Chang Hengfang didn't want to waste things either. He packed the luggage the Yue Wang Hui crowd didn't need into several large bundles and forcefully stuffed them onto the carts. How could the commander of the logistics unit dare to let them casually stuff things onto the important supply carts? But the logistics unit commander also knew that these guys walking with them were people from the Yue Wang Hui. Then he heard Chang Hengfang say with a look of burning one's boats: "We're giving the stuff to you. If you don't want it, just throw it away."

People in the logistics department all had to deal with people. The commander knew this bunch couldn't carry these things anymore. He took out a pencil and wrote a receipt. Chang Hengfang resolutely refused the receipt, so the commander came over directly and asked, "Who is the commander of the Yue Wang Hui?"

Chen Duxiu answered hurriedly, "I am."

The commander handed the receipt to Chen Duxiu, "We can transport the luggage for you, but keep the receipt safe. After arriving in Anqing, you still have to use this receipt to get the things back. Everyone is cooperating, so please don't make it difficult for us. You must come to us to pick up the luggage after arriving in Anqing. Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army has a system; if no one takes these extra things, I will be held responsible."

Chen Duxiu hurriedly expressed his thanks. The commander didn't say much either; after saying goodbye, he immediately returned to his own unit.

Bo Wenwei knew why Chang Hengfang was unhappy. Chang Hengfang didn't want to owe the People's Party a favor. If they didn't want the things, the Yue Wang Hui and the People's Party would be even. But if they took the receipt, this favor would be a big matter.

Watching the retreating figure of the logistics unit commander, Chen Duxiu sighed, "I have only read about troops with such strict discipline and soldiers so reasonable in books when I was studying."

Shi Dekuan had always respected Chen Duxiu very much. Hearing this, he asked, "Commander, what is special about this kind of person?"

"Dekuan, in charge of supplies is the place most prone to embezzlement. Even if the supplies are enough, those in charge of supplies usually say there aren't enough supplies. Where is there anyone afraid of having extra supplies? If he worries about being held responsible for extra things, that means the People's Party's discipline is strict to the point where orders are executed and prohibitions are obeyed. And under such strict discipline, everyone usually prefers to do one less thing than one more. Even throwing our luggage away directly would be common. Yet that person gave us a receipt; it seems he is very considerate of our difficulties. Such a person is reasonable; I really haven't seen one before. If we go by what Confucius said, this person is simply a gentleman (*junzi*)."

Shi Dekuan was young and hadn't seen many people, and most of those he associated with were those who called themselves heroes of the *jianghu*. For *jianghu* heroes, as long as they talked about "righteousness," they should act like this. Shi Dekuan didn't feel that owing the People's Party a favor was that big of a deal; on the contrary, that receipt made him feel it was a bit superfluous. That Chen Duxiu praised this People's Party commander so highly really made Shi Dekuan feel very puzzled.

But with the luggage settled, everyone also reorganized their mood. The Yue Wang Hui crowd continued the march. Along the way, everyone held a breath in their hearts. At this time, it was no longer to die heroically, but for a more realistic purpose: to be able to keep up with the People's Party's column and rush to Anqing City together. No one in the current Yue Wang Hui team wanted to let others exert effort for them anymore; each and every one of them hurried on with their whole heart and mind. With no distracting thoughts in their hearts, their footsteps seemed to become lighter. When resting at night, they followed at the end of the infantry battalion and actually hadn't fallen behind.
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Chain Reaction (49) - Surrender Ceremony

The second Battle of Anqing was even easier than the first. The People's Party marched more than 200 *li* in two days and arrived near Anqing city. After the city gates of Anqing opened in the morning, the reconnaissance troops disguised as common people and seized the city gates. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was already very familiar with the city situation of Anqing, and intelligence personnel provided a detailed map of the Hubei New Army's stationing. The 1st Regiment entered the city to encircle and suppress the enemy, while the 4th Regiment besieged the enemy's strongholds outside the city, blocking more than a thousand Hubei New Army soldiers in various strongholds.

The Hubei New Army never expected that Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong took more than five thousand New Army soldiers to exterminate the "rebel bandits," but seven days later, tens of thousands of rebel bandits actually "raided" Anqing. The Hubei New Army also had combat experience; they had participated in some "bandit suppression" operations. In the past "bandit suppression," they had encountered "bandits" with absolute numerical superiority. As long as the New Army pulled out and shot firmly at the "bandits," the bandits would collapse immediately after some were killed. The New Army then pursued, and there was no great victory.

Facing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army they had never seen before, some Hubei New Army troops attacked in formation according to their habitual way. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had not received military training in line shooting. Officers and soldiers relied on various bunkers to shoot at the Hubei New Army, so the line shooting turned into a unilateral massacre. The Hubei New Army didn't expect the "bandits" to dare to shoot at the government army. They could still hold on when the exchange of fire just started. But after the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to outflank, the Hubei New Army couldn't hold on anymore. They found that they were actually not much better than the "bandits" they had defeated. When the comrades around them were knocked down by whistling bullets, the hearts of the Hubei New Army officers and soldiers were also filled with fear. In the hail of bullets, they also couldn't withstand the pressure of fear and turned to run. When the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army pursued the routed soldiers of the Hubei New Army, those troops who dared to go out to fight couldn't even keep their strongholds.

However, some officers were relatively smart. Looking at the huge number of enemies, they wanted to rely on the strongholds to resist stubbornly. Hiding in the strongholds, with their backs to the enemy several times their number, the officers shouted loudly to the panicked Hubei New Army soldiers that the rebels were playing the trick of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao." As long as they persisted until Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong rushed back, the rebels would be finished.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was well prepared for this. Among the captives caught in the Battle of Hefei this time, there were many mid-to-low-level officers. They had already been scared out of their wits in the battle. Seeing that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army tried their best to treat the injured officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army after the battle, and knowing that Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong had surrendered, they showed a great cooperative attitude. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army guaranteed these officers that as long as they helped persuade the Hubei New Army in Anqing to surrender, they would be released after Anqing was taken. Some mid-to-low-level officers had relatively flexible minds. Since they were already obediently captives, they didn't talk about integrity anymore. Besides, no integrity was more attractive than being released immediately.

The Hubei New Army belonged to the New Army troops with relatively advanced cultural education, and the education level of officers and soldiers was generally relatively high. The officers explained the military wisdom of the people of Qi in the Warring States period, "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao," to the New Army soldiers, but they didn't expect that what the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army learned was the old trick of the Han army in the Chu-Han Contention, "surrounded on four sides by Chu songs." Dozens of New Army mid-to-low-level officers who had been out for only six or seven days appeared in the ranks of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and began to persuade surrender. The rhetoric of "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao" collapsed without being attacked. Thanks to the relatively high education level of the New Army, the "persuasion team" composed of these "surrendered troops" held written manuscripts and talked about the prisoner policy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to their comrades, which was also sincere and logical.

Although the Hubei New Army couldn't compare with the fighting will of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, as soldiers, surrender could always trigger a sense of shame. Although they didn't choose to break out desperately like their Jing-Chu senior Xiang Yu, they were unwilling to choose the path of surrender easily either.

To effectively eliminate the sense of shame of the New Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had to fire a few shots at the top of the Hubei New Army's strongholds. So the New Army accepted the request of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for "negotiation." The military leaders of both sides conducted rational and frank negotiations. Everyone finally reached two agreements. First, the Hubei New Army formally surrendered to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. And a surrender ceremony would be held. Second, after the surrender ceremony, the Hubei New Army would immediately leave Anqing carrying personal non-military items, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army must not stop them. All "so-called personal property" that needed to be transported had to be left behind. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army stated clearly about this: "You came to Anhui to fight; it is impossible to bring any large items. These large items must be the property you looted from the local people. It is already very benevolent of us not to pursue the crimes you committed against the people; you cannot take the things away."

When Chen Duxiu and the others entered Anqing city, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had just reached a negotiation agreement with the Hubei New Army. Chen Duxiu didn't have much opinion on the second content. He secretly asked Hua Xiongmao, the commander of the 104th Division, why the first article was that a surrender ceremony must be held. Hua Xiongmao was in a good mood, so he answered this foolish question, "If the name is not right, the words will not be smooth (*Ming bu zheng yan bu shun*)." This answer made Chen Duxiu blush with shame.

The surrender ceremony was planned by Chen Ke. In fact, the Hubei New Army and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army both lined up. The officers of the Hubei New Army handed over the military flag to the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and then the soldiers handed over their guns in turn. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had already seized the ferry crossing guarded by less than a hundred people on the other side of the Yangtze River. Throughout the surrender process, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army guaranteed that the personal safety and dignity of the Hubei New Army would not be infringed upon. After the surrender ceremony, the officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army were sent across the river by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and then the Hubei New Army could arrange future matters on their own.

Something like a ceremony looks simple, but it is not easy when really done. Knowing that their personal safety and personal property were guaranteed, most of the New Army really breathed a sigh of relief. Surrender is just surrender; everyone can't die in vain. When both armies lined up, the Hubei New Army, as the surrendered army, stood in neat queues, handing over military flags and weapons according to rank order under the gaze of tens of thousands of victors. Some people with a more serious nature in the Hubei New Army felt an unprecedented sense of shame. Their faces were pale, their arms trembled slightly, and many people had tears in their eyes during the surrender ceremony. Those were tears of humiliation and pain.

Hua Xiongmao stood in the front row of the surrender ceremony. The expression on his face was serious and earnest, and no trace of emotion could be seen at all. In fact, the pride in his heart had reached an indescribable level. The People's Party and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army never talked about oppression internally, and fundamentally did not allow various oppressions to exist. Whoever dared to bully people in the army would cause big trouble. Hua Xiongmao was tired to death every day for work. He felt that the term "public servant" proposed by Chen Ke was really too appropriate. As a cadre, working for everyone every day, working for the interests of the people and the revolutionary cause, being an official was like being a grandson. And holding this surrender ceremony drew a full stop to the complete victory of the People's Party in a polite, restrained, and lukewarm way. He felt like he had eaten a Ginseng Fruit in his heart; all thirty-six thousand pores in his body relaxed, and he felt incomparable satisfaction and comfort in his heart.

Just at this moment, suddenly a young New Army soldier burst into tears with a "wah." This New Army soldier looked no more than eighteen or nineteen years old. The cry was not the wailing of an adult when sad, but like the aggrieved weeping of a child after losing a game. With this child taking the lead, many New Army officers and soldiers couldn't help sobbing in low voices. Some officers of the Hubei New Army felt these soldiers lost face. Since Hua Xiongmao and others had said publicly long ago that beating and cursing were not allowed at the surrender ceremony, the officers of the Hubei New Army didn't dare to beat or curse the soldiers in front of the square formation of tens of thousands of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers, so they had to suppress their anger and start scolding.

The muscles on Hua Xiongmao's face twitched slightly. As a senior officer in the base area, he had visited army kindergartens and ordinary kindergartens. The little ones with poor athletic ability looked foolishly at the older ones playing, and started screaming and crying if they were slightly unhappy. The babies who could run all over the ground turned the kindergarten upside down, like a monkey mountain. Teachers were not allowed to hit children. Encountering this situation, they could only scold like the officers of the Hubei New Army. The surrender ceremony was originally a very serious matter in the army. Now with this tossing, it looked like the flavor of a kindergarten in the base area.

Not everyone had the self-control honed by Hua Xiongmao. Many officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had smiles on their faces, and some officers and soldiers looked even more serious. Hua Xiongmao turned his head to look at Division Political Commissar He Zudao beside him. He Zudao looked serious and thoughtful. Hua Xiongmao knew He Zudao's thoughts because He Zudao had discussed surrender with Hua Xiongmao. He Zudao believed that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army should allow the enemy to surrender, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army itself had no need to surrender to any enemy.

Although Hua Xiongmao felt the same, he knew that when reached a desperate situation, it wasn't that if you said let the cadres and soldiers fight to the last breath, everyone would be willing to risk their lives with you for no reason. He asked He Zudao what he thought. He Zudao replied, "I feel this way: the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army absolutely cannot fight a battle without reason. Before every battle, officers and soldiers must know the reason for their fighting, and sincerely believe that these reasons are to protect the interests of the masses, including everyone's relatives. Only in this way, when fighting, will everyone only think about how to complete the task and how to eliminate the enemy. When the situation is unfavorable, everyone will not respond passively, let alone think of surrender."

Thinking of this, the little bit of humor stimulated by the Hubei New Army in Hua Xiongmao immediately flew to the nine heavens. The equipment of the Hubei New Army was much better than that of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This didn't need in-depth investigation; it could be seen just from the weapons and ammunition they handed over. But this army didn't show combat capability and fighting will matching such excellent weapons in the Battle of Anqing at all. When the People's Party first arrived in Anhui, they had nothing at all. At that time, the best weapons in everyone's hands were a few guns. The best pistol was the one He Zudao now wore at his waist. At that time, the owner of this pistol was the girl You Gou.

At that time, everyone didn't know how to carry out the revolution specifically, and the comrades were not clear about the concept of "serving the people." Only in the crisis of the flood, they had no choice but to follow Chen Ke. But in the process of standing with the people personally and fighting for the interests of the people, the people who were "cunning and ignorant" in Hua Xiongmao's original impression were unexpectedly reasonable. These people just didn't have the background and culture of the initial People's Party comrades. In other aspects, they were the same as these Party members. Facing natural disasters, everyone wanted to survive. After natural disasters, everyone wanted to pursue a richer and more dignified life. With Chairman Chen Ke leading the way in front, as long as they were not the kind of people who were lazy beyond cure, or the kind of common people whose minds were full of relying on others or only thinking about living by oppressing others, there was no one who didn't follow the revolution wholeheartedly. Now, of the tens of thousands of soldiers led by Hua Xiongmao, which one was not from a common background? Which one did not once fear the government like a tiger?

Now, an army composed of such ordinary people could sweep across Anhui and trample the once arrogant enemy completely underfoot. Make them obediently bow their heads, admit defeat, hand over guns, and surrender. A kind of pride suddenly arose in Hua Xiongmao's heart. He just wanted to shout "Long live the revolution! The revolution will win!"

The Yue Wang Society also participated in the surrender ceremony. Seeing tens of thousands of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers lining up neatly, the Yue Wang Society people didn't even dare to breathe loudly. This was the power they had fantasized about countless times when looking forward to the revolution and bragging. Tens of thousands of troops with strict discipline, uniform actions, conquering every attack and invincible in every battle. When truly seeing such an army, the Yue Wang Society knew that they were "Ye Gong who loves dragons" (professed love of what one actually fears). The People's Party was the "friendly army" of the Yue Wang Society. The Yue Wang Society was scared by its own friendly army.

Chen Duxiu was a smart man, and his knowledge was also considerable. Compared with other Yue Wang Society comrades, Chen Duxiu truly saw the gap between himself and the People's Party. The officers and soldiers of the People's Party had a temperament; they knew where their real goal was, and they also knew what exactly to do. Everyone had a backbone. Compared with the People's Party, the revolution of the Yue Wang Society was a castle in the air. The People's Party considered what to achieve; the Yue Wang Society considered what favorable situation to leverage. So it was only logical that the revolutions of the two had such a world of difference.

Take this surrender ceremony for example. The People's Party seemed to stand there with nothing special, even politely. But the formation of the People's Party could suppress any possible disturbance of the Hubei New Army at any time. Being able to be polite and restrained to this extent, the commander of the People's Party was indeed not an ordinary person.

Not only cadres were moved by the surrender ceremony; soldiers also had their own deep touches. Especially those new recruits who were somewhat educated and defected to the People's Party for revolutionary ideals were even more moved. Fang Shengdong, Lin Juemin, and others were now new recruits of the 4th Regiment. Originally, according to the plan, these southern revolutionary youths had to undergo three months of labor internship. However, with the large expansion of the People's Party army, they were transferred out in advance and arranged into the troops. After joining the army, it was arduous training. It was not their turn to participate in the fiercest battle in the Battle of Hefei. Afterwards, the 4th Regiment had been marching. Unexpectedly, just by marching, the People's Party could win a complete victory. These young people participated in a military operation on the scale of tens of thousands of people for the first time. Naturally, there were various romantic longings in their hearts. Even the long march didn't make them give up the romantic bloody battlefield they had fantasized about. Unexpectedly, without firing a shot, they came to participate in the surrender ceremony.

These youths were scattered into various units, and they couldn't see each other. Although their blood was boiling, they couldn't speak freely due to discipline reasons. Especially Lin Juemin, who once thought revolution was a very arduous thing. He never expected that in the troops of the People's Party, as a "cultured person," not only was it not his turn to educate others, but he was educated instead. He learned more useful things in a few months than he had learned in a few years. The enthusiasm for learning of those soldiers from peasant backgrounds was only higher than that of "educated" people. Lin Juemin came from an official family. He saw very clearly that soldiers from peasant backgrounds were only limited by lack of knowledge. As for whether lack of knowledge was a bad thing, it was hard to say.

Although these simple soldiers had habits developed in life, paying more attention to some personal interests and habitually making a fuss when encountering things, this habit also made them simple and pragmatic, stressing efficiency in doing things. Moreover, the moral level and cooperative spirit of these simple soldiers were not worse than educated people at all. The People's Party stressed cooperation most, and also stressed the rationality of cooperative distribution most. On the contrary, educated people were more calculating and paid more attention to vanity. Ordinary soldiers didn't know the existence of those "vanity and face" at all. They might lose their temper because of a direct reprimand, but they would never be dissatisfied because they had to work hard and risk their lives. In this regard, Lin Juemin felt ashamed of his inferiority.

In Lin Juemin's short army career so far, he felt that the common people didn't care about work; what they cared about was not being bullied. For a seemingly unintentional sentence, they would absolutely not let it go with you. But scholars could often accept verbal ridicule, and even thought that bearing such ridicule was a sign of self-cultivation. On the contrary, when facing work, they made excuses; even if they didn't say it with their mouths, they were unhappy in their hearts. Of course, it would be best if one could bear complaints without complaint and be modest. But where can such people be easily met? Wanting to reach this realm is even more difficult. Lin Juemin was a bit confused now. Between the life of the masses who were not afraid of labor but calculated every ounce, and the life of scholars who seemingly didn't calculate but were unwilling to work seriously under others, which lifestyle was the more dignified life?
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Chain Reaction (50) The Prelude to the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign

Ever since the "Dingwei Political Struggle" ended, Yuan Shikai had finally heaved a sigh of relief. Cixi had finally recognized the true face of hypocrites like Cen Chunxuan who called themselves "*Qingliu*" (Pure Stream). The fame-seeking *Qingliu* in the court were almost swept away. And after Yuan Shikai submitted a memorial in his own defense, the matter of Chen Ke was considered to be turned over. Although Cixi's apprehension towards the Beiyang clique was almost public—three of the five Grand Councilors were non-Beiyang, or rather "anti-Beiyang," and Yuan Shikai was also forced to hand over many concurrent "errands"—Yuan Shikai could accept these changes. This was merely the normal behavior of rulers throughout history; whenever a powerful group like Beiyang appeared in any court, the sovereign power would instinctively suppress it.

On August 1, 1907, just after Yuan Shikai got out of bed, his butler came in to pay respects with a strange look. Yuan Shikai knew the butler definitely had urgent business. He washed up simply and sat upright in the small living room. Yuan Shikai had this habit: no matter where he was, whether sitting in an armchair or on a sofa, he never loved to lean back, but sat with his back straight. Added to the bearing developed over a long time, he was awe-inspiring even at home.

The butler didn't dare say too much. While presenting a piece of paper peeled off a wall, he said cautiously, "Master, many such proclamations were posted in the capital city this morning."

Yuan Shikai opened it to look, and his eyes immediately widened. He had seen many big scenes in his life, seen many absurd things, and heard much shameless boasting or arrogant and rebellious nonsense. But today, he truly learned that there were still things in the world beyond his imagination. The name of this proclamation was excessive at first glance: "Open Letter to the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang." This was a notice from the People's Party. The content wasn't special; it used vernacular Chinese. The first half told the whole country that the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's lackey Zhang Zhidong had ordered the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's thug Li Yuanhong to lead the Hubei New Army to attack the People's Party base area, and now the seven thousand Hubei New Army troops had been completely wiped out. In the second half, the People's Party announced that this was a great victory for the people's revolution, and such victories would come one after another until the people's revolution thoroughly exterminated the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang.

At the end of the announcement, the People's Party warned the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's female bandit chief Cixi, as well as the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's lackey and thug Yuan Shikai, the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's lackey Zhang Zhidong, and others, that the victory of the people's revolution was a historical inevitability. They advised the female bandit chief Cixi to recognize the situation and surrender quickly. The People's Party would justly and publicly try and liquidate the crimes of the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang and give them their deserved end.

In these times, there were countless people who cursed Yuan Shikai as a living Cao Cao, but calling Yuan Shikai a lackey and thug was a first. While surprised, Yuan Shikai actually sorted out the outline of the People's Party's address. The Manchu Qing regime was called the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang by the People's Party; Manchu Qing civil officials were called bandit gang lackeys; Manchu Qing military officers were called bandit gang thugs. And Yuan Shikai, holding both military and political power, had the honor of concurrently holding the titles of lackey and thug. It seemed the People's Party evaluated Yuan Shikai extremely highly, actually ranking Yuan Shikai as the number two figure in the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang, second only to the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's female bandit chief Cixi.

According to the People's Party's proclamation, Zhang Zhidong's seven thousand Hubei New Army troops were all finished within four days? Yuan Shikai didn't quite believe this. Not long ago, Wang Shizhen had made a prediction, believing that Li Yuanhong was not the People's Party's opponent. But both Wang Shizhen and Yuan Shikai believed this would be a tragic battle. The People's Party might be very good at fighting, but Li Yuanhong led seven thousand men. The two sides were bound to have a tragic battle where both would suffer. Yuan Shikai knew the strength of the Hubei New Army; this was one of the very few New Army units in the country that could compete with the Beiyang New Army. Since Hubei could manufacture its own weapons and equipment, the equipment and training of the Hubei New Army had always been quite considerable. Let alone seven thousand Hubei New Army soldiers, even seven thousand pigs couldn't possibly be killed off within four days.

Just as he put down the announcement, a servant at the door came to report, "Master, someone has come to deliver an urgent official document." An ominous feeling immediately arose in Yuan Shikai's heart.

The official document didn't mention Li Yuanhong's fate, only saying that the People's Party had retaken Anqing. The Hubei New Army troops defending Anqing were released after surrendering. Yuan Shikai was also from an old military background; if Anqing, hundreds of *li* away from Hefei, had been taken, "besieging Wei to rescue Zhao" wasn't played like this. Li Yuanhong was mostly likely in grave danger.

After putting down the official document, Yuan Shikai ordered: "Send people to investigate quickly, who exactly posted this notice. Also, prepare a horse; I'm going to Wang Shizhen's place."

Actually, not many people posted the notices. Yuan Shikai had been very unlucky recently, so the Yuan family was very alert to any disturbance outside. Wang Shizhen didn't have this leisure; he read the notice and the official document carefully twice before saying: "Li Yuanhong is finished."

Yuan Shikai also knew Li Yuanhong was definitely finished. On the way, he was thinking about other things. "Pinqing, you are about to go to your post as the Provincial Commander of Jiangbei. How do you think the situation will change?"

Wang Shizhen also had no way to assess the situation in a short time. Although Yuan Shikai was anxious, Wang Shizhen didn't want to talk nonsense. After pondering for a good while, Wang Shizhen said: "Since Li Yuanhong is already finished, and Chen Ke has occupied Anqing, he will either go to seize the Grand Canal and cut off the grain transport, or he will send troops out to Wuhan. No matter what Chen Ke does, the next period is destined not to be peaceful."

On normal days, Yuan Shikai agreed with Wang Shizhen's views very much, but this time he didn't quite agree with Wang Shizhen's view. Perhaps because Yuan Shikai and Chen Ke had somewhat similar identities—both commanding a military-political group—they always subconsciously started from the big picture when considering problems. Yuan Shikai asked: "Pinqing, are you saying Chen Ke wants to find a way to solve the money problem?"

Beiyang controlled the finances of Zhili, spending money like flowing water every year. Chen Ke was in such a poor place as Anhui, which had also suffered floods last year. War was a gold-swallowing beast; Yuan Shikai could imagine how strapped Chen Ke was.

Wang Shizhen didn't manage Beiyang's finances; he only knew about financial problems but couldn't be called an expert. Yuan Shikai's question made Wang Shizhen afraid to answer easily. Thinking for another while, Wang Shizhen brought up another topic, "Duke Yuan, the Hubei New Army lost soldiers and generals this time, but Your Excellency must not speak easily on this matter. However, Zhang Zhidong suffered such a great defeat; he certainly won't let the matter drop. Although Chen Ke's text is arrogant, it is beneficial to Duke Yuan. He spoke wildly about Duke Yuan, being extremely disrespectful. But to prove himself, Zhang Zhidong will inevitably talk nonsense about Duke Yuan. Duke Yuan needs to be careful."

Yuan Shikai had already thought about Zhang Zhidong's possible reaction. The Hubei New Army had lost almost half its strength. The remaining troops were ten thousand at most. These ten thousand might not even be enough to defend Hubei. If Chen Ke sent troops out of Huangpi Pass and fought directly to the three towns of Wuhan, if the three towns of Wuhan were lost, or even just Hanyang on the north bank of the Yangtze was lost, the Hubei New Army's arsenal would be finished. If Zhang Zhidong wanted to retrieve the situation, he would either have to ally with Yuan Shikai or push the responsibility onto Yuan Shikai. After all, Yuan Shikai's "failure to judge people" was already public knowledge. If Yuan Shikai had seen earlier that Yan Fu and Chen Ke were both "rebels," there wouldn't be today's result.

"I really underestimated Chen Ke," Yuan Shikai sighed. "Such a figure actually refuses to exert himself for the country. Pinqing, since Zhang Zhidong's Hubei New Army can't be relied on, I'm afraid the Beiyang New Army will still have to act to suppress the rebellion."

This was actually what Wang Shizhen worried about the most. He had also seen the Hubei New Army during the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers. Even the Beiyang New Army was unlikely to catch all seven thousand Hubei New Army troops in Hefei and Anqing in one net within four days. Moreover, if the Beiyang New Army were to suppress the rebellion, it would be an expedition far from home, and there were too many unfavorable situations. Heaven knew what Chen Ke had turned Anhui into now. Being cautious when the enemy situation was unclear was the best policy. He answered: "Duke Yuan, I will go to my post immediately. Then I will carefully investigate Chen Ke's situation. Furthermore, the court suspects Duke Yuan very deeply now; I'm afraid it won't be that easy for Duke Yuan to want to personally lead troops to suppress the rebellion. And Duke Yuan, even if you personally lead the troops, as long as there is a small setback, those with ulterior motives will definitely make a big fuss. Please be careful on this point, Duke Yuan."

Yuan Shikai knew how many people were waiting for him to make a mistake now; even Zhang Zhidong had this thought. It wasn't that Zhang Zhidong wanted to hit him when he was down, but if Yuan Shikai lost a battle, Zhang Zhidong would immediately have a reason to defend himself. At that time, Zhang Zhidong definitely wouldn't hit him when he was down, but would "support" Yuan Shikai a bit. That way, under the so-called "law does not punish the majority," responsibility for Zhang Zhidong's previous failure could also be easily pushed away. Thinking of this, Yuan Shikai couldn't help but smile bitterly. With a major enemy before them, he, as a heavy minister of the court, could only worry about his own safety and status. This war was already fraught with difficulties before it was even fought.

The two didn't say more after talking to this point. Yuan Shikai wasn't an idler; he had to prepare for the coming turbulence in the court. Moreover, he was already suspected; having too much contact with Wang Shizhen wasn't good for Wang Shizhen either.

Sure enough, as soon as Yuan Shikai arrived at the Grand Council, he saw the other four Grand Councilors waiting there with gloomy faces. Zhang Zhidong spoke first, "Duke Yuan, the Empress Dowager orders you and me to have an audience."

Cixi's face was extremely ugly. Although this old lady in her seventies knew the news of the defeat, she absolutely hadn't expected that as the actual power holder of the Great Qing Dynasty, notices cursing her as the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang's Female Bandit Chief" would actually be posted in the capital city. Originally, the eunuchs didn't dare tell Cixi about this, but Cixi knew this bunch of slaves very clearly. She could see the thoughts of these slaves from their faces with a casual glance. These people were originally responsible for asking about news outside. Seeing that the faces of the eunuchs responsible for inquiring about news weren't very good, Cixi knew something big had happened. No one dared to refuse to answer Cixi's questioning. After a few forceful questions, the eunuchs told the truth with fear and trepidation. Under Cixi's strict order, the announcement was tremblingly handed up by the eunuchs. The official document from the Ministry of War that followed made Cixi understand what exactly had happened.

"Lord Yuan, just what kind of talent is this Chen Ke, that he could make Lord Yuan value him so much and personally act as a matchmaker?" Cixi's words were full of malice.

Yuan Shikai had climbed to his current position relying on Cixi's trust. After hearing these words, Yuan Shikai prostrated himself tightly on the ground. Unlike those fools who only knew how to ask for punishment, Yuan Shikai knew he couldn't say that. He answered cautiously: "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, Chen Ke is the disciple of the rebel party member Yan Fu. Your subject has old ties with Yan Fu. Since Chen Ke asked your subject for help, your subject felt I couldn't not help."

"Hmph." As a woman, Cixi didn't detest or oppose such things as acting as a matchmaker for others. She actually didn't intend to pursue this matter relentlessly either. But having been cursed by Chen Ke all the way to the capital city, the gloomy anger in Cixi's heart couldn't be easily dissipated without scaring Yuan Shikai a bit.

After asking Yuan Shikai, Cixi looked at Zhang Zhidong again. This heavy minister of the New Policies was someone Cixi relied on now. Up to now, Zhang Zhidong's impartial style satisfied Cixi very much. Cixi had originally wanted Zhang Zhidong and Yuan Shikai to promote such a major event as constitutionalism together. Unexpectedly, of these two heavy ministers, one acted as a matchmaker for the great rebel Chen Ke, and the other let the great rebel Chen Ke wipe out seven thousand of his trusted troops. Just what kind of person was this young man Chen Ke?

"Lord Zhang, can the Hubei New Army still fight?" Cixi asked next.

Zhang Zhidong was just afraid Cixi would ask this. If he said they could fight, given the current situation, he was afraid they couldn't win a victory in the short term. If he said they couldn't fight, then the political credit Zhang Zhidong had accumulated up to now would go bankrupt in an instant. But Zhang Zhidong was an old hand in officialdom after all; he didn't panic too much when encountering such a situation. Zhang Zhidong answered: "Empress Dowager, Old Buddha, if we want to exterminate the Anhui bandit trouble, relying only on the Hubei New Army would inevitably be protracted. The best policy at this time is to mobilize various New Army forces to encircle and suppress them together. The Beiyang New Army fights from north to south, the Hubei New Army goes down the river, and the Provincial Commanders of Jiangnan and Jiangbei fight from east to west. Under a three-sided encirclement, the Anhui bandit trouble can definitely be quelled."

Hearing Zhang Zhidong say "relying only on the Hubei New Army would inevitably be protracted," Cixi felt a burst of annoyance in her heart. She had heard too many words from such old hands. Bandit suppression cost a huge amount. If, as Zhang Zhidong said, the forces of the Beiyang New Army, Hubei New Army, and the Jiangnan and Jiangbei Provincial Commanders were used, she was afraid more than half of the court's income this year would have to be used on exterminating the Anhui bandit trouble. The court's income was already not making ends meet; imagining fighting another war with such huge consumption made Cixi feel a headache.

Regarding matters of fighting wars, Cixi trusted Yuan Shikai more. She turned her head and asked, "Lord Yuan, how do you see it?"

Yuan Shikai had long had a plan for such a question. He said calmly: "Matters of bandit suppression can be arranged with full authority by the Ministry of War."

The ones controlling the Ministry of War now were the hardliners of the Imperial Clan Party. Although they couldn't convince the Beiyang Six Towns for the time being, they could at least make Cixi feel at ease.

Hearing Yuan Shikai's answer, Cixi waited a long time before replying: "I know."

However, Cixi still brooded over Chen Ke's "great disrespect." She wasn't from the main palace line. In the long court life, Cixi had suffered so many sarcastic remarks to ensure her own life safety. Having managed to hold power with great difficulty, she was actually cursed as "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief." This breath was truly hard to swallow. "After catching Chen Ke, he must be escorted to the capital for me."

Chen Ke only learned there had been such a meeting from intelligence sent from Beijing a few days later; the specific content wasn't too detailed either. At least he didn't know about Cixi wanting to get him into the capital. But it must be said, when Chen Ke issued this announcement, he knew Cixi would definitely want to cut him into a thousand pieces. But Chen Ke actually also wanted to say a sentence to Cixi: "After you old woman die, I will drag you out of your tomb to sun in the sun."

When Chen Ke was young, he had watched *The Eastern Mausoleum Robber*. He actually didn't completely negate the actions of "Archaeologist Sun Dianying." Chen Ke had actually decided that among the Manchu Qing emperors, except for Yongzheng, there was a complete necessity to carry out "archaeological excavations" on the tombs of other Manchu Qing royals, regardless of gender. After finishing the archaeology, those grave mounds could be flattened. Keeping these graves was truly an eyesore.

Chen Ke could completely anticipate the Manchu Qing's renewed encirclement and suppression. Before annihilating the Hubei New Army, Chen Ke had been somewhat worried about military operations. Li Yuanhong's destruction gave Chen Ke a clear understanding of the Manchu Qing's military capability. Under the strategy and tactics learned from Grandpa Mao, the Manchu Qing's combat power could basically be described as unable to withstand a single blow.

In the two small campaigns before and after annihilating the Hubei New Army this time, the Hubei New Army had over nine hundred dead and over two thousand two hundred wounded. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had over one hundred thirty dead and three hundred thirteen wounded. The comrades of the Military Commission could be said to be extremely satisfied with such battle results. Hearing that the Manchu Qing was preparing a large army for encirclement and suppression, although most comrades of the Military Commission were still nervous, they weren't as panicked as when facing Li Yuanhong's troops.

"Chairman Chen, how do you say we should fight the coming battles?" Hua Xiongmao was the first to state his position. He was no longer prepared to engage in independent campaign planning. Since Chen Ke planned better than him, it was more appropriate to let Chen Ke state his position first.

Chen Ke actually hadn't fought a campaign of such a large scale either, but the campaigns he had studied on the internet with scales larger than this were everywhere. So although Chen Ke wasn't some strategist, the knowledge he learned from those most excellent strategists in human history was enough to deal with this bunch of dregs of the Manchu Qing whose combat power barely exceeded five.

"In this battle, we cannot let the enemy twist into one rope. We must concentrate superior forces and defeat them one by one. So intelligence work must be done well. Who to hit first, who to hit next; this order cannot be wrong." Chen Ke began to do the general campaign planning.

During the War of Liberation, the Party's troops could win with fewer numbers because they relied on how to choose the enemy. They always chose the enemy with the deepest contradictions with other troops and who was most isolated to hit. Utilizing the characteristic that enemies wouldn't risk their lives to rescue, they concentrated superior forces to fight battles of annihilation.

Regarding Chen Ke's strategic planning, the comrades were already unwilling to question it. The situation Chen Ke faced now was far better than Grandpa Mao's situation back then. Grandpa Mao had not been the core leader of the Party for the first dozen years; later, the revolution had no other way, so the predecessors had to admit Grandpa Mao's leadership. Chen Ke had created the People's Party single-handedly, plus he hadn't made mistakes up to now, so the comrades' obedience to Chen Ke's authority was almost instinctive.

After talking about the general strategic planning, Chen Ke talked about the key to execution again. "Comrades, our troop strength is currently the minority, so we can only rely on our mobility, on intelligence gathering, and on methods like cutting the enemy's communication lines to isolate the enemy. So our own marching ability must be improved."
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Comrades in the Military Commission of the People's Party who were relatively familiar with Chen Ke's working style probably all knew one thing now: after Chen Ke finished deploying strategy, he would generally talk about civil administration issues. Sure enough, after the grand strategy for the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign was discussed, Chen Ke requested various units to assist the local common people in straightening out road traffic problems.

The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign placed extra emphasis on the issue of interior line operational maneuvers of the troops. Chen Ke believed that the marching ability of the troops within the base area must be improved now. Establishing a transportation system solely for the military would be too wasteful; the efficiency of main roads used by both the military and civilians was the best.

After hearing Chen Ke's words, Hua Xiongmao didn't quite agree. "Chairman Chen, regarding the construction content of the transportation system, who do you plan to let take charge?"

The labor intensity of the army was too great; this was the consensus within the army. This wasn't because the army was lazy. From the founding of the army until now, practically all officers and soldiers hadn't rested much. Every day, apart from training, there was work. Hua Xiongmao very much hoped to take the opportunity after the end of this campaign to annihilate Li Yuanhong to conduct a major rest and reorganization, to restore the energy and physical strength of the troops. On this matter, even He Zudao supported Hua Xiongmao.

He Zudao followed up, saying: "Chairman Chen, fighting two battles in a row this time, some units walked hundreds of *li* in just over ten days. Plus, the troops began preparing for war just after completing the summer harvest. I feel we should let everyone rest a bit."

Both the chief military administration and military command officers believed the troops needed rest, so the comrades below stopped making a sound. If Chen Ke insisted on requiring the troops to continue working hard, they wouldn't oppose it. But when there was a chance to rest, they absolutely wouldn't oppose it either.

Chen Ke didn't think resting was wrong; he had just forgotten to consider this matter. Since everyone said so, he wasn't prepared to oppose. "Resting is allowed, but resting cannot be lying at home sleeping. During this major rest and reorganization period, I plan to conduct local elections. Since it is a people's government, grassroots organizations at all levels need election by the people. If we must rest, then let's split it into two parts to complete. First, each unit will concentrate for rest and reorganization; everyone will carry out maintenance of weapons and equipment. At the same time, conduct ideological education. Next, each unit will go home to visit family. During the family visit period, conduct the local government elections."

Although it was local civil administration elections, Chen Ke planned to rely on powerful military force as a background to deter the locality. Now, the common people had to be made to thoroughly understand who exactly held power in the base area.

Being able to rest, the comrades of the Military Commission were quite happy. As for the issue of ideological education, that was the work of the political work department; the military department would be much more relaxed. Before they could be happy for a minute, Chen Ke continued: "In addition, we must organize a portion of the elite troops to enter the Dabie Mountain area for work. We must take down the Dabie Mountain area before next year."

The Dabie Mountain area was an old revolutionary base area and also the area where enemy forces were weakest. This wasn't just a question of it being easy to carry out revolutionary work in the Dabie Mountain area; the Dabie Mountain area also had several important passes. Controlling these passes, the People's Party could freely attack Hubei, Henan, and even Sichuan. The military cadres, who had been happy for less than a minute, immediately fell silent.

After finally determining that the Third Regiment would undertake the work of entering the Dabie Mountain area, Chen Ke asked about the issue of injured captives before dismissing the meeting. In these two campaigns, quite a few Hubei New Army soldiers were captured. The captives from the second battle of Anqing, except for the military doctors, were all released. The Battle of Hefei was fought very miserably. Among the more than two thousand wounded Hubei New Army soldiers, those with light injuries were released after their wounds were treated and basically healed without causing issues like suppuration. There were still over one thousand four hundred people whose injuries were relatively heavy and couldn't leave. Given the Manchu Qing's current medical level, if they were allowed to return to Hubei, probably half of them wouldn't survive. So the base area simply kept them in Hefei locally for treatment.

Since the base area had already released a batch of uninjured captives and those whose light injuries had basically healed, the mood of the other injured captives was stable. Many people were just waiting to leave the base area after they recovered. The POW camp had no major problems for the time being. Chen Ke requested the troops to strengthen ideological education and revolutionary propaganda among the captives. A large part of Zhang Zhidong's Hubei New Army came from Hubei local families with innocent backgrounds. Chen Ke didn't expect them to thoroughly accept the revolutionary attitude just after dealing with the People's Party this one time. However, regarding the injured captives, the People's Party had some articles to write. The injured Hubei New Army soldiers definitely had dissatisfaction. At this time, one could talk about why everyone fought to the death, and when treating the Hubei New Army, one could talk about the revolutionary humanitarian spirit. The so-called "no discord, no concord" actually also had this process within it.

The comrades of the Military Commission disbanded after receiving a pile of tasks. The troops could rest, but the cadres couldn't rest. Not only could they not rest, but they were actually busier than when fighting. Military cadres were used to rectifying equipment, so that was fine for them. The troops had to promote election education internally and strive for the wounded soldiers of the Wuhan New Army externally. The military cadres were very tactful and dispersed early. Hearing Chairman Chen Ke give a speech on ideological and political education, everyone dared not listen inattentively. If He Zudao pulled everyone together for another such session, no one could stand it.

He Zudao held a briefing first with the four regiment political commissars in the division. Hearing that a big battle was to be fought, the political commissars were all very excited. Hearing that elections were to be held locally, these political commissars began to scratch their heads. The army was a unit that realized elections relatively early. The Soldier Committee was an institution truly produced by one person, one vote elections. Just discussing this form, the troops weren't strangers to it at all.

Looking at the varying performances of the political commissars, He Zudao expressed his own view. "I was thinking, these elections in our army are very different from elections in the locality. In the army, no matter who is elected, they must first obey discipline and listen to command, so no matter how they are elected, nothing will go wrong. After the local elections are completed, a large part of the power will be transferred to the hands of these locally elected organizations. If someone harbors unfathomable motives, then that wouldn't be right."

Originally, the political commissars' views each had their own focus. After hearing He Zudao's question, the political commissars immediately unified their thinking.

"Political Commissar He, how do you plan to handle this matter?" Xiong Mingyang asked.

He Zudao's working method was very democratic. He answered: "Let's list a constitution first. What exactly are the problems, what are the worries, what are the doubts? Write them all down, and then go ask Chairman Chen clearly together."

The regiment political commissars then summoned the battalion political commissars and the instructors of each company. The organization of the 104th Division completely imitated the PLA. Previously, when the troop scale was small, political commissars had been set up at the company level. Now, instructors were set up at the company level. Chen Ke wasn't serious when doing things back then; he had never considered why "the branch is built on the company," yet the branch head in the company wasn't called political commissar but instructor. Only when he really started formal troop organization did he "figure it out" using his own thinking.

Chen Ke believed that for a company, giving a pile of profound Marxist political philosophy was obviously unnecessary. The key now was that there had to be someone setting an example. As the Party branch secretary within the company, the company instructor must set an example for the soldiers and other party members in every word and deed. So Chen Ke believed calling them "instructor" was far more apt than calling them political commissar.

The company instructor was the secretary, and the company commander was generally the deputy secretary of the Party branch. But this time, military cadres were also summoned for a meeting to discuss the rectification of armaments, so those attending the meeting were all political work cadres.

The day after the battle ended, Chen Ke had already gone to the military hospital to comfort the injured comrades. That consolation was of a very high level; Chen Ke, He Zudao, Hua Xiongmao, and a group of cadres all went. There weren't many injured people in the troops, and they were all gunshot wounds. As long as the treatment was appropriate, there wouldn't be any major problems. The soldiers all knew that the troop leaders would come to comfort them after the battle. Although their mood was happy, they weren't very agitated.

Now Chen Ke prepared to take advantage of his free time to visit the POW camp. The POW camp was set up inside the city. One of the reasons for not setting it up outside the city was that the natural environment outside was bad. It was about to be the Beginning of Autumn, and Anhui's rainy season was also arriving. Wounds couldn't touch dirty water, otherwise they would easily get infected. Another reason was to silently boast of victory to the common people of Hefei city.

The second goal had been completely achieved. The People's Party had occupied Hefei for some days. The common people inside the city didn't resist, nor did they cooperate much. Only after thoroughly exterminating the Hubei New Army this time, holding the surrender ceremony, and transporting in so many Hubei New Army wounded soldiers, did the locals of Hefei truly know that the People's Party not only had a multitude of people but was also capable of fighting. The court's army of nearly ten thousand was completely wiped out in just over a day. The common people inside the city originally had no thoughts of resistance, and the wealthy households inside the city, as well as people with a bit of influence, dared not oppose now either. They saw with their own eyes that even the government army couldn't withstand a single blow, so what did their bit of power count for?

Through the construction over this past year and more, the fastest progressing technical branch in the People's Party was the military medical department. Chen Ke had started training medical students from the Shanghai era. In these years, China never lacked people dying violent deaths; in disaster years and wars, unclaimed bodies numbered in the thousands and tens of thousands. Chen Ke's actions were also grand; he directly allocated over two thousand people to engage in medical work.

After these two thousand-plus people underwent basic medical knowledge education, they started with dissecting cadavers. Very quickly, over two hundred of the two thousand people couldn't withstand the stimulation and quit. Of the remaining one thousand eight hundred or so, over seven hundred more were forced to go learn sanitation and epidemic prevention knowledge. The remaining one thousand-plus people finally managed to begin studies in internal medicine and surgery.

Chen Ke purchased a batch of medical books from abroad. Wang Qinian and some doctors from Shanghai, including medical professionals among the Japanese revolutionary youths, were gathered together. Added to this was Chen Ke's own medical knowledge. As the saying goes, practice brings true knowledge. Through massive cadaver dissection and re-suturing of cadavers, plus combat first aid during these days, progress was extremely fast in basic medical knowledge areas like treating gunshot wounds, extracting bullets from the body, preventing suppuration, as well as bone setting and treating falls and contusions.

Since the military doctors were soldiers, they naturally obeyed military orders. Every treatment had to be documented, and various discussions and experiments had to turn into literature and journals. The military medical system that developed full of vigor didn't have the slightest trace of academic tyranny; the atmosphere was extremely upright. Were it not so, the more than two thousand New Army wounded simply couldn't have been treated in time.

Calling the POW camp a field hospital might be more appropriate now. Almost everyone running back and forth wore white coats. Boiling cauldrons cooked blood-stained gauze bandages. Women hired to wash gauze wore dark blue work clothes and masks, busily working with sweat covering their heads. Except when cleaning and disinfecting, the operating rooms were performing various surgeries all the rest of the time. The other treatment rooms for bandaging and changing dressing were equally overcrowded. The smell of lime water permeated the air.

The deputy commandant of the POW camp was a vice-director of the military hospital. He was an epidemic prevention expert, so he didn't enter the operating room. When Chen Ke found him, this Vice-Director Li Cunxiao was directing people to burn those gauze bandages that had been thoroughly contaminated by bloodstains. Seeing Chen Ke arrive, Li Cunxiao saluted Chen Ke and then continued directing the burning work. Cloth prices weren't low these years. Even cloth strips thoroughly contaminated by blood that couldn't be washed clean no matter what, some laundry workers hired from outside would steal and take them out. To cut off this kind of problem, only burning them completely would do.

Seeing Li Cunxiao finish the matters at hand, Chen Ke asked: "How is it? Are there any difficulties?"

Li Cunxiao smiled bitterly, "Blood shortage. Too many people in the Hubei New Army have severe blood loss this time. Our comrades never have an opinion when donating blood to our own comrades. But asking them to donate blood to these Hubei New Army soldiers is extremely difficult."

Hearing Li Cunxiao's words, the guard beside Chen Ke couldn't help glaring at Li Cunxiao. Li Cunxiao knew why Chen Ke's guard wanted to glare at him. In these years, donating blood was seen by ordinary people as an almost life-threatening major event. To correct this attitude, at least to correct this attitude within the army, Chen Ke had already led by example and donated blood four times in public over the past year. Since Chairman Chen Ke had personally donated blood, other high-ranking cadres naturally couldn't fall behind. All high-ranking cadres donated blood in public. With these leaders setting an example, the party members, cadres, and soldiers below could naturally accept it. Plus, the troop casualties had always been small, so blood donation was also limited.

The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could be as warm as spring to their own comrades, but facing their enemies, even surrendered enemies, everyone absolutely refused to give their fresh blood for nothing. Treating the enemy's wounded soldiers was already a matter of extreme humanitarian spirit in this era. If the victors still had to provide their own blood to the defeated for free, this kind of thing was a bit shocking to the world no matter how you looked at it.

And the Hubei New Army themselves were equally extremely fearful of blood donation. Even if their own comrades needed blood donation, as soon as they heard their own blood was to be drawn out, they were already scared half to death and refused no matter what was said.

But many of these Hubei New Army soldiers were injured very severely and had lost massive amounts of blood. Those with lighter injuries could still be solved by infusing saline and glucose, but the severely wounded could only rely on blood transfusion to save their lives. Before the war, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had a pre-war grand blood donation drive. When blood stocks were relatively high, it was barely enough. Now that the Revolutionary Army soldiers had mostly passed the critical period, where would there be anyone continuing to donate blood? Already thirty or forty Hubei New Army wounded had died from shock and various complications caused by postoperative blood loss. Li Cunxiao was a doctor after all; he still hoped to save those who could originally be saved. Without Chen Ke's push, the POW camp absolutely couldn't get enough blood supply.

Li Cunxiao didn't meet Chen Ke often. his original intention was to hope Chen Ke would push this matter, so he turned a blind eye to the guard's glare. After listening, Chen Ke pondered for a moment before asking: "Roughly how much blood is needed now?"

"Probably need twenty thousand milliliters." A light of joy already appeared in Li Cunxiao's eyes.

Chen Ke nodded. "How about this? I'll take the lead and donate 200 milliliters here. Then I'll go back and find party members to donate blood. But each person donates at most 100 milliliters. Director Li, list the required blood types and quantities clearly for me. Don't waste everyone's donated blood."

Hearing Chen Ke's words, Li Cunxiao was not only unhappy but actually frightened. Only now did he understand why the guard actually glared at him. Li Cunxiao knew Chen Ke had already donated blood multiple times this year. He originally thought Chen Ke would go back and make arrangements, but he didn't expect Chen Ke to actually lead by example in such a matter right here. If he had known Chen Ke was going to donate blood personally this time, give Li Cunxiao two guts and he wouldn't have dared to speak like that. Li Cunxiao didn't know if it was his psychological cause, but he saw the guard's gaze was no longer a glare, but a furious stare.

"Chairman Chen, this absolutely won't do." Li Cunxiao hurriedly stopped him.

Chen Ke laughed, "What won't do? Director Li, if I don't personally take the lead in such matters, I have no way to ask the comrades to do so. If even I can't think it through, how can the comrades think it through? Besides, those being saved are all Chinese; I don't oppose it. Come, lead the way. I'm going to the medical room to donate blood."

"This absolutely won't do. Chairman Chen, you are asking for my life. If this gets out, do I still want to live?" Seeing Chen Ke wasn't playing fake, Li Cunxiao was scared into speaking his inner thoughts.

Hearing Li Cunxiao's heartfelt words, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing heartily. "Relax, Director Li. Our People's Party won't make things difficult for you on such matters. Moreover, you did nothing wrong. If we want to save these people, if I don't take the lead, absolutely no one will donate blood to them."

How could Li Cunxiao dare to agree? He grabbed Chen Ke and refused to let Chen Ke go donate blood for the life of him. While the two were entangled, a person wearing a Hubei New Army uniform secretly ran over. Seeing no one paying attention to him, he rushed over violently, knelt on the ground, and hugged Li Cunxiao's legs. "Director Li, please save my younger brother. Is it not okay if I donate blood to him?"

Chen Ke's guard's attention had been attracted by the entanglement, and he never expected such a person to suddenly pop out. If this person harbored evil intentions and acted strangely, perhaps it would have triggered the guard's attention. But he happened to act naturally and without any murderous aura. In a moment of negligence, he actually ran over. The guard was startled; he flew a kick and kicked the person flying to the side. Then he pulled out his gun and pointed it at that person. That person took a heavy kick but acted as if he didn't care. Seeing someone forcing him with a gun, he dared not walk forward anymore, but knelt down on the spot and kowtowed like pounding garlic. "Director Li, is it not okay for me to give blood to my brother? I've already looked for everyone I know, but not a single person is willing to donate blood. I beg you, Director Li, my brother is visibly failing. Is it not okay if I donate blood?"

Li Cunxiao knew this wasn't the chance to speak, but Chen Ke took over the conversation. "What blood type are you? What blood type is your brother? If it's not the same blood type, you can't transfuse blood indiscriminately. It's not that our doctors don't let you transfuse indiscriminately; if the blood types don't match, transfusing blood isn't saving your brother, it's harming your brother."

The People's Party's military uniforms and hairstyles didn't differ much, and that person couldn't tell what official position Chen Ke held. Hearing Chen Ke take the conversation, "This officer lord, this comrade, my brother is... is D type. I am, I am... Ai type." Chen Ke couldn't hear clearly where in Hubei this dialect was from either. What was clear was that this Hubei New Army soldier obviously didn't know knowledge of blood types, and was even less clear about the pronunciation of these foreign letters A, B, O, AB. Chen Ke really couldn't figure out what blood types this D type and Ai type were.

Ten minutes later, a piece of news spread inside the POW camp. The Chairman of the People's Party, that is, the second ranked in the "Yan-Chen Rebel Gang," Chen Ke, was going to personally donate blood to a wounded soldier. This news shocked all the POWs and also frightened the officers and soldiers of the POW camp troops.

But Chen Ke didn't care. He donated blood on a platform. Below stood full of POWs who could move relatively freely. These people were wrapped in gauze bandages; some still had to rely on others for support. The POWs watched Chen Ke roll up his sleeve. Director Li of the POW camp first tied Chen Ke's arm with a cloth strip, and then drew out a tube of blood with a very thick syringe. Seeing the dark red blood in the glass syringe, the POWs turned pale with fright one by one.

That severely blood-loss POW had already been carried out, and this tube of blood was infused into the POW's blood vessel. Throughout the process, the POWs whispered to each other. The brother of that heavily wounded POW stood by the side. Seeing his younger brother's pale face actually improve a bit after the blood transfusion, he dared not approach Chen Ke either, but knelt on the spot, tears and mucus flowing across his face, kowtowing repeatedly. "Many thanks, Chairman Chen, for saving his life! Many thanks..." Speaking to the end, he was already choked with sobs.

When Chen Ke was in the 21st century, he often donated blood. At that time, it was 400 milliliters each time, and Chen Ke had no adverse reactions. This 200 milliliters was no big deal either. Pressing the needle hole with an alcohol cotton ball, Chen Ke said loudly to the POWs: "Donating blood is actually just such a thing. Everyone is a soldier; you all know people will die if they bleed too much. To replenish blood, we can only rely on external transfusion. You are all from Hubei; when you can save a fellow villager, I feel you should save him once. If you are unwilling to save him, then we of the People's Party are also willing to save him once. Why? Because everyone is Chinese, and Chinese saving Chinese is also a duty."

Quite a few Hubei New Army soldiers still couldn't recover from the scene of blood donation, but some had a look of shame.

Chen Ke's speech this time wasn't actually to solve the blood donation problem. He stopped talking about this topic and began to talk about other matters. "Everyone ran to Anhui to fight; I want to ask everyone, what was it for?"

The New Army soldiers below the stage didn't make a sound; they dared not make a sound.

Chen Ke smiled: "I heard the Hubei New Army stresses loyalty to the monarch and serving the country the most. In our People's Party base area, we actually don't talk about this. Our troops only talk about one thing: our army is the sons and brother soldiers of the common people. The common people are our fathers and mothers. We want to serve the common people, serve our fathers and mothers."

Having worked in the countryside for so long, the life of the people in the base area was witnessed by Chen Ke with his own eyes, so he naturally spoke of it very familiarly. The common people of Anhui and the common people of Hubei had no essential difference. They all farmed, labored, worked to death during the busy farming season, and relied on a craft or selling strength to eat during the slack farming season. Under the new system of the base area, the state assumed responsibility, not only guaranteeing everyone's land but also guaranteeing sufficient employment opportunities during the slack season. In fact, the lives the common people pursued were all about the same: having food and drink, having money to earn. Being able to go to school was even better.

Listening to Chen Ke describe the familiar labor life of ordinary peasants, as well as the unfamiliar new government and new system, the officers and men of the Hubei New Army were all entranced.

After talking about the changes in the Anhui base area, Chen Ke finally made a summarizing statement. "Brothers of the Hubei New Army, the army of our base area is the same as you; they all came out of common people's homes. They are all sons, brothers, and husbands of common people's families. The reason they want to fight is not for the high position and great wealth of me, Chen Ke alone. Nor is it for the high position and great wealth of our People's Party or the army commanders. Our People's Party is absolutely not about dyeing our top buttons and peacock feathers red with the blood of soldiers. Our soldiers want to defend the new life they have obtained now. No more landlords collecting rent from them, no more officials extorting them. Everyone relies on their own hands to work, and they can feed themselves, and can eat meat, eat rice and white flour. If you win this time, such good days will never exist again. First, their land will be snatched back by the landlords. The government office will extort everyone again. Everyone is from a commoner family; can the commoners' family belongings withstand the government's tossing about? This tossing about means ruined families and dead people. You say, why wouldn't our army risk their lives against you? You lost the battle, and there is still us, the People's Party, to care for you. If we lose the battle, we will die without a burial place. So, we must win, and we have won."
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"Mr. Chen, does your base area really not collect taxes?" A voice suddenly popped up from the group of captives. It was a wounded soldier with a bandage wrapped around his arm.

"May I ask, regarding the 'not collecting taxes' you refer to, when did I say that?" Chen Ke asked.

"You said just now that you don't collect taxes," the excited captive shouted loudly.

"Just now, regarding taxes, I only said two things. First, there are no landlords collecting rent. Second, there are no officials extorting money. But our base area still has to collect taxes. If we don't collect taxes, our base area also has officials; everyone has to eat too." Chen Ke couldn't say the base area didn't collect taxes, because that wasn't the fact. Rebels of all eras always loved to shout about not collecting taxes, like the slogan of the rebels at the end of the Ming Dynasty, "When the Dashing King comes, we don't pay grain tax." It sounded very cool, but in actual operation, that was nonsense.

"Since you collect taxes, what's the difference between you and the Great Qing?" the wounded soldier continued to shout. Hearing such inflammatory words, quite a few wounded soldiers who originally had looks of longing on their faces immediately looked as if they had suddenly seen the light.

It seemed this person was a spoiler. Chen Ke looked at this wounded soldier's clothes; he looked like an officer. He probably felt indignant after hearing Chen Ke's words, so he wanted to stir up trouble.

Chen Ke wasn't afraid of this level of provocation at all. One doesn't know the cost of fuel and rice without running a household. When Chen Ke was a commoner in the 21st century, he was very unhappy about paying taxes. Once this identity changed, he now felt that collecting taxes was mandatory. No one was willing to pay taxes. If taxation was called a "vice" of the state, then this was a "necessary evil."

Chen Ke said loudly: "Most of you are injured. I won't talk about the blood donation thing for now. If there were no doctors, if there were no syringes for drawing blood, even if I cut an opening on my body with a knife and let out a big bowl of blood, this blood couldn't be transfused into the bodies of the wounded. Everyone saw this with your own eyes, right?"

Hearing this, the attention of the captives who had started to disapprove began to concentrate again. In fact, over half of the people these days had experienced injections, and the vast majority had seen scenes of others getting injections. These exquisite needles and large quantities of transparent glassware surprised the officers and men of the Hubei New Army very much.

"These medical devices are all manufactured by our base area ourselves. We have specialized factories to produce and manufacture these medical devices. The workers manufacturing these devices need to eat and drink; we must pay wages to these workers. They themselves don't farm, but everyone has to eat every day. We don't steal or rob; if we don't collect taxes, what will these people eat? These doctors all need to learn the knowledge of curing sickness and saving people. When they learn this knowledge, they can't farm while learning; they also have to eat, and they also have to wear clothes. Without the taxes of the base area, it would be impossible to have such a large group of people. Without such a large group of people, who would treat everyone's illness? Everyone is a soldier; having suffered such injuries, if no one treated you, what would be the result? To treat everyone, our base area spent a large sum of money. Where did this money come from? It came from taxes."

After hearing this, the New Army wounded soldier who came out to pick a quarrel just now also stopped making a sound. No matter how deep their feelings for the Manchu Qing or Zhang Zhidong were, the ones who saved this group of people now were the People's Party. The Manchu Qing and Zhang Zhidong only drove them to this deadly battlefield, and then Li Yuanhong led them from failure to destruction. The diehards in the Hubei New Army, having reached this point, might have the courage to pick flaws with Chen Ke, but they didn't have the courage to point directly at Chen Ke and shout abuse.

Seeing that he had made the Hubei New Army wounded soldiers accept his statement again, Chen Ke continued: "We collect taxes, but we don't collect exorbitant taxes and levies. The agricultural tax is thirty percent, and you don't need to pay silver, just paying grain is fine. The tax for doing business is ten percent, and apart from this, there are no other taxes. Most importantly, our base area has no landlords, no tax collectors who live by collecting taxes. The government collects taxes directly from the common people; everyone basically doesn't need to suffer layer upon layer of exploitation."

A major problem of the tax system in the Manchu Qing era was not collecting goods in kind, but wanting money. This tax model led to grain being cheap and money being expensive. If farmers wanted money, they could only rely on selling labor power or selling grain. In a society with a small-peasant economy, how could making money be that easy? After the First Opium War, China's silver flowed out in massive amounts, which further led to the bankruptcy of the rural economy. Wait until foreign goods began to impact the Chinese market; first, the outflow of metallic currency accelerated, and second, rural handicraft industries continued to go bankrupt. The entire small-peasant economy began to go bankrupt at an accelerated pace.

Chen Ke previously thought the Manchu Qing government "was just rotten, just rotten," but Chen Ke wasn't too clear on why it was so rotten. Only after returning to this era did he begin to understand where the Manchu Qing was rotten. The corruption of the Manchu Qing's own personnel was a major reason, but the fundamental problems of the Manchu Qing system were a more primary factor.

"The most critical thing is not just collecting taxes, but where the state uses the tax revenue. The government of our base area opens factories, and we have to pay wages to the workers. Our base area opens schools, and we have to pay wages to the teachers. Our base area builds bridges and paves roads, having specialized engineering troops. We also have to pay wages to the engineering troops. In this place where we all are now, the doctors, nurses, and those workers hired to wash bandages, I also have to pay wages. Where is the money collected from taxes used? It is used in these places. If you don't believe what I say, you can go ask. If you don't believe the staff of our People's Party, you can go ask those female workers hired to wash bandages. See if we gave money. Of course, you are soldiers eating rations, and the Manchu Qing also paid you money. But apart from you people, how many common people in your Hubei can be provided employment and given wages by the state? You might as well think about it properly."

After these words were finished, the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army made no more sounds. Everyone actually wasn't unreasonable; it was just that no one had ever reasoned with everyone like this before. The Manchu Qing regime's propaganda on "hierarchy" was extreme; officials could easily decide the life and death of common people. An official who bullied people less was a good official. Who dared to ask Manchu Qing officials where the taxes they paid went?

After Chen Ke finished saying these things, he suddenly thought of the Republic in the 21st century. The Republic was also far from being some paradise on earth, and the transparency of taxation wasn't that great either. But to give a simple example, Chen Ke himself went from elementary school to finishing university, and his family's finances were also very relaxed. Compared to the situation in Europe and America where one had to pay back student loans for decades after finishing university, Chen Ke and his peers were happy beyond bounds. Although not in the 21st century, Chen Ke's "Wumao" (50-cent party/patriotic) nature was still there; he couldn't help defending the Republic a few sentences in his heart.

The guy who tried to spoil the situation just now triggered this association in Chen Ke. Once the people at the bottom had revolutionary ideas, such ideas would instinctively seek to overthrow everything currently oppressing them. The pain felt by the people was nothing more than taxes and the people who bullied them in reality. History proved one thing: the spontaneous disorderly power of the people basically represented destruction. This power could destroy an old world. But revolution did not equal destruction; the great meaning of revolution lay in creating a new and better world. If this power couldn't be guided correctly, the situation would be even worse after the destruction work was completed. The fall of the Manchu Qing was a clear proof. In the 38th year after the fall of the Manchu Qing, China was truly unified by a political party unparalleled in Chinese history. In those 38 years, the regions outside the Party's rule were filled with wailing victims.

Chen Ke knew he was actually powerless to stop the occurrence of this historical inevitable process. He only hoped to rely on his own efforts to make this stage as short as possible. To pass this stage early and enter the new stage of China's strong revival. If one hoped to shorten this painful process, then one must give more explicit guidance. This was Chen Ke's work, and this was also where Chen Ke's mission lay.

Seeing that what he said had touched the hearts of the captives to some extent, Chen Ke didn't want to "draw feet on a snake" (ruin the effect by adding superfluities). Whether others accepted his reasoning was their own business. Pulling up seedlings to help them grow was harmful and useless. Chen Ke said one last sentence: "Everyone rest well and recover early. During this period, everyone might as well think properly about why exactly you are selling your lives for the Manchu Qing, and whether this selling of lives is worth it or not. Especially after you return to Hubei, it is very likely you will have to fight us again under the drive of the Manchu Qing. I think everyone should think this question through clearly. The troops of our People's Party know that entering the war is for ourselves, for our fathers and elders and relatives, and for the common people of the world. Who are you fighting for?"

After saying this, Chen Ke got off the platform. After checking the basic work of the POW camp, he returned to the command headquarters.

Back at the command headquarters, He Zudao had already brought several political commissars to wait for Chen Ke. They weren't anxious at all because of the wait; instead, they were discussing some work matters enthusiastically. Seeing Chen Ke enter the door, the political commissars stood up and saluted, and Chen Ke returned the salute. Just as everyone sat down, He Zudao said: "Chairman Chen, regarding the work of this election, we political commissars held a meeting. Now we want to report our work to you."

Seeing Chen Ke nod to express agreement, He Zudao expounded on the political commissars' ideas. The main view of the political commissars was that the area where elections were implemented must be the old areas of the People's Party; there was no need to rush in the newly liberated areas. The People's Party's actual influence hadn't entered the entire base area. If elections were held, they were afraid dregs would float to the surface. The political commissars all believed there were still some forces in the locality that needed to be eradicated first, and these forces happened to be quite influential locally. If this bunch were elected as representatives of the people's government, eradicating them later would be too much trouble. Moreover, the common people's view of this would also be very poor.

From the perspective of control, the political commissars' view made a lot of sense. For example, the Jianghu secret societies Chen Ke always wanted to eradicate actually didn't have too bad a reputation right now, and some landlords were far from being some pardonably wicked people. If this bunch became officials, even Chen Ke felt it would be relatively troublesome.

"I know the comrades' views, but I don't agree with some of everyone's views. In the short term, elections will indeed cause some chaos. The common people don't have any election experience. And I also believe that one-person-one-vote elections will become very nonsensical things a lot of the time." This was Chen Ke's heartfelt word. He knew quite a few local grassroots cadres. Ever since village-level elections were promoted, many "vote-buying" incidents had occurred, and local gang forces in many places also began to pop up. This election stuff was actually an action dominated by "personal interest." It had quite a flavor of "After me, let the floodwaters roar!"

Seeing the political commissars nodding secretly in agreement one by one, Chen Ke poured a basin of cold water right on their heads next. "But have comrades considered a problem? Elections aren't just those bastards participating; our People's Party, and the people masses, are also participating. Comparing numbers, the number of the people masses is overwhelming. Do everyone feel that our People's Party comrades can't get the support of the people masses?"

The political commissars stopped making sounds after hearing this. "Speaking from the angle of political struggle, letting that bunch of ox ghosts and snake spirits jump out isn't a bad thing. Especially at this current stage, that is simply a good thing."

"Chairman Chen, why do you say that?" Even He Zudao didn't quite understand Chen Ke's meaning.

"The common people elect representatives they identify with because they believe these people can bring them benefits. But do everyone think anyone in this bunch really starts from the perspective of the people's interests? They will definitely scoop up gains for themselves. I've said many times, the eyes of the people masses are snow-bright. Whether this bunch is scooping for themselves, the people masses see clearly. Similarly, our People's Party stands on the people's interests; the people masses will know once they compare. Now our People's Party is doing it all ourselves, and the people masses have received tangible benefits; this is true. But the current view of the people masses is that as long as they meet a good official, it's fine. It doesn't necessarily have to be your People's Party. We will let everyone see through elections that in this current world, only the People's Party stands together with the people."

The political commissars were dumbfounded. Normal people prioritized reducing current troubles. Chen Ke not only didn't try to reduce troubles, but now even actively took on troubles.

Looking at the appearance of this group of political commissars, Chen Ke knew he had scared this bunch. Because although all of Chen Ke's thoughts were inherited from Uncle Karl and Grandpa Mao, Chen Ke came from the downstream of history. Uncle Karl and Grandpa Mao certainly had the greatness of founders, but they couldn't see the process the cause went through. Speaking from a seek-truth-from-facts perspective, Chen Ke was located downstream in history; he had seen all those things that actually happened. Naturally, he had a bit less of the theoretician's passion and a bit more of the doer's grimness. Most importantly, regarding the "unhappened" things of this era, Chen Ke had seriously seen countless manifestations of them, so he naturally acted with a kind of calmness and confidence.

The People's Party established by Chen Ke wasn't a "magic stick" (charlatan) organization; Chen Ke himself always explained the development of things and reasons clearly. This was also the reason Chen Ke could establish huge prestige in less than two years. Facing the future revolutionary prospects, these comrades couldn't see clearly and couldn't understand, but the revolutionary situation Chen Ke "predicted" turned into reality almost without distortion. After this happened a few times, no comrade in the Party dared to oppose anymore. Big matters and small details were all correctly predicted by Chairman Chen Ke; everyone didn't have time enough to follow, so except for ambitionists, who would think of opposing?

Since the People's Party wasn't a "magic stick" organization, Chen Ke had the obligation to explain the reasons for his considerations clearly.

"Comrades, let's still consider according to the basic line of thought. First, on material preparation. The land in the base area now is divided into land owned by the masses themselves and state-owned land. State-owned land belongs to the State-owned Asset Management Committee. It is currently temporarily attached to the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense. This means that through land reform, we have already obtained the ownership of the majority of the land. So the grassroots government organizations can only manage the people functionally; they don't have extra land to carry out extraction. Our People's Party talks about people's interests. That other bunch considers themselves; they don't have extra land to utilize, so apart from exploiting the common people, what other tricks can they play?"

Last year when Chen Ke proposed the allocation standard of three *mu* of land per person, quite a few comrades felt this land given was a bit much. Some even proposed giving two *mu* was enough. Now listening to Chen Ke's explanation, everyone finally suddenly saw the light. The reason Chen Ke gave more land was that the People's Party actually obtained control of more land. In the later stages, they would have more advantages. Some comrades looked at Chen Ke with eyes that weren't quite right. At that time, Chen Ke didn't mention these current reasons at all, only saying how three *mu* of land was necessary for the people masses; it simply had the meaning of telling lies with eyes open.

Chen Ke didn't care about this kind of gaze at all. Although he marked this political commissar's name in his heart—Chen Ke planned to record it in his diary after the meeting adjourned later to save himself from forgetting it later—his heart was calm and unruffled, and his tone continued to explain equally calmly and unruffled: "Second, speaking from employment means. Everyone already understands the situation in the countryside very well. Apart from farming, the common people go out to work. Our state-owned enterprises have already basically unified the factories up and down the base area. Moreover, there are many workers working in our state-owned enterprises, so we accumulate fast. What's more, private enterprises want to earn profits, so their exploitation will inevitably be much fiercer than ours. I'll say the same sentence again: the eyes of the people masses are snow-bright; everyone knows how to compare. Under comparison, who do comrades think can win the final competition?"

As the saying goes, with grain in hand, the heart doesn't panic. Money was hard currency. After Chen Ke finished explaining these, the political commissars were already convinced that state-run enterprises could master the largest and most wealth. Having grain, money, and guns, there was fundamentally no need to fear those "ox ghosts and snake spirits" playing any new tricks.

"Third point, on the organizational model. Our People's Party's organizational model stresses science the most. We treat problems with scientific methods and thinking. And those people haven't learned this, haven't experienced this. Their organizational model will inevitably be unscientific. Unscientific things will inevitably be defeated by scientific ones. So I actually hope they jump out now. They haven't learned the things our People's Party promotes; they are even hostile to them. Since they are hostile, naturally it's impossible for them to learn our scientific attitude and methods. If we wait until these people have contact and learn it, our struggle with these people will be more difficult instead. At that time, the situation will be much harder than now. So I hope they jump, and I hope they jump as high as possible."

The political commissars were speechless by this point. They originally felt that once people's elections were promoted, it would immediately be a matter full of hidden dangers and difficulties. After listening to Chen Ke's explanation, this situation looked bright instead. This one-hundred-eighty-degree turn in thinking was so rapid; the beautiful prospect and huge contrast made the political commissars grin foolishly one by one, unable to speak.

"Fourth point, I also want to talk about the issue of settling accounts after the autumn harvest. Some people, they just want to come be this official and satisfy their craving. This is also human nature. But everyone can imagine, once power is in hand, they will exercise it. How they will use this power is imaginable. They will commit crimes; at least they will offend people. At this time, we should settle accounts after the autumn harvest. We know they will definitely do these bad things, but when they haven't actually done them yet, if we get rid of them, the common people will think they are pitiful, and think we are tyrannical and unreasonable. Wait until they have done these bad things, and then we get rid of them; the common people will only feel happy and glad. We removed harm for the people. So wait for them to jump themselves; why let these guys be martyrs? They aren't worthy."

Xiong Mingyang was relatively tough. After hearing this, his face was full of joy and a ferocious smile. "Chairman Chen, I know. Now I know how to speak to the soldiers."

Chen Ke stopped Xiong Mingyang's enthusiastic statement right then. "You, ah, you don't know. Let me ask you a question. Do you think my way of considering the problem is playing conspiracies?"

"How could it be! Chairman Chen, I don't feel this is a conspiracy at all." Although he said this with his mouth, Xiong Mingyang's expression had already betrayed his thoughts.

Chen Ke said to Xiong Mingyang with a serious expression: "Comrade Xiong Mingyang, all these deductions of mine are not me deliberately luring those ox ghosts and snake spirits. It is that as long as there is a chance, the ox ghosts and snake spirits will jump out themselves to do this. This is their nature. They didn't do this only because they didn't have the chance to do this."

Xiong Mingyang obviously just wanted to put Chen Ke at ease now, so he agreed repeatedly. "Correct, correct."

Chen Ke didn't have the slightest intention of perfunctory politeness. "Comrade Xiong Mingyang, and the comrades attending this meeting. First, you must keep the content of this meeting confidential. Second, starting tomorrow, you must come to me to participate in the meeting discussing mobilizing the soldiers. Whichever of you can't truly understand it, that person cannot participate in the propaganda activities to mobilize the soldiers. I'm waiting to see your performance."
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Chain Reaction (53) He Zudao's Loyalty

He Zudao always followed Chen Ke's footsteps closely; this was a generally recognized fact within the People's Party. Even so, it was the first time He Zudao saw that Chen Ke, who always appeared with a posture of integrity and justice, actually had a completely different side. He Zudao didn't consider Chen Ke a "great sage," at least not the kind of great sage who was full of righteousness from head to toe. What he couldn't figure out was exactly what kind of insight Chen Ke used to see through enemies. He Zudao also didn't understand why, after understanding the psychology of bad people, Chen Ke wasn't angry at all, as if this was something that should happen naturally.

For this reason, He Zudao specifically went to find Chen Ke at night privately to ask for advice. Everyone was busy, and Chen Ke was even busier, so He Zudao only dared to go visit Chen Ke after nine o'clock at night. Chen Ke yawned as he put down the official document in his hand, "Zudao, what's the matter?"

He Zudao asked straight to the point: "Chairman Chen, I want to ask, why do you know the thoughts of those bad eggs, yet you aren't angry at all?"

Chen Ke yawned again before saying: "Zudao, you do political work. I ask you, what do you think politics is? What is the State?"

Although he didn't understand why Chen Ke asked this, He Zudao still answered concisely: "Politics is interest. The State is a tool for class rule."

Chen Ke looked exhausted too. While yawning, he said: "Since you know very well that politics is interest and the State is a tool for class rule, then why get angry?"

"But, I just can't swallow this breath." He Zudao was speaking his heartfelt words. The more he strove to practice revolution, the harder it was to endure those people and things that destroyed the new system.

Chen Ke couldn't help laughing after hearing this. "Zudao, when I was young, I also loved to get angry. I felt this in the world was wrong, and that was wrong; anyway, no one was right. Resenting heaven, resenting earth, resenting the air; after resenting the Soviet Revisionists, I resented the American Imperialists."

Actually, Chen Ke wasn't much older than He Zudao, but when the two talked privately, Chen Ke always spoke in the tone of an elder, and both were very accustomed to this.

"Chairman Chen, what are Soviet Revisionists and American Imperialists?" He Zudao asked.

"This, well, you'll know in twenty or thirty years." Chen Ke skillfully avoided the topic and continued: "As a communist, as a member of the People's Party, our starting point should be life, not revolution. The purpose of revolution is to let everyone live better and obtain liberation. Not just liberation in terms of productive forces, but also self-liberation. My family was extremely strict with me since childhood. At that time, I longed for freedom, to be able to go wherever I wanted just like I had wings. Later, I discovered that so-called flying freely was just like that, nothing more. The thing I longed for changed; I hoped to be able to have a clear conscience. I hoped that every time I patted my chest and asked myself, 'Old Chen, do you have a guilty conscience?' I could answer righteously, 'I have a clear conscience.' Then I discovered that ever since I could remember, I hadn't done many things with a clear conscience."

Hearing Chen Ke talk about this topic, He Zudao was very interested. Chen Ke loved to say "A genius's first cry is not a good poem either." In He Zudao's view, Chen Ke was a genius, and He Zudao was very interested to know exactly how Chen Ke grew into a genius.

"Why do I always have a guilty conscience? Because for any single thing I did, I didn't do it for the sake of doing the thing itself, but to get the result I wanted. For example, I cared about a person with the goal of hoping the other party would be good to me, not because I cared so much about that person. It was just that I personally was empty and lonely. Anyway, generally speaking, it was all this kind of foolish practice of doing things to achieve a goal, so the process was never sincere. Haha." Speaking of his own past foolish conduct, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing.

He Zudao's character was very serious. Or rather, people in this Late Qing era were all struggling for life and death; basically, there were no bored people like Chen Ke. He couldn't understand how a person could do things unrelated to their own likes and dislikes.

Chen Ke didn't want to say more about these things either. He continued: "Later, I also participated in quite a few businesses, and they all failed. Only when I truly reflected on these failures did I understand why I failed. Because in these things I participated in, everyone's goal was success, to make big money after success. Because we had this kind of thought, we lost the scientific attitude. The scientific attitude is to respect the objective laws of things. It's not what you think this thing is like, but to objectively observe, participate in, and experience the laws of these things themselves. If you yourself are objective, your own emotions are unnecessary. Anger is a personal problem, while objective laws have nothing to do with you personally; they exist objectively. Just like those bad people; whether you get angry or not, they will do that anyway."

He Zudao felt Chen Ke was really tired right now; his attention was obviously not focused, and he spoke incoherently, turning seven corners and eight bends before reaching the main topic. As a result, in the end, it was just a simple sentence: " The emotion of anger is unnecessary." It wasn't that He Zudao didn't know he shouldn't get angry; it was just that after thinking of those bad eggs who would commit outrages, he got angry involuntarily. More accurately, when thinking of these people, his instinctive first reaction was to execute these people.

Seeing He Zudao frowning with a look of indignation—his face was a bit flushed because his emotions were relatively agitated—and seeing this appearance of a "man of justice suffering grievance," Chen Ke couldn't help laughing heartily again. "Zudao, my expression when I was young was exactly like yours," Chen Ke said while laughing. Being laughed at by Chen Ke like this, He Zudao's face was no longer just flushed, but held back until it was somewhat purple.

He Zudao had been a political commissar for so long after all; his loss of composure in front of Chen Ke only lasted a short while. Looking at Chen Ke's gentle gaze, He Zudao quickly recovered a certain degree of composure. "I really want to solve all problems immediately. Your method is a bit too slow."

"I think to be accurate, it is slower than you think," Chen Ke corrected. "Zudao, when you go upstairs, you definitely know you have to pass every single step. This has nothing to do with whether you are anxious or not. You can't just rush at the surface of the goal. This time, looking from the surface, it's about getting rid of those people. You rush up and kill those people; do you think this achieves the goal? If it were as simple as killing people, do you think I am an indecisive person? I executed over eight hundred people in one breath back then without blinking an eye."

Mentioning that suppression of counter-revolutionaries, He Zudao actually calmed down. The number of people killed that time was so large that He Zudao was quite frightened at the time. He knew Chen Ke's only hesitation back then was because he was moved by compassion, but in the end, those eight hundred or so people were still all killed. After the great execution ended, the atmosphere in the base area immediately improved a lot, and no one dared to openly oppose the government orders of the new government anymore. This was also one of the important reasons why many comrades leaned towards violent implementation this time.

"Chairman Chen, the situation this time is relatively similar to the last time, so quite a few comrades feel we can adopt violent means," He Zudao explained.

"The difference is huge. Last time, those people had already done bad things. We killed them, and the people masses knew the rules we set could not be challenged. Most importantly, the land reform system we promoted indeed let the people enjoy benefits and improved their standard of living. The people felt that with such good policies, this bunch actually attacked our People's Party government; these people were indeed seeking their own destruction. Now those bad eggs haven't jumped out yet, and they haven't done bad things yet. If you kill them, what does that count as?"

He Zudao still felt he couldn't quite accept Chen Ke's idea. "Chairman Chen, since those people are scourges, why must we wait until those people have done bad things before acting?"

Chen Ke guided him around a big circle before He Zudao finally asked the relatively core question. Chen Ke also felt relieved. "Zudao, assume, assume the path I pointed out is absolutely correct. How many people do you think can do as I say?"

He Zudao fell silent. The answer was obvious; not many people could do it. He Zudao believed that many people actually didn't sincerely support the policies Chen Ke promoted. When specifically executing them, everyone might still abide by these regulations, but no one really cared why Chen Ke wanted to do so. Only after Chen Ke's predictions turned into reality could people, including He Zudao, understand the ingenuity within. The premise of understanding was still Chen Ke saying it himself. When Chen Ke didn't speak, there were quite a few people guessing Chen Ke's thoughts, but not a single one could guess correctly.

After determining this issue, He Zudao suddenly saw the true reason for his anger clearly. He believed he was useless and couldn't share the work for the beloved Chairman Chen. He Zudao actually knew his ability was constantly improving, but precisely because of the improvement in ability, He Zudao saw the gap between himself and Chen Ke like a chasm even more clearly. This was also the thing He Zudao found hardest to accept. He Zudao hoped that as long as Chen Ke uttered a sentence, he could do the thing to Chen Ke's degree, or at least to a degree that satisfied Chen Ke. The actual situation was that He Zudao found he couldn't even truly understand Chen Ke's meaning. This couldn't help but make He Zudao anxious, couldn't help but make He Zudao angry.

Chen Ke didn't know He Zudao's thoughts. At this moment, what he truly hoped was that He Zudao could make a breakthrough. Seeing He Zudao silent, Chen Ke simply explained: "I know it's hard for everyone to do it, because everyone hasn't seen the new system and doesn't understand it. Comrades and the common people in the base area still use the thinking of the old era to view problems. To let them transform their thinking to the thinking of the new era requires great effort, which is why I want to let those bad eggs jump out. These bad eggs are actually capable; precisely because they are capable, they can contrast with us better. Only because there is a contrast can the difference between the new system and the old system be seen by everyone, and can everyone know of the existence of a new world different from the old system. Even if just to complete our cause, we have to let them jump."

Looking at Chen Ke's calm expression, the sense of shame in He Zudao's heart rose a lot again. He asked: "Chairman Chen, then why can't everyone directly accept what you say? Wouldn't that be faster?"

"Accepting any new thing requires a process; this is a normal law. And I believe the people masses can accept new things, because everyone's goal is to make their own life better. The new system is obviously more effective than the old system. So I'm not anxious at all. Zudao, the reason the old system can exist is that the old system definitely has its rationality. Since the old system has already existed for thousands of years, it's impossible for the new system to completely replace the old system in just a few years. Such an attitude is unscientific. We are not immortals; we can't rely on a mouth to convince the comrades, to convince the common people. Only by working steadfastly, by the scientific attitude of doing without saying and not claiming credit, can we win over the common people."

After Chen Ke finished speaking, He Zudao felt even more ashamed. "Chairman Chen, I've disappointed you," he said sincerely.

Chen Ke was somewhat surprised by these words from He Zudao. "Zudao, did someone say something?"

He Zudao hurriedly said: "No, Chairman Chen, no one said anything. I just feel I'm useless. Seeking instant success and quick profits only makes you worry more."

"Zudao. You haven't disappointed me. With you here, I'm very at ease about the political work department. I'm already busy like this now; without you here, I couldn't hold up even if I worked myself to death." After speaking, Chen Ke patted He Zudao's shoulder. "Zudao, I thank you very much. You have put in a lot of effort for the revolutionary work; I see it all. It's just that I am sometimes too lazy and have strong dependency. You do well, and I feel it's as it should be; this way of mine made you misunderstand."

"Chairman Chen, please never say that." He Zudao hurriedly explained. Everyone saw the heaviness of Chen Ke's work with their own eyes. As long as he wasn't resting, Chen Ke was working. As a married person, Chen Ke actually rarely had time to sit there and eat a meal with his wife. Chen Ke often approved documents and made plans all night in the office. Now that the work in the base area was so heavy, many mid-level comrades wished Chen Ke could take on more work. Executing orders was always much easier than making a plan. When Chen Ke started self-criticism, He Zudao immediately felt very fearful.

"Zudao, this revolution we launched is not just my cause. This revolution is also your cause, and everyone's common cause. I feel you have a shortcoming: you lack a dominant attitude too much. Let me put it this way: if I die, do you hope I die with peace of mind?"

"Chairman Chen..." He Zudao's face flushed red with shame.

Chen Ke raised his hand to stop He Zudao from continuing. "Zudao, if you want me to die with peace of mind, then it means I'm not worried at all that there will be no successors to the revolutionary cause after I die, and that the revolutionary cause will definitely be able to be pushed forward and achieve complete victory. In this Battle of Hefei, Li Yuanhong requested surrender, and Mr. Yan dared to go to Li Yuanhong's fleet alone. Why was that? Because Mr. Yan knew that even if he was killed by a desperate Li Yuanhong jumping over a wall, we could still win this campaign completely. He wasn't afraid at all. Zudao, I said long ago that revolution isn't my personal cause. Don't revolutionize just to be loyal to me. This mindset is unscientific. If you truly want to be loyal to me, then you must treat the revolution as your own responsibility, not just be responsible to me. Our power comes from the people; you must be responsible to the people."

He Zudao never thought Chen Ke had such deep expectations for him. Although the sense of shame hadn't completely disappeared, what occupied He Zudao's heart at this moment was a kind of touching emotion and satisfaction from the bottom of his heart. This was the emotion of having one's value acknowledged by the person one respected. He Zudao suddenly felt that everything he had done in the past had been rewarded. The previous various dissatisfactions and anxieties vanished in an instant.

Although Chen Ke couldn't completely understand He Zudao's psychology, he could see that the thing confusing He Zudao had disappeared. He couldn't help but urge again, "In the future, don't consider me when considering problems; consider problems from the perspective of the people."

The next day, the political commissars held a meeting. They suddenly discovered that He Zudao seemed to have changed into a different person. If yesterday He Zudao was still about the same level as everyone in considering problems, then today He Zudao had obviously kept up with Chen Ke's train of thought. The political commissars actually involuntarily leaned Chen Ke's ideas towards conspiracies and tricks, while He Zudao obviously took winning over the masses as the core goal.

Since He Zudao originally had similar thoughts to these comrades, now he connected to Chen Ke's thoughts above and could understand everyone's thoughts below. After half a day of discussion, several political commissars finally understood Chen Ke's true thoughts.

After understanding the core program of "fighting for the masses," the political commissars discovered an extremely nonsensical thing. This was originally the problem Chen Ke had explained from the beginning. It was just that after explaining this core program, Chen Ke talked about the specific execution methods again. As a result, everyone thought this method had too much of a calculating flavor, and instead lost the true direction of the policy.

Seeing that the political commissars understood the essence of the matter, Chen Ke said: "Comrades, I am not engaging in conspiracy. I said earlier, conspiracy is deception based on interest. I feel I can call this method of mine an 'Open Stratagem' (*Yang Mou*). Because those people, based on their class position, will definitely do this. We are just giving them the chance to jump out and do this. I emphasize again. Our revolutionary cause is to serve the interests of the people masses. In the revolutionary cause, who is our friend and who is our enemy, we must distinguish clearly. We must neither treat the masses as our enemies nor treat the enemies as our friends and let the enemies sneak into our ranks. This point must be distinguished clearly."

Xiong Mingyang had studied at Fudan Public School after all; he had thoroughly understood Chen Ke's meaning. He lost yesterday's fickleness and said with a slight frown: "Chairman Chen, why must we promote the local election system? Our strong leadership is actually more efficient."

"We are engaged in a people's revolution. The two pillars of a people's revolution are Science and Democracy. If we don't let the people participate in this people's revolution through local elections, then the people won't have a political stance based on their own interests. That means the people haven't participated in this people's revolution. To put it more bluntly, the people cannot sincerely support us. All our victories up to now are based on the people's support. Perhaps because we promote local elections, some people will sincerely oppose us. But, because we promote local elections, the majority of the people will choose to support us. We cannot fail to promote local elections just because we have to face some small difficulties and are afraid of trouble."

Xiong Mingyang nodded slightly. Thinking of the difficulties to be encountered in this local election, just thinking of a part of the difficulties, Xiong Mingyang couldn't get excited no matter what.

Chen Ke wasn't excited either. He said with a serious expression: "Of course, I must emphasize one thing. Our People's Party Constitution states clearly that our People's Party is the vanguard representing the interests of the Chinese people. To forge iron, one must be strong oneself. Besides accelerating the recruitment of party members, we must strengthen Party construction. This local election will be a challenge more difficult than revolutionary war. I hope everyone can have sufficient mental preparation and must do this work well."



★


Chain Reaction 54 Elections and Production Teams Part 1

Volume 3 - Chapter 196

❧ ❧ ❧


Chain Reaction (54) Elections and Production Teams (Part 1)

The matter of local elections wasn't something Chen Ke just brought up now. As early as a year ago, Chen Ke had proposed the concept of elections to the landlords. However, with wars following one after another, no one had time to bring this up again. After the soldiers learned that local elections were to be held, their biggest feeling was "bewilderment." It wasn't that they supported or opposed it; the troops had long said that local elections would happen, and the soldiers knew what local elections were for. Everyone just didn't know why they were holding local elections at this critical juncture.

The political commissars were full of praise for the "sensitivity" of the soldiers. Chen Ke said the eyes of the people were snow-bright, and these words were fully confirmed. One of the purposes of promoting local elections was to complete the legitimacy of the regime. Once the people of the base area formed their own grassroots government, it effectively meant that the people of the base area had thoroughly drawn a clear line with the Manchu Qing regime. Chen Ke didn't dare to directly raise the banner of revolution a year ago precisely because he was worried that raising the banner too early and forcibly requiring the people to take sides would be counterproductive.

For Chen Ke, this wasn't much. His revolutionary goal was actually not to overthrow the Manchu Qing; Chen Ke wanted to build a new China, and overthrowing the Manchu Qing was merely a task in the process of this cause. But the goal of the common people was to live a good life; they had no interest in overthrowing the court either. So Chen Ke's approach was disaster relief and establishing a new order; these actions that could tangibly meet the needs of the people masses easily received everyone's response.

Chen Ke viewed the Manchu Qing as dry bones in a tomb, but most comrades didn't have this magnanimity and understanding. The vast majority of comrades believed the Manchu Qing was the greatest enemy and were holding back their strength to overthrow the Manchu Qing. No matter how Chen Ke propagandized that "revolution is for the people," everyone subconsciously wouldn't think so. Fortunately, these successive great victories against the New Army gave the comrades confidence. Plus, with Chen Ke personally leading the preparatory work, the propaganda finally didn't result in the political commissars contradicting themselves. The political commissars didn't mention a word about the Manchu Qing, only propagandizing that the "people's revolution" was to let the people masses be masters of their own house. The people should manage their own affairs, so grassroots elections naturally had to be decided by the people.

Through this propaganda, the soldiers roughly understood what grassroots elections were exactly for. Chen Ke absorbed lessons from history. In history, grassroots regimes possessed enormous power; at the peak, village cadres could decide the life and death of villagers. These powers created quite a few inappropriate incidents. Limited by current communication levels, if grassroots units didn't have great power, it would be complete chaos. Chen Ke knew there were people wronged to death in every dynasty and generation. This wasn't Chen Ke deliberately turning a blind eye to this, but realistic technical means constraining the operation of much power. To solve these problems, Chen Ke had to appropriately weaken grassroots power.

First was the concentrated living of the population. The so-called "many mouths, mixed talk" could be seen as a certain degree of people's supervision. If it was a natural village with few people, then the village cadres might be able to clamp down on the common people of the entire village. If it was a large village or even a large town, the cadres couldn't possibly clamp down on so many people. After the base area suffered floods, resistance to concentrated living was small. At least in several old base areas, small villages had already been replaced by collectively built residential points.

Second was the division of land. The people's contiguous land, army farms, state-run farms, and cash crop farms were intermixed in location, greatly improving the government's mandatory management capability.

Finally, the elected official positions were also determined. Village heads, town heads—only these official positions and people's representatives were produced by election. People's representatives mainly participated in tax distribution issues. Actually, the so-called participation was just participating in discussions and then notifying everyone of the news. The base area had established state-owned enterprises, and these state-owned enterprises in the base area actually controlled the financial power. Whether village heads and town heads, or the assembly of people's representatives, they were all clear-water government offices (agencies with little power/profit). These situations would be adjusted in the future, but at the current stage, it was so. If one must say, the People's Party just needed to obtain legal tradition through the system of the assembly of People's Party representatives, proving its power was not self-appointed but came from the people's election.

Chen Ke played such political tricks under the banner of the people. He himself actually felt a bit embarrassed in his heart, but the situation was stronger than the person. If Chen Ke really promoted a thorough election system, that would only be seeking his own destruction. It would be fundamentally impossible to complete the revolution.

What the soldiers cared about wasn't political tricks; they didn't care about such things. Speaking extremely, whether the People's Party was in power or the Manchu Qing court was on stage, the people didn't care. What everyone cared about was living a good life. The political structure of the People's Party wasn't content the soldiers cared about at all; what everyone cared about was more detailed content. For example, the "Production Team" launched by the People's Party. This new policy triggered immense attention from the soldiers.

In these few days of propaganda, the most common sentence among the soldiers was "Brother So-and-so, after we go back, let's persuade our families to form a production team, okay?"

The production teams run by the Party in history were very cute; they were a great integration of "Leftist Egalitarianism." When Chen Ke was in the 21st century, he knew some "powerful running dogs" of large American capital consortiums. Everyone had discussed the agricultural issues after land reform. Since these brothers could mix to the status of "powerful running dogs," their insight was naturally extraordinary. They had detailedly criticized the problems of the old-style production teams. The biggest problem of rural production teams at that time was deviating from the basic principles of economics; politics interfered with the economy, and at the same time, state intervention was missing.

According to the views of those few brothers, the purpose of forming production teams was to realize the effective combination of "production capital and labor force." Egalitarian "big pot rice" was unacceptable. The state forcibly engaged in "matching" back then, letting strong labor power and weak labor power be distributed together. It even deviated from the basic principles of socialism. Socialism talks about "distribution according to work." Letting strong labor power and weak labor power take the same remuneration satisfied no one. Under the erroneous guidance of "egalitarianism," both strong labor power and weak labor power felt they took too little. Strong labor power felt they worked more and took less; weak labor power felt they needed more care and should take a bit more. The government's idea of "internal relief" ended up pleasing neither side.

Rather than pleasing neither side like this, Chen Ke positioned the government in the role of a referee, and let the masses form production teams themselves. The government was only responsible for guaranteeing contract execution.

The army was a highly specialized large group organization. Its members were all uniform young adults. Even positions like military doctors who weren't good at fighting all possessed professional skills. The organizational model looked more average, but precisely was not "big pot rice." The soldiers of the troops actually didn't care about elections. Now that the election system was public, the army only needed to ensure no riots occurred during the elections.

The People's Party's land reclamation let the soldiers personally experience the benefits of collective labor. Dozens or hundreds of people working together had high efficiency. Soldiers with land reclamation experience all hoped to increase their own grain output by forming their own production teams. Since the People's Party provided a large number of positions in breeding and industrial sectors, and these positions could earn quite a lot of money, the land could be cultivated by strong male laborers, and women could go work in those breeding farms and factories. This model could greatly increase family income. If a single family did it themselves, efficiency would be lower instead.

Comrades-in-arms were a simple relationship tempered on the battlefield. These soldiers inevitably wishfully thought they could persuade their own families. After receiving this feedback, Chen Ke felt very satisfied. Actually, soldiers might not necessarily be able to persuade their own families. Farming together with other families, just the income distribution would require long-term discussion, and cooperative labor needed even more running-in. This wasn't something that could be done overnight. What made Chen Ke happy was that after the soldiers experienced the advanced production mode, they actively began to promote it to the broad masses. Regarding these spontaneous actions of the soldiers, Chen Ke strictly ordered the political commissars not to participate. If soldiers asked political commissars for advice, political commissars could provide opinions, but they absolutely couldn't make mandatory requirements of the soldiers.

While the discussion in the troops was in full swing, the situation in the base area was even livelier. Hearing that village officials were no longer dominated by clan elders or local tyrants, the common people were happy but also uneasy. Everyone could vote, but for those big families with many people and great influence, who exactly should they vote for?

The Standing Committee members each led a county. It could be said that except for Yuwen Badu, the other Standing Committee members understood Chen Ke's meaning after reading the documents and letters sent by Chen Ke. In other counties, the People's Party cadres in the countryside began propaganda work. The propaganda naturally wouldn't be "You must elect our People's Party," but propaganda on "What exactly is a good life."

Yuwen Badu had been partnering with Ren Qiying these days, and his work had improved greatly. After reading the documents and letters, his first reaction was to call Ren Qiying over.

Ren Qiying had now been formally promoted to Director of the County Committee Office. After finishing the documents Yuwen Badu handed over, Ren Qiying already had a calculation in her heart. "Secretary Yuwen, actually this matter is easiest to handle in our Fengtai County. We have a good foundation; Secretary Chen completed the preliminary preparations long ago. Just doing it according to the regulations will do."

Yuwen Badu had roughly understood the regulations, but he lacked confidence. "Director Ren, what do you think we should do?"

"What we need to do is explain to the common people what these official positions are used for. When common people encounter problems, who should they go to? Who the common people elect is the common people's own business. Let's not participate."

"But other counties have started propaganda; shouldn't we propagandize?" Yuwen Badu didn't quite understand.

"Whatever should be propagandized in our Fengtai County has already been propagandized. Doing it again is useless," Ren Qiying answered very crisply.

"True, true." Yuwen Badu nodded repeatedly.

Seeing Yuwen Badu being so obedient, Ren Qiying was also quite proud in her heart. She continued: "Since Secretary Chen did the work ahead, then we have to be a step ahead of other counties. I suggest we focus on grasping the matter of forming production teams."

"Good, we must definitely complete the formation of production teams." Yuwen Badu continued to nod in agreement.

As soon as these words came out, Ren Qiying immediately felt a bit stifled. To save Yuwen Badu's face, Ren Qiying handed Chen Ke's letter to Yuwen Badu. "Secretary Yuwen, Chairman Chen specifically said in the letter that the government is not allowed to forcibly form production teams."

Reading the letter again, Yuwen Badu indeed found this sentence. He was a bit confused; since Ren Qiying had already noticed this matter, why did she want to treat forming production teams as a key point to handle?

"Secretary Yuwen, Chairman Chen specifically said at the party cadre training meeting that our People's Party cannot do things with a head but no tail. If we start, we must finish. If production teams are forcibly formed, that equates to production teams formed by our government. What difference is there between that and the state-run farms currently opened? This production team requires the people to form it spontaneously. We want to propagandize and guide, but we absolutely cannot have the slightest coercion, or even let the common people feel we are instigating."

Hearing Ren Qiying say this, Yuwen Badu scratched his head. "Director Ren, doing it like this, what is the difference from not grasping the formation of production teams?"

Ren Qiying laughed: "Secretary Yuwen, Chairman Chen repeatedly emphasized at the training meeting that everything requires preparation. Which departments will sign the contracts for the production teams? Production teams can apply for loans from the government; which department should they go to for these loans? We have to contact and arrange these well. Moreover, after production teams are formed, there will definitely be quite a few people coming to work in factories. Which factories are recruiting? We also have to contact and arrange this, right? If we do these preparations, no matter how many common people actually form production teams, the subsequent work won't make us flustered. This is the proof of us opening up a new situation."

These words were a bit complex for Yuwen Badu, but at any rate, Yuwen Badu had done so much work with many Standing Committee members. Although designing these things wasn't his strong suit, Yuwen Badu had wide connections and much experience. Frowning and thinking about who to contact, Yuwen Badu suddenly beamed with joy. "Right, not to mention anything else, after the cotton is harvested, the textile factory will start work immediately. This just happens to need people. This solves a big chunk of labor demand."

Ren Qiying smiled as she watched Yuwen Badu finish talking about the textile factory and then list a long string of departments needing labor. Looking at Yuwen Badu's elated appearance, Ren Qiying felt somewhat helpless. Yuwen Badu actually wasn't a bad person, nor could he be said to lack ability. But this thing couldn't be compared. Compared with Chen Ke and other Standing Committee members, Yuwen Badu appeared inadequate. Even without comparing to others, Ren Qiying felt that if she weren't a woman, with her ability, she absolutely wouldn't be willing to be subordinate to Yuwen Badu.

However, this thought only surfaced for an instant and disappeared. It wasn't Yuwen Badu who promoted Ren Qiying, but Chen Ke. Ren Qiying firmly believed that Chen Ke had long anticipated the current situation. If Ren Qiying tried to climb up without obtaining Chen Ke's authorization, Chen Ke would absolutely not turn a blind eye.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying said: "Secretary Yuwen, since we want to form production teams, I'll go home first to talk to my family. You know too, my family's manpower isn't good. My father doesn't know how to farm. My family actually needs to organize a production team the most, to produce jointly with families with thriving manpower. So can I go home for two days?"

"Sure, sure!" Yuwen Badu agreed profusely. He actually didn't quite want Ren Qiying to steal his limelight at this critical moment either. People had already started making strange remarks, saying things like Fengtai County was actually being managed by the County Committee Office. Ren Qiying was transferred by Chen Ke's order, so everyone dared not say anything about Ren Qiying's promotion. So the fire was concentrated on Yuwen Badu. Having finally thoroughly understood Secretary Chen Ke's meaning with great difficulty, Yuwen Badu still wanted to clear his name. It was actually better if Ren Qiying wasn't here at this time.

As soon as Ren Qiying returned home, her mother Ren Xushi immediately came to welcome her daughter with a face full of spring breeze. Ren Qiying was now serving as the Director of the County Committee Office, and rumors outside said she was about to serve as County Magistrate. The neighbors didn't know how many good words they said about Ren Qiying to her face. With her daughter being so credit-worthy, Ren Xushi naturally had great face. Seeing her daughter, Ren Xushi's face almost bloomed with smiles.

"Mother, where is Father?" Ren Qiying asked. Before coming back, she had actually run to the Education College to look for her father Ren Yugang, who studied and concurrently taught there. As a result, the news she got was actually that her father Ren Yugang had asked for leave to go home. Ren Qiying was quite worried that something had happened at home.

While speaking, the door of the main room opened, and Ren Yugang walked out. "Girl, go to your room to talk." Obviously, there were some things Ren Yugang didn't want Ren Qiying's mother to mix in. If in the main room, they couldn't drive out Ren Xushi, the mistress of the house. In Ren Qiying's room, they could largely shut Ren Xushi out.

After the father and daughter sat down, Ren Yugang first listened without a word to Ren Qiying finish talking about the general situation of the recent elections and the detailed ins and outs of forming production teams. He listened very seriously, and Ren Qiying wasn't worried at all that Ren Yugang would miss anything. This attentive attitude was Ren Yugang's style, and Ren Yugang had also required Ren Qiying to do this since she was free (young?). When she was small, Ren Qiying felt her father was a bit too strict. Only after joining the People's Party did Ren Qiying know what precious wealth her father's education was to her.

"Girl, is your meaning to let our family form a production team with other families first?" Ren Yugang asked.

Ren Qiying answered: "Father, if you feel forming a production team with others is too troublesome, then we can also not get involved in this matter."

Ren Yugang shook his head. "There's no trouble in this. You also know our family has no one to farm. Your mother is no good at working in the fields, and I only understand teaching. Your younger brothers and sisters are still small and are all studying now. Our family's land actually has no one to farm it at all. Our family's land is currently entrusted to your uncle's family to farm. Forming a production team is quite good; with the government guaranteeing the contract, there won't be so many troublesome things."

After saying this, Ren Yugang looked at Ren Qiying's slightly flickering gaze and tightly pursed lips. He asked: "Girl, do you have any ideas that are hard to say?"

Ren Qiying thought for another moment, gritted her teeth, and finally said: "Father, have you ever thought that we could simply make the production team bigger?"

"How so?" Ren Yugang knew his daughter had quite some ambition. Since she hesitated for a long time before saying this, presumably she had some clue.

"Some time ago before the war, I reported work to Chairman Chen. Talking about rural issues, Chairman Chen casually said a sentence: small-scale peasant production teams are very good, but small-scale farms might be more suitable for China. I asked a few follow-up questions. Chairman Chen said he hadn't done rural work. Although those large-scale farms of tens of thousands of *mu* have high overall efficiency, they may not be suitable for China. China has little arable land, so this kind of production team of one or two hundred *mu* also has high yield per *mu* and relatively high efficiency. Perhaps it is more suitable for China's situation. After Chairman Chen finished speaking, I went to check Chairman Chen's documents. Chairman Chen has written many things about this aspect. Although chaotic, they are very interesting."

Ren Yugang listened to his daughter explaining these farming matters to him. He actually really didn't understand farming. The reason he listened here was only that as a father, he must support his child. And he also had to watch that they didn't walk the wrong path. As for what specific work to do, Ren Yugang felt that as long as one did their utmost, it was fine. So he only roughly understood what Ren Qiying said. Ren Qiying planned to contact a few more farming households to form a production team of 150 *mu* in size. This production team would comprehensively imitate the production methods of the army farms and state-run farms currently being set up. And not just a few families uniting to supply each other's needs.

As a layman in farming, Ren Yugang actually understood the introduction by Ren Qiying, who was also a layman. And he even felt it was very feasible. He was very satisfied with his daughter's considerations. However, what Ren Yugang asked was another question. "Girl, did you say you learned these from the things written by Chairman Chen?"

"Yes." Ren Qiying was a bit puzzled by this digression of her father. After answering the question, she looked at her father with slight surprise.

"Exactly how many things has Chairman Chen written?" Ren Yugang continued to ask.

"That's a lot. I think there must be a million words in total." Ren Qiying answered.

Ren Yugang nodded slightly. "Girl, I won't say anything else. Chairman Chen has such great ability. You must not be disloyal to Chairman Chen."

Hearing her father's words, Ren Qiying said seriously: "Father, don't worry. I won't make a mistake about who I should follow."
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After obtaining her father's approval, Ren Qiying prepared to go out. At this moment, Ren Qiying's younger brothers and sisters just happened to return home from school. As soon as they saw their long-absent sister, the little ones rushed up and grabbed Ren Qiying, asking this and that, calling "Sister" continuously.

Watching his daughter playing and frolicking with her young siblings, a worry peculiar to fathers arose in Ren Yugang's heart: his daughter had really grown up. Ren Yugang couldn't help but say, "Go out after eating."

"Sister, eat together!" the little ones immediately cheered.

Ren Qiying had originally intended to run to the state-run farm to ask about some technical questions and sponge a meal at the farm by the way. Looking at her younger siblings, Ren Qiying was already very happy in her heart. Since her father had also spoken, she had even less reason to decline.

The summer harvest in Fengtai County this year was very good. The basic water conservancy projects built by the People's Party played a big role; both irrigation and drainage came in handy. The common people had suffered a disaster last year, so after being allocated good land this year, their production enthusiasm was originally quite high. There were also many breeding farms that could provide meat cheaply. Especially after the summer harvest, the government indeed only collected thirty percent grain tax. Quite a few women participated in social labor and also earned quite a bit of money. The income of most common people was much better than in previous years. Compared with previous years, not only could they eat rice and white flour, but they didn't even lack meat and vegetable oil.

Although no one in Ren Qiying's family farmed—the land was given to her uncle's family to farm, and the two families agreed to split the harvest half-and-half—the Ren family was well off because two people were earning money, and the children ate for free at school. Their days weren't bad; besides rice and green vegetables on the dinner table, there was even pig head meat and fish. Ren Xushi watched with a beaming face as the children buried their heads in eating. She saw Ren Qiying picking up food for her father, mother, and siblings from time to time, but not eating much herself. She hurriedly picked up a chopstick of fish meat for her eldest daughter. "Qiying, you eat too."

"Mhm." Ren Qiying ate the fish meat with rice and ate a few chopsticks of green vegetables. At this time, Ren Qiying's younger brother had almost finished eating. With rice in his mouth, the little guy asked: "Sister, what do you eat in the county government?"

"About the same as in your school." As the Director of the County Committee Office, Ren Qiying knew the school's funding. The students' meals were actually a large expenditure; although they might not eat too full, they absolutely wouldn't starve.

"Do you also get duck eggs to eat?" Ren Qiying's brother continued to ask.

"Yes."

"You swallow that mouthful of rice in your mouth before speaking to me." Ren Xushi saw her husband's face wasn't very good, so she hurriedly spoke first. Originally, no one dared to speak when the Ren family ate, but now the little ones ate at school, and the teachers couldn't manage that finely. Ren Xushi was afraid her husband would get angry, so she had to scold them first herself.

The little guy was quite obedient; he immediately buried his head and didn't make a sound, continuing to eat.

However, the little guy's topic triggered Ren Xushi's curiosity. She couldn't help asking: "Qiying, what does Chairman Chen usually eat?"

Ren Qiying answered casually: "Chairman Chen eats in the cafeteria with us. Whatever we eat, he eats."

"There isn't a cook specifically cooking for Chairman Chen? Does Chairman Chen have nothing he loves to eat?" Ren Xushi continued to ask.

Ren Qiying really hadn't paid attention to what Chen Ke usually loved to eat. Thinking for a while about Chen Ke's actions on normal days, she suddenly remembered something. "Chairman Chen often works all night. At that time, he also eats some extra meals or something with the comrades on night shift."

Hearing that Chen Ke also had extra meals, Ren Xushi said enviously: "That must be eating something good."

Ren Yugang's face changed instantly. He slapped his chopsticks on the table with a *pa*. "What nonsense are you talking about? Is what Chairman Chen eats something you can make up blindly?"

Ren Xushi was startled. However, she was used to being scolded by her husband, plus she felt this wasn't any big deal, so she said resentfully: "Isn't it just talking about what he eats? What's the big deal?"

Ren Yugang looked at his wife angrily. "What's the big deal? You are arranging him behind his back. Those in high positions hate it most when others arrange bad words about them behind their backs. You didn't hear it from the girl's words..."

Speaking to here, Ren Yugang looked at the two small children staring at him blankly. He said helplessly, "Eat first."

After finishing the meal and cleaning up, Ren Yugang called his wife and Ren Qiying to the main room and closed the door. Only then did he say: "According to what Qiying said, Chairman Chen is an extremely self-disciplined person. He is in a high position and has endless official business every day. If one day he is suddenly free and chats casually with the people around him, and as a result of chatting, he hears someone arranging bad words about him behind his back. Say, if Chairman Chen asks casually again, 'Who said this?', what will the people around Chairman Chen think, and what will they do?"

These words were actually said extremely implicitly. Ren Yugang didn't want to say Chen Ke was hypocritical, but since he was a person who kept himself clean, few didn't care about their reputation at all. Ren Yugang knew very well that if you ruined someone's business, at most everyone wouldn't interact in the future, but if you ruined someone's reputation, that was never-ending.

But he was afraid his wife and daughter didn't understand where the problem lay, so he couldn't help saying: "Misfortune comes from the mouth!"

Ren Xushi was actually just extremely proud in her heart because her daughter had become a high official, so her actions inevitably had a flavor of getting carried away. Hearing her husband say this, she thought of Chen Ke's status, and then thought of the more than eight hundred people killed a few months ago. Her face was instantly scared somewhat pale.

Ren Qiying completely hadn't expected that her father was actually so proficient in the human heart of officialdom. She had met Chen Ke many times and knew Chen Ke's personality was actually quite generous; he might not really view vain reputation that heavily. Never engaging in special privileges was just a matter of Chen Ke's personal integrity. But the matter of "ruining someone's reputation" that her father Ren Yugang reminded her of gave Ren Qiying a new idea.

Chen Ke resolutely didn't allow the government to forcibly guide the formation of "production teams" this time; she was afraid there was the reason of worrying that if the government didn't do the work well, its "reputation would be ruined" instead. It seemed people proficient in the human heart were all like this; things could be not done, but they couldn't be done recklessly. The matters of taking the blame and wiping asses were actually mostly borne by those above. Even if the subordinate who made a mistake was punished severely, once this reputation was ruined, it couldn't be retrieved no matter what.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying suddenly regretted a bit. Was the risk of her striving to promote the production team model a bit too big?

Ren Yugang saw Ren Qiying's flickering gaze and knew his daughter had words she wanted to say to him alone. He said: "Girl, aren't you going out? I'll send you off."

The father and daughter went to Ren Qiying's room. Ren Qiying told her father her worries once. Ren Yugang smiled: "This doesn't matter. Since Chairman Chen thinks production teams will be run sooner or later, making a model is nothing. Girl, actually, I've been studying with Mr. Yan Fu these days and also read some of Chairman Chen's books. I admire the scientific attitude they both emphasize very much. What passes in this world is reason; this science is reason. Just do it according to this scientific reason. The only troublesome thing isn't science, it's the human heart. If this person has too heavy a selfish heart, or gets confused, that is a big troublesome matter. I support your meaning. The reason Chairman Chen let the common people form production teams themselves is also worrying about encountering some confused eggs who can't be reasoned with clearly. One piece of rat dropping ruins a pot of soup; sometimes not letting confused eggs mix in is actually a good thing."

Hearing Ren Yugang explain the reason clearly, Ren Qiying felt she had a bottom in her heart. She smiled: "Thank you, Father, for the advice."

Ren Yugang nodded. He asked somewhat hesitantly: "Girl, do you think the People's Party can withstand the court's attack?"

"Uh?" Ren Qiying was very puzzled by this sudden question. The People's Party had continuously won several great victories on the battlefield; how come Ren Yugang started worrying instead?

Ren Yugang thought for a while before saying: "Girl, I heard they are going to do household registration (*hukou*)."

Ren Qiying also knew this matter. This was proposed by Chen Ke; in the future, it would be divided into urban household registration and rural household registration. Ren Qiying didn't know Chen Ke prepared to promote a strict urban-rural dual household registration policy. In history, during the early days of the founding of the People's Republic, because the household registration issue wasn't solved, the population flow issue caused many troubles. Chen Ke felt that rather than causing such problems, he might as well promote a strict household registration policy in the early stage. As the level of education and economic development improved, plus the enhancement of state management means, relaxing it slowly later wouldn't cause a huge impact.

Although she didn't know Chen Ke's plan, Ren Qiying knew about this matter. "Father, what's wrong?"

Ren Yugang answered: "I was thinking, our family might as well switch to urban household registration. We aren't good at farming either, and I don't want your younger brothers and sisters to farm in the future. You and I both work in the county; it's not a good thing for a family to always be separated like this. Let's just hand over the land and join the urban household registration."

Although he said this, Ren Yugang's thoughts just now were far from this simple. To really make him give up all his land, it wasn't that easy for Ren Yugang to make up his mind in his heart. He even worried that if the People's Party lost the battle, at that time he wouldn't even be able to return to the countryside to farm. But on second thought, his daughter was already a high-level official, and he was teaching here in the People's Party. Even if there was land in the countryside, if the People's Party were destroyed, would he have good fruit to eat? Since it was so, he let go instead.

Ren Qiying knew her father was a knowledgeable person. Making the whole family into urban household registration wasn't a big deal. It was just that she wanted to promote production teams now, and she originally hoped her family could participate. It wasn't for that bit of income, but if her own family didn't lead, this matter couldn't be justified. But thinking about it, the People's Party opposed exploitation the most. Her whole family didn't farm but gave the land to her uncle's family to farm. Speaking of this, it wasn't some very aboveboard matter. Since her father just said "don't ruin one's reputation," her practice probably could also be classified into the category of bad reputation.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying nodded. "Father, I'll go back now and handle this matter immediately."

In late August, people's elections began in all areas of the base area except Anqing. The troops returned to the localities on leave. Although the common people knew the troops had won a great victory, the common people all wanted to hear clearly from these soldiers of their own village and land how exactly this battle was fought. The soldiers had all accepted the task; although they couldn't mention the names of their unit commanders, they could mention the war.

Listening to the soldiers recount how thousands of Hubei guys were beaten to pieces and not a single one escaped, the elders of Anhui were all very happy. After listening to the stories, everyone began to ask about the election. The soldiers all had experience in Soldier Committee elections, and the political commissars had explained the reasoning thoroughly to everyone, so they naturally spoke at length about the significance of the election.

The common people of Shouzhou counted as a relatively early liberated area. In Shijiaji, after an old man finished listening to the local soldier explain the election system, he couldn't help asking doubtfully: "Sanwa, according to what you said, after this election, the ones in power won't be your People's Party, but us common people?"

The soldier called Sanwa was named Shi Yousan; he was just ranked third. His older brother was called Shi Yousheng, not the Japanese kind of name ranked by numbers. These two brothers were both soldiers of the People's Party. This time, not all troops were disbanded on the spot. Because of war preparations, a considerable portion of backbone and new recruits remained. For this quota of returning home to visit family, Shi Yousan went home to visit, while Shi Yousheng stayed in the army.

The one asking was an old master of Shijiaji, Shi Xiuyu. Shi Yousan answered: "Fifth Grandfather, this world originally belongs to us common people. Elections are to choose officials we approve of ourselves. These officials naturally have to serve us common people. Otherwise, why would we elect him as an official?"

Shi Xiuyu laughed: "Where in this world is there a reason for officials to serve the common people? Sanwa, were you deceived by someone?"

Hearing this, quite a bit of laughter also came from the surrounding villagers. Shi Xiuyu's words spoke everyone's heartfelt thoughts. In generations of ancestors, where had they heard of such officials as Shi Yousan described?

"Since these officials are elected by everyone, if they don't do things for everyone, then we won't elect them," Shi Yousan said loudly.

Shi Xiuyu saw Shi Yousan's attitude was so tough. He naturally couldn't lose to a junior in momentum. He asked: "Then Sanwa, let me ask you. If an official is elected, then who do you soldiers listen to? Listen to the elected official, or listen to your People's Party?"

This question could be said to be very tricky. Fortunately, the political commissars had also specifically raised these questions in the meeting. If the political commissars hadn't prepared fully, Shi Yousan would really have been stumped. "Our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the Party's troops. Naturally, we listen to the Party."

Shi Xiuyu felt his words had succeeded and was preparing to continue. Shi Yousan snatched the lead and continued: "The official elected in our Shijiaji this time is elected by everyone to do things for our Shijiaji. If the official elected in our Shijiaji doesn't do things for our Shijiaji, but instead manages Yuezhangji in Fengtai County across the river, does everyone think this makes sense?"

Hearing this, the crowd surrounding Shi Yousan couldn't help laughing heartily. Actually, everyone was fellow villagers; they all knew Shi Xiuyu's thoughts. When Shi Xiuyu was young, he loved to seek personal gain, but in the end, he didn't even manage to become a *Lizhang* (village head). Now he wanted to be an official, but hearing that officials had to do things for the common people, he was naturally unwilling. That was why he talked nonsense like this.

A young man couldn't help teasing: "Fifth Grandfather, actually, managing Yuezhangji in Fengtai County would be wasting your talent too much. I feel that after our Shijiaji elects, you should just go to the capital city to be the Emperor. If you became the Emperor, you could just look after us people, and we could also borrow your light. Say, wouldn't that be great?"

As soon as these words came out, there was an even greater roar of laughter. Shi Xiuyu's face flushed red. He pointed at the young man who spoke and cursed a few sentences, then pushed through the crowd and left angrily.

Looking at Shi Xiuyu's back, Shi Yousan said: "We have been bullied by officials for so long. In the future, in our liberated area, no one can bully us common people anymore. The officials are elected by us ourselves. The People's Party and us common people are of one heart. Our troops have always educated us that our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the sons and brother soldiers of us common people. So everyone has nothing to be afraid of. Boldly elect officials that make us feel at ease ourselves. Whoever is willing to do things for everyone can recommend themselves. As long as what you say can make everyone believe, and everyone is at ease with how you handle affairs on normal days, then everyone will elect you."

The young people listened with shining eyes one by one. Although they didn't dare completely believe what Shi Yousan said was true, young people all hoped they could establish meritorious deeds. This opportunity to elect officials looked like an opportunity for promotion in the short term.

A young man asked: "Third Brother, how about you participate in this election? We'll all elect you."

"We military men cannot participate in local elections. This is the rule." Shi Yousan refused very appropriately according to the content of the political commissar's education.

"Then Third Brother, who do you think can get elected?" Learning that a soldier like Shi Yousan who had such a big backer as the People's Party wouldn't run, the youths let go of a big stone in their hearts. They wanted to get some words out of Shi Yousan's mouth again.

Shi Yousan continued: " everyone elects, naturally electing people they trust themselves. I naturally can't say anything; this is also discipline."

There was still a youth who couldn't hold his breath. He asked: "Third Brother, tell the truth. Is it okay if we don't elect People's Party people this time?"

This question was the matter most emphasized by the political commissars. Soldiers absolutely couldn't canvass votes for personnel dispatched by the People's Party to the grassroots. Shi Yousan answered: "Elections are to elect people who can do things for everyone and make everyone feel at ease. What does this have to do with whether he is a People's Party person or not? We common people elect people we can be at ease with ourselves, not elect People's Party people. Everyone doesn't need to worry about our People's Party retaliating. We are here to let everyone live a good life and let everyone not be bullied. We ourselves will absolutely not bully everyone."

"Third Brother, does what you say count?" The youths were still uneasy.

"I'm sitting here not moving. You can go ask the People's Party cadres in the locality now. See if the cadres say the same thing. If they don't say the same thing, I'll go reason with them," Shi Yousan said loudly.

While Shi Yousan was propagandizing the election system to the common people of Shijiaji in Shouzhou, Wu Liao, the County Committee Secretary of Wuhe County, glared with round eyes, pointing at the clerk Zhou Fengxiang in front of him and questioning loudly: "You say, who let you tell the common people that they must elect People's Party cadres in this election?"

Zhou Fengxiang had never seen Secretary Wu Liao lose such a big temper. He was so scared he lowered his head and dared not make a sound.

Such a pitiful appearance couldn't quell Wu Liao's anger at all. Wu Liao never expected that after he urged repeatedly at the Wuhe County cadre meeting that cadres were absolutely not allowed to coerce common people to elect themselves, a person like Zhou Fengxiang still appeared. Moreover, Zhou Fengxiang was caught this time because when Zhou Yizheng, a military cadre home on leave, was propagandizing the election system, masses reported to Zhou Yizheng that Zhou Fengxiang asked common people to elect him. After understanding the situation, Zhou Yizheng found Wu Liao to talk about this matter.

Zhou Fengxiang was a clerk in logistics; he wasn't a candidate the organization prepared to recommend at all. He privately asked common people to elect him; this had already greatly destroyed the People's Party's discipline. This could be counted as a major event destroying organizational discipline. Wu Liao came from an early military background; he knew what this meant in the army. Although he was now a civil administration cadre, Wu Liao still had the habits of a soldier.

Zhou Fengxiang was scolded by Wu Liao for a good while. Wu Liao didn't just curse him out but also asked Zhou Fengxiang to state the reason. Seeing he couldn't dodge it, Zhou Fengxiang simply asked back: "Secretary Wu, since the election system says people over 18 can all run for election, why can't I run? I feel this regulation is unfair."
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"Unfair?" Wu Liao asked back after hearing his subordinate's answer.

"Correct, unfair." Zhou Fengxiang knew Wu Liao had a big temper. Since he had already enraged Wu Liao anyway, he threw caution to the wind.

Wu Liao didn't lose his temper. He looked Zhou Fengxiang up and down, then asked with a sneer: "If it's unfair, why didn't you say so during the meeting?"

Zhou Fengxiang fell silent again. Wu Liao had indeed specifically asked everyone if they had any other opinions during the meeting. At that time, Zhou Fengxiang hadn't dared to stand up and speak. The People's Party hadn't given up the election of all positions; the Women's Federation, Education, Agriculture, and Hygiene—the People's Party was determined to win these departments. They only gave up positions like Village Head and Town Head.

Seeing Zhou Fengxiang silent again, Wu Liao pressed him with a sneer hanging on his face: "Speak. Weren't you quite daring just now?"

"I..." Zhou Fengxiang wanted to say something like the People's Party should take all positions, but when the words came to his lips, Zhou Fengxiang couldn't say them. Among the People's Party participants running in the Liujiapu District, Zhou Zhengying was running for the Women's Federation, Zhou Longsheng, the current principal of Liujiapu Primary School, was running for Education Director, and the Agriculture and Hygiene departments also had professionals participating in the selection. Although the election quota this time was circled by the organization, everyone had a scale in their hearts. Zhou Fengxiang himself knew he couldn't compete with them at all. So how could he dare to speak at the meeting?

As a small cadre in the logistics department, Zhou Fengxiang was in charge of the Supply and Marketing Cooperative work in Liujiapu. It wasn't any remarkable position in the county, but in Liujiapu District, it was impressive and majestic. Now, if the farmers in the base area wanted to buy cheap daily necessities, they would choose the rural Supply and Marketing Cooperative. As long as they held Renminbi and the purchase tickets distributed to them, they could go to the Supply and Marketing Cooperative to buy commodities that used to cost a huge amount at very low prices. As the supervisor of the Supply and Marketing Cooperative, Zhou Fengxiang could be said to have unlimited glory. As soon as he arrived in Liujiapu, everyone greeted him with "Comrade Zhou this" and "Comrade Zhou that." This kind of treatment, like stars surrounding the moon, made Zhou Fengxiang feel very happy in his heart.

In this election activity, Zhou Fengxiang didn't feel anything special during the meeting. After the meeting ended, he went to Liujiapu, and quite a few people asked Zhou Fengxiang what position he was actually running for. Zhou Fengxiang actually wanted to participate in the election very much. At first, he could still say relatively calmly that he wasn't running. But seeing those people who asked him first look stunned and then immediately turn cold in attitude, Zhou Fengxiang felt extremely lost in his heart.

If one must say, Zhou Fengxiang actually didn't really want to be elected to anything; he just hoped he could be listed on the candidate list. So he told some "moderate lies"; for example, he hinted or stated explicitly that he might run. Because he was afraid of being exposed, he actually chose people who looked like they wouldn't go out and talk nonsense very carefully to make this kind of hint. Unexpectedly, he was still caught.

Facing Secretary Wu Liao's anger, Zhou Fengxiang could only tough it out. As a person who cared about face, being caught violating discipline was already bad enough. If there was anything worse than this, it was admitting he told lies.

After venting his anger like this, the anger in Wu Liao's heart had dissipated quite a bit. Being selected as County Committee Secretary meant he wasn't useless. Although he couldn't completely see through Zhou Fengxiang's psychology, Wu Liao could still see that Zhou Fengxiang hadn't told the whole truth. However, this kind of thing wasn't the main point right now; first, he had to retrieve the adverse effects caused by Zhou Fengxiang. "Comrade Zhou Fengxiang, I now require you to immediately return to Liujiapu District and admit to the common people that you have no intention of running for election."

Wu Liao's words made Zhou Fengxiang shudder involuntarily. This was the most fatal blow. Zhou Fengxiang no longer looked pitiful; he said emotionally: "Secretary Wu Liao, if I say that, how can I mix in Liujiapu in the future?"

"What do you mean?" Wu Liao actually didn't understand for a moment.

"A man lives for a face; a tree lives for a bark. If I say that, who will still look up to me in the future?" Zhou Fengxiang really threw caution to the wind this time.

Wu Liao was made furious by these words. Because he was too angry, Wu Liao didn't explode directly. He looked at Zhou Fengxiang with eyes like looking at a mental patient. "You weren't a candidate selected by our People's Party to begin with. What opinion do you have about being asked to tell the truth? Are you unwilling to continue working on the People's Party side?"

The thought of refusing to lose face had completely gained the upper hand in Zhou Fengxiang's heart. Hearing Wu Liao say this, he also knew he had no future in the People's Party this time. At this point, Zhou Fengxiang felt a burst of willfulness surge up. He said loudly: "If I don't work, I don't work. I just want to run for election this time."

Wu Liao was choked into silence, but this loss of composure only lasted a few seconds. He raised his hand, pointed at the door, and said only one word: "Get out."

Hearing this word, Zhou Fengxiang suddenly felt relaxed all over. He raised his head and strode out with big steps. Just before he walked out of the main gate, Wu Liao shouted again, "Wait."

"What is it!" Zhou Fengxiang no longer had the slightest feeling of a subordinate. He turned his head carelessly, thinking in his heart that no matter what Wu Liao said, he wouldn't work for the People's Party anymore.

Wu Liao's face was a mixture of anger and surprise, but what he said had nothing to do with either. "Before you go, finish handing over the work to me." After speaking, Wu Liao opened the door to the next room and instructed the comrades of the County Committee Office to handle the handover work.

Not only Wu Liao's Wuhe County, but every county in the base area encountered this kind of thing. Comrades in the localities actually all wanted to run for Village Head and Town Head. There were actually more than thirty cases of violating regulations. The largest number was in Fuyang County, where Lu Huitian served as Secretary. Fuyang County was a newly liberated area and was right next to Henan. Not only was there civil administration work, but they also had to guard against the Qing army in Henan, so military work was also quite heavy. Lu Huitian had relatively more experience in local work, and he himself hoped to have experience in both military and political aspects like Chen Ke, so he chose Fuyang.

Chen Ke read Lu Huitian's report once, and then read the People's Internal Affairs Committee's report once. Lu Huitian at least didn't hide anything regarding the number of cadres with problems. Just for this point, Chen Ke felt very satisfied. He didn't want to pursue so-called "responsibility" at all. What the People's Party lacked most now wasn't people, nor troops, but cadres. Lu Huitian had only been there for half a year, and Fuyang wasn't small; Lu Huitian simply didn't have enough time to select enough cadres. Being able to keep the work below basically not going astray already proved Lu Huitian's ability, so it was reasonable that there were many problems.

Looking at the report again, among these cadres who violated discipline, nearly half chose to leave the organization, and the remaining half also suspended work. It seemed quite a few comrades still didn't take organizational discipline seriously. The People's Party wasn't an organization where you could come and go as you pleased. They thought "If this place doesn't keep the master, there are other places that will." In Chen Ke's view, this was a terribly wrong idea.

He Zudao sat opposite Chen Ke. He couldn't see any definable emotion on Chen Ke's face. The situation this time was the first large-scale outbreak of internal contradictions within the People's Party. It was absolutely impossible to say Chen Ke wasn't angry. Even if the number of these cadres who actively left wasn't large, the outbreak of such fierce contradictions within the People's Party before the election wasn't a good thing for the masses to see after all.

Thinking of this, He Zudao couldn't help advising: "Chairman Chen, I suggest we talk to these comrades again. Everyone might just be fighting out of spite."

"Zudao, these people are all deserters," Chen Ke replied with a smile.

He Zudao couldn't help shuddering. If deserters appeared on the battlefield, the commander could immediately execute battlefield discipline. That meant execution on the spot. Chen Ke actually used this as an example; the murderous aura in this was a bit too strong. He dared not answer for a moment.

Chen Ke looked at He Zudao's careful expression and couldn't help laughing. "I didn't mean I want to shoot them. I'm just used to using the word 'deserter' to describe these people who run away as soon as they encounter some difficulties. Aren't these people just for personal power and position? Quite a few of them feel that after joining the government organization, they are not ordinary people anymore. Others can be officials, why can't they? It's just this kind of thought. Actually, it's a good thing they left. Getting rid of this kind of black sheep early on makes me feel more at ease if we really encounter greater pressure in the future."

He Zudao knew Chen Ke always took things lightly, but he never expected Chen Ke to have such a view on the comrades who left. But on second thought, Chen Ke wasn't wrong either. If these people encountered a situation with greater pressure, heaven knew what they would do.

"Zudao, the comrades in the troops performed very well this time. You political commissars did a good job," Chen Ke praised. These incidents that broke out this time were all problems discovered when the soldiers of the troops propagandized the new election regulations. The comrades in the troops obviously observed discipline more than the cadres in the localities. Chen Ke was very satisfied with this point.

He Zudao wasn't entirely happy. This time, the troops and the localities counted as having a conflict. At the political commissars' work meeting, some comrades raised this view. Local supervision work originally didn't belong to the army, but when the common people complained to the army, the result was effective. It was inevitable that the common people would have the idea that the army's status was above the local government. The local government definitely wouldn't be happy about this idea of the common people. However, He Zudao didn't plan to complain to Chen Ke. Chen Ke was already busy like this; there was no need to let Chen Ke be annoyed by these personnel struggles.

"Chairman Chen, what do you plan to do?" He Zudao finally couldn't help asking.

Chen Ke was amused by He Zudao's words. He laughed: "Do nothing. We have already arranged the work; everyone has things to do. The election work has just started; what can I do? I just have to stay here and watch the work continue."

Looking at He Zudao's embarrassed expression, Chen Ke had to reassure He Zudao first. "Zudao, any matter will encounter problems. Let alone this election work done for the first time, even if we do it ten or twenty times, new problems will be encountered each time. It's not strange for problems to arise; it would be strange if problems didn't arise. As long as everyone doesn't stop moving forward, or deceive superiors and hide from subordinates, but strives towards the direction of solving problems, what can I say? If I speak now, it will affect everyone psychologically instead. The one who should keep their mouth shut the most right now is actually me."

He Zudao could roughly understand the reasoning Chen Ke wanted to state, but he couldn't accept it in his heart. Since things hadn't developed according to the meeting arrangements, but chaos had occurred internally from the beginning, leaving Chen Ke aside, He Zudao felt it was necessary to take action to correct it.

Seeing He Zudao's expression, Chen Ke said seriously: "Comrade He Zudao, you have your own work; focus on doing your own work well for me. This election matter hasn't ended yet; it's just the beginning now. So I don't allow you to have any comments on this. Moreover, after you go back, convene a meeting of political commissars. The political work system is not allowed to have any public comments on this. Personal comments are only allowed to be raised in political work meetings; silence must be maintained externally. Comrade He Zudao, watch the political work system well for me. No nonsense affecting the election work is allowed to be spoken."

Chen Ke raised the requirement so seriously that He Zudao knew there was no room for discussion. He nodded vigorously. "Chairman Chen, I know."

Almost at the same time, Yuwen Badu also convened a Fengtai County Committee work meeting. Chen Ke was still staying in Hefei now. The work of Fengtai County was completely the responsibility of Yuwen Badu. He said seriously: "No one is allowed to evaluate the election work of other counties and districts, and even less allowed to gloat or talk nonsense behind their backs."

Ren Qiying quietly listened to Yuwen Badu emphasize organizational discipline. This wasn't an idea she gave Yuwen Badu, but Yuwen Badu's own understanding. Yuwen Badu's theoretical level wasn't high, and his speaking skills were also limited. Ren Qiying felt a bit regretful in her heart; if this paragraph had been drafted by her, it would definitely have been much more organized and persuasive. Actually, Ren Qiying didn't notice the deeper reason for the regret in her heart. In the work these days, Ren Qiying had somewhat looked down on Yuwen Badu to some extent. She originally thought she needed to tell Yuwen Badu how to treat the problems in the election work, but without Ren Qiying, Yuwen Badu still made the extremely correct choice. This gave Ren Qiying a huge sense of loss.

After emphasizing organizational discipline, Yuwen Badu continued: "Now let Comrade Ren Qiying talk about the formation of production teams."

Ren Qiying stood up. In the past few days, she first transferred the household registration of her family to the county, and then handled the transfer of land ownership. Only after these two big things were done did she begin the investigation work on production teams. After standing on the podium, Ren Qiying naturally couldn't say these things. She went straight to the preliminary results of the investigation. "Comrades, I did some investigations these past few days. The matter of forming production teams is actually not as easy as I imagined."

Everyone didn't expect Ren Qiying to say this as soon as she came up, and they were all startled.

"Due to the popularization of peasant associations and cooperatives, ordinary families basically have new-style iron farm tools. Production efficiency has generally improved. According to my investigation, the biggest difficulty for farmers now lies in the lack of large livestock. In the case of three *mu* of land per person, to be able to finish cultivating their own land with quality and quantity without missing the farming season, except for families with relatively more strong laborers, most families have already reached a limit as of now. So to form production teams and make production teams profitable, the problem of large livestock must be solved. Only after continuing to improve production efficiency will the common people have spare energy for production teams."

The People's Party members and government cadres all knew that it was Chairman Chen Ke who proposed the idea of forming production teams. It wasn't that no one in the People's Party dared to sing a different tune from Chen Ke, but Ren Qiying was at least the first person in Fengtai County to believe with reason and evidence that the policy proposed by Chen Ke had problems. However, like Chen Ke, Ren Qiying used facts to speak. The participating cadres didn't know whether they should support or oppose.

After a long while, He Yaqing, the Deputy Director of the County Committee Office, asked: "Director Ren, then does the matter of forming production teams just stop like this? Since we have already propagandized the suggestion to form production teams, having no follow-up might not be good. The matter of large livestock might not be unsolvable either. If we spare some evenly from the army farms and state-run farms, there should be some surplus."

He Yaqing was thirty-three years old this year, considered relatively older in the People's Party. Everyone originally thought he should be able to become the Director of the County Committee Office, but besides being much younger than He Yaqing, Ren Qiying didn't fall behind in qualifications and ability at all. Plus with Chairman Chen Ke's promotion, the County Committee Office became a situation where a young female led an older male. Even in such an open-minded organization as the People's Party and the new government, this combination made quite a few people laugh behind their backs. Plus He Yaqing's words weren't unreasonable, so quite a few male comrades almost subconsciously nodded in agreement with He Yaqing.

Ren Qiying was not moved at all. She said: "Regarding this year's farming, the army farms and state-run farms have already used livestock on average to the maximum limit. But there is still quite a lot of land plowed by manpower. There are basically no livestock to buy in the surrounding areas. Our breeding farms have given birth to some small calves, but it will be the year after next at the earliest before they can be put to use. So regarding the production teams, I feel it will be in time to do it again next year."

"Next year?" Some relatively sharp comrades discovered a strange point in the timetable proposed by Ren Qiying. Calves can only be used after growing to two years old, which would be the year after next no matter what. Why did Ren Qiying say production teams could be promoted next year?

Looking at the bewildered or puzzled expressions of the comrades below, Ren Qiying couldn't help feeling a burst of pride in her heart. She finally experienced the power of knowledge now. Besides investigating and inquiring below these past few days, Ren Qiying also read some documents written by Chen Ke. Fortunately, these documents were edited with keyword indexes. Ren Qiying really wasn't afraid of trouble; she learned from Chen Ke to work late into the night and forcibly read through all the indexes once. As a result, in the mechanical literature she didn't understand at all, Ren Qiying saw the index of four words: "Agricultural Machinery." Calling out the document to look, she actually saw content about tractors. Chen Ke stated bluntly in it that tractors would inevitably replace plow oxen and thoroughly liberate agricultural productive forces. This made Ren Qiying feel like she had found a treasure.

Ren Qiying's father Ren Yugang now worked under Yan Fu. Everyone in the base area knew Yan Fu was a great expert who understood machinery. Ren Qiying borrowed the literature and ran to find Yan Fu for advice. Yan Fu had a very close relationship with the National Defense Science and Industry Committee. After reading the materials, he suggested Ren Qiying go to the National Defense Science and Industry Committee to ask. Ren Qiying didn't go to find Qin Tongren, who had a close relationship with Yan Fu, but found You Gou, the general person in charge of the National Defense Science and Industry Committee, who was also a member of the People's Party Women's Federation.

You Gou had already commanded the blasting of the river-blocking obstacles in the Nanfei River and had just returned less than two days ago. Looking at the tractor materials Ren Qiying brought, she greatly appreciated the sensitivity of this female comrade Ren Qiying and broke precedent to reveal a piece of news to Ren Qiying. The base area had obtained not only gas internal combustion engines, but the inflowing materials also contained data on "hot bulb engines." After this data was handed to Chen Ke, Chen Ke actually had a sudden realization at the time, and immediately instructed the base area to divide the direction of engines into two types: one to continue researching gas internal combustion engines, and the other direction to start the research and development of hot bulb engines. And this hot bulb engine could be used as the power for tractors.

Through You Gou's explanation, although she still didn't understand the principle and production of hot bulb engines, Ren Qiying knew the base area prepared to strive to produce hot bulb engines next year. This gave Ren Qiying confidence.

Facing the doubts, Ren Qiying said loudly to the comrades of the County Committee: "Agriculture in the future must not only be animal-powered but even more mechanized. This is our future direction. This is also the direction Chairman Chen is striving to push forward."
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"Knowledge is power!" Regardless of how low the character of Bacon, who said this sentence, was, the sentence itself pointed out part of the truth and reality.

Ren Qiying didn't know about Bacon's personal affairs. When she stood on the platform and told the comrades below about the future expectations mixed almost entirely from Chen Ke's literature and You Gou's statements, looking at the dumbfounded comrades below, Ren Qiying really felt a kind of illusory powerful force.

Although Chen Ke's literature also had some descriptive content, as far as Chen Ke's mentality at the time was concerned, these descriptions were cold. But this was just Chen Ke's own view. If he saw Ren Qiying describing with an almost "sacred" attitude that tractors only need maintenance but can work regardless of wind or rain, cold or heat, Chen Ke might feel caught between laughter and tears.

Tractors replacing large livestock is not just because of the power of tractors; the maintenance of mechanical equipment is actually simpler than raising large livestock. Tractors also have problems, but compared to the complex diseases and feeding of large livestock, they are easier to solve. When Chen Ke wrote these things, what arose in his heart was just an engineering student's feeling about practical application. But the cadres who had used large livestock felt that an absurd and bizarre brave new world was unfolding before their eyes.

Whether a suggestion made by a cadre in the base area can get everyone's support depends largely on whether this cadre can turn Chairman Chen Ke's meaning into words that everyone can understand. Ren Qiying didn't really understand why the base area would eventually become like this, but she intuitively felt this model. Sure enough, after learning that "mechanization" was Chen Ke's idea, more comrades began to support Ren Qiying.

Yuwen Badu watched all this, and the taste in his heart was really not good. In fact, Yuwen Badu knew why there was such an effect. In the traditional political organization model, the people at the top actually do the least practical work and are mainly responsible for the operation of the system. Yuwen Badu could have such a profound understanding not because he had such a level of understanding of politics, but because as one of the nine Standing Committee members, he could participate in the highest-level meetings and training, which were all content Chen Ke had talked about.

When mentioning the current base area construction, Chen Ke pointed out the difference between the People's Party and other political forces. The official system, or bureaucratic system, of the People's Party is a "system of affairs officials." That is to say, the officials of the People's Party are not so much "officials" (*Guan*) as "clerks" (*Li*). They are all officials promoted from specific work, executing various specific tasks. Those acting as "political officials" in other political forces are "Party members." Party members are not produced by reading the Four Books and Five Classics, nor by imperial examinations. Party members are comrades selected after learning "revolutionary theory," joining the Party voluntarily and earnestly, and passing the test of revolution.

Compared with the current system of the Manchu Qing, the "officials" of the Manchu Qing represent the interests of the ruling class group, while the Party members of the People's Party are the vanguard of the revolution, representing the interests of the Chinese masses. The "clerks" of the Manchu Qing are the lower-level lackeys of the ruling class, while the "officials" of the People's Party are formal government employees serving the people, or called "public servants." From the perspectives of organization, discipline, and regularization, the organizational model of the People's Party comprehensively surpasses the Manchu Qing, and can even be called one of the most advanced in the world.

With Yuwen Badu's cognitive ability and level, he could only barely understand these. His understanding of these party and government organizations mentioned by Chen Ke was relatively "mass-oriented," that is to say, he realized that all the "science, democracy, and liberation" promoted by Chen Ke practically developed productive forces, reduced labor intensity, improved labor efficiency, and allowed more people to effectively invest in social labor. So life in the base area took on a new look.

In Yuwen Badu's view, the entire base area was like a spinning top. No matter how big the top was, the real pivot point was only such a small sharp cone. The tip of the cone was undoubtedly Chairman Chen Ke. The layer up was the nine Standing Committee members, further up were Party members, above Party members were cadres and the army, and above this cone bore the cylindrical main body of the spinning top. This main body was undoubtedly the people of the entire base area. No matter how huge this main body was, without the small sharp tip at the bottom, no matter how huge this main body was, it absolutely had no way to stand up.

After having such cognition, Yuwen Badu also had his own ideas about revolution. Without high-speed rotation, the spinning top cannot stand up either. The "high-speed rotation" driving the operation of the People's Party and the base area is the "revolution" Chen Ke talked about. The people need a better life and need to obtain their own liberation and dignity; this is the motive force for the spinning top to rotate. Before the People's Party led by Chen Ke, including Yuwen Badu, arrived in Anhui, the main body of the people could not stand up relying on any political force as a pivot. So this huge main body was blown by wind and rain, ravaged by natural disasters, trampled by corrupt officials, rolling helplessly and wailing. Until Chen Ke led the People's Party as a pivot to prop up the people, the people in the base area got rid of the painful life of the past and marched towards a life with hope, future, and dignity.

Being able to be a member of the "People's Party" bearing the interests of the people, especially as a member of the lowest "nine Standing Committee members" next to Chairman Chen Ke in the "spinning top," Yuwen Badu consciously realized that his actions were not for his own interests alone, but bore the heavy "hope" of the people. Yuwen Badu felt a kind of fear. He was afraid that he would do wrong things, disappoint Chairman Chen Ke and the people, and cause losses to this flourishing life. This was what Yuwen Badu worried about most on weekdays.

Every time a job was completed, and a matter was settled normally, this fearful mood would temporarily dissipate. At this time, what filled Yuwen Badu's heart was a kind of true pride. So Yuwen Badu gradually discovered one thing: he never knew he was actually a person with extremely strong jealousy. Leaving aside the nine Standing Committee members with the same status as him and other members of the Politburo of twenty-five, every time he saw comrades with lower status than him showing excellent talent, a strong sourness would rise in Yuwen Badu's heart. He extremely longed to possess talents overriding these comrades. Although he himself could consciously and voluntarily submit to Chairman Chen Ke and follow and look up to Chairman Chen Ke, Yuwen Badu didn't want to look up to others.

Ren Qiying's advantage in knowledge allowed her to gain a lot of support temporarily, but she was not Chen Ke after all. If Chen Ke talked about mechanization, comrades would support unconditionally regardless of whether they could understand it or not. These issues regarding agricultural mechanization were not thought up by Ren Qiying herself after all, but obtained by reading literature and listening to others' explanations in a short time. When He Yaqing, Deputy Director of the County Party Office, asked "When can this mechanization process begin next year?", Ren Qiying discovered her fatal problem. — She herself was dazzled by the prospect of this mechanization.

Everyone in the base area knew that Chairman Chen Ke didn't talk big. So after reading the literature written by Chen Ke and getting "news" from You Gou, Ren Qiying habitually took this unknown thing as the basis for establishing her own policy. And the prospect of mechanization was so wonderful. Not only Ren Qiying, but even You Gou was unusually excited when mentioning this matter. She talked to Ren Qiying about the benefits of machinery and even took Ren Qiying to see the coal gas internal combustion engine.

The huge steel body of the coal gas internal combustion engine and the rumbling sound emitted during operation made Ren Qiying feel fear. This coal gas internal combustion engine drove the water lifting system of the People's Party waterworks. As the settled population in Fengtai County increased, the supply coverage of the tap water network naturally became larger and larger, and the original water supply power was far from enough. The coal gas internal combustion engine was first used in the waterworks. Ren Qiying had become accustomed to using clean and convenient tap water. In just over a year, she could no longer get used to the way of carrying water in rural areas. This was also one of the many reasons why she was willing for her family to give up rural land and enter urban life.

You Gou was the same. Although Fengtai County was now just a small county town in Anhui, the level of mechanical power used per capita was not much different from Shanghai, and even above Shanghai in many aspects. You Gou was not a hedonist, but she would absolutely not refuse an easier life. You Gou firmly believed that mechanization must be accelerated, and successfully instilled this concept into Ren Qiying, making Ren Qiying's heart surge and blood boil.

Hearing He Yaqing ask whether the mass production of hot bulb engines could be determined next year, the always emotional Ren Qiying finally recovered some calmness. She realized that all her expectations were actually built on absolute trust in Chen Ke. Whether the base area could complete the manufacture of hot bulb engines, the only one who could truly be counted on was Chen Ke. Ren Qiying used to obey orders and listen to commands. She always placed herself in a position below Chen Ke, at least she thought so herself.

When Ren Qiying tried to promote her own policy for the first time, she suddenly realized she was wrong. Chen Ke was never high above. Only when facing danger and difficulties would Chen Ke appear at the very front of the line. In ordinary times, Chen Ke was always at the bottom. Everyone who hoped to obtain better methods and better tools could get support and help from Chen Ke. If Ren Qiying wanted to promote mechanization, apart from Chen Ke, no one in the base area could give Ren Qiying real support.

Suddenly discovering that the operation mode of the base area was not the traditional top-down mode, but the completely opposite bottom-up mode, Ren Qiying was stunned by her discovery. She stood on the platform tongue-tied, completely at a loss. Thousands of thoughts and memories in her mind were quickly guided and recombined under this new understanding. Then a clear result was reached. All changes in the base area now came from Chen Ke alone. All science and new methods were provided by Chen Ke without exception, or at least guided by Chen Ke.

It was unknown how long the dazed state lasted. "Comrade Ren Qiying, are you okay?" The surprised shout called Ren Qiying's thoughts back to reality. She saw the comrades below looking at her in astonishment. Ren Qiying knew she was distracted, but the new understanding was like a huge torrent, making Ren Qiying unable to hold other thoughts in her heart. She forced herself to say, "Comrades, my thoughts are a bit messy right now. Please allow me to leave for a while." After speaking, without everyone's consent, Ren Qiying walked quickly out of the conference room. She just wanted to straighten out her thoughts quietly, so she rushed to the dormitory in the County Party Committee courtyard. As soon as she entered the door, she closed the door tight and then covered herself tightly with a bed sheet.

When Ren Qiying tried to spread her wings and fly towards Chen Ke's figure she thought existed, she suddenly found that she was standing on Chen Ke's shoulder originally. The tall figure she saw originally was just a fantasy she imagined. When the so-called flying was just leaping into the void of nothingness, this huge contrast made Ren Qiying feel a kind of panic and suffocation. At this time, what was in Ren Qiying's mind was not only theoretical summary but also realistic considerations. If she wanted to promote agricultural mechanization, someone must provide mechanization. Ren Qiying wanted to promote it next year, so this person must guarantee to provide machinery before next year. If this person was Ren Qiying's subordinate, Ren Qiying could request and order. But this person happened not to be Ren Qiying's subordinate; this person was Chen Ke, the highest leader of the base area. So Ren Qiying found she was wrong, and wrong ridiculously. She had no power or reason to demand Chen Ke to complete the task.

The error of this thought brought Ren Qiying a great sense of fear. She knew Chen Ke was not a petty person. Even if Chen Ke knew about this, Ren Qiying could imagine that Chen Ke would show a very simple smile and then say: "Comrade Ren Qiying, some things are not accomplished just because I want to accomplish them." Chen Ke had always been very tolerant of excessive demands from subordinates. Ren Qiying hadn't seen this kind of response just once or twice.

Thinking of Chen Ke's tolerance, Ren Qiying felt much more relaxed in her heart. Another thought immediately appeared in her mind: "Is the way to achieve one's goal downward rather than upward?"

Ren Qiying's father Ren Yugang liked a sentence in Laozi's *Tao Te Ching* very much: "The highest good is like water. Water is good at benefiting all things without striving, dwelling in places that the multitude detest, so it is close to the Tao. In dwelling, it is good to be close to the land; in heart, it is good to be deep; in giving, it is good to be benevolent; in speech, it is good to be trustworthy; in government, it is good to bring order; in affairs, it is good to be capable; in action, it is good to be timely. It is only because it does not strive that it is without fault." This was Ren Yugang's way of conducting himself, and also one of the moral standards Ren Yugang taught Ren Qiying.

Regarding such a high moral level, Ren Qiying actually had quite a few criticisms in her heart. She never thought she could really meet such a person. Even her father Ren Yugang, Ren Qiying felt that her father might not have reached this moral realm. Until experiencing this matter, Ren Qiying realized what true "dwelling below" was. Everything Ren Qiying obtained now was not suddenly obtained at this moment; everything was accumulation and preparation from before. Without her father's education since childhood, without study and experience in the People's Party, Ren Qiying absolutely couldn't understand everything now. Everything was built on accumulation. Anything Ren Qiying used now came from her father, from Chen Ke, from the accumulation of those walking at the very front.

The reason Ren Qiying felt these people "did not dwell below" was only because what she saw was the superior status of these people. Now it seemed that these were just superficial illusions. Because these statuses were not self-appointed by them, but given and recognized by others. Just as no one in the People's Party dared to challenge Chen Ke's status now, even Ren Qiying elected Chen Ke as the Party Chairman willingly. If Ren Qiying proclaimed herself the Chairman of the People's Party without knowing the height of the sky and the depth of the earth now, would anyone recognize it?

Why was everyone willing to give Chen Ke this status? Because Chen Ke gave everything of himself to everyone. Through the hard work of People's Party comrades, these forces changed the lives of the people in the base area. As long as they were laborers, they could get a better life by relying on themselves, so everyone followed Chen Ke and followed the leadership of the People's Party willingly.

"The People's Party is really a group of hopeless fools." Ren Qiying couldn't help laughing out loud. Lying there, tears ran down her cheeks from the corners of her eyes.

Working so hard for the happy life of others should have been something only fools would do. Why did she not feel absurd at all in her heart? Why did she feel very happy? Ren Qiying wiped her tears randomly with the bed sheet. Why didn't she feel wronged at all? Was it because there were people working harder, striving more, and seeking less reward than herself?

Ren Qiying didn't join the revolution to save others. She just intuitively felt that the People's Party could be dealt with. In the flood, only such a group of people could be relied on and cooperated with. So for her parents and younger siblings, she could only choose to stand out and sacrifice herself. Perhaps the reason she decided to choose the People's Party at that time was the so-called "birds of a feather flock together"?

Ren Qiying, who held the idea of sacrificing herself for the family, walked together with another group of people who decided to sacrifice themselves for this country. Ren Qiying never thought of leaving this team. She felt very strange herself. Thinking about it now, comrades including Ren Qiying were following behind that biggest fool. Was it because that most foolish guy walked at the forefront of this team that she felt she could go on together?

Although she still didn't understand what "liberating the whole of China" was all about, Ren Qiying could already feel that this group of big fools, including herself, no matter what purpose they had, relied on serving the happiness and interests of others to have everything today. Precisely because everyone sank to the very bottom, the people trying to break free from the flood had a support point and a foothold. And the one located at the very bottom of these fools was Chen Ke, the biggest fool.

Taking a deep breath, Ren Qiying felt the inhaled air mixed with a faint salty taste, which was the smell of her tears. "I want to follow this person." Ren Qiying thought. Only now did she understand why people like You Gou, Shang Yuan, Hua Xiongmao, and He Zudao, who were far older, smarter, and more powerful than You Gou (Note: Should be "than herself" or referring to You Gou being smarter than Ren Qiying, text says "than You Gou" which might be a typo in source or comparison to the young Ren Qiying. Context implies these capable people follow Chen Ke), would be with Chen Ke. Because everyone knew Chen Ke was serving others, everyone would consciously or unconsciously believe in Chen Ke, believe that the unknown new world Chen Ke wanted to create would definitely come.

"I also want to follow this person." Ren Qiying made up her mind.
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Life in Hefei

Chairman Chen Ke could actually be restless, which surprised the staff around him, especially his wife He Ying. He Ying had been responsible for mapping work for more than a year. To avoid trouble, Chen Ke dared not let comrades see his hiking atlas. It was good to have a wife; Chen Ke could trust He Ying on this point. It accomplished confidentiality work and also found a job for He Ying.

When the Battle of Hefei began, He Ying also arrived in Hefei as a cadre of the Mapping Department. After the battle ended, He Ying stayed in Hefei. When the Mapping Department determined the personnel to stay in Hefei, He Ying was naturally assigned to Hefei. He Ying went to work very on time and left work very punctually. Comrades didn't say a word about this. If He Ying worked overtime with them, these people would be truly surprised.

Like young ladies from prestigious families of this era, He Ying didn't like to talk much, although she was young. This was also the reason why Chen Ke wanted to marry a lady from a prestigious family. His ancestors once highly praised the family style of Yan Xishan's family. In such a huge family, no sound could be heard on weekdays. A big family of dozens of people was even quieter than a small family of a few people. Although this strict family style sounded very harsh, it was not the case in Chen Ke's view.

If a person can be their own master, know what they should do, and have work that must be completed seriously, just communicating with people at work has already exhausted their tongue, and completing the work has exhausted their mental effort; where is the leisure time to gossip after returning home? The warmth of a family is that the family members know that this home is a place for them to rest, and the relatives at home are the closest people who spend life with them. Outside, one has to reason; at home, what reason is there to talk about? Assuming one's own work at home and making family members happy together is enough. This is family life.

He Ying was such a girl. She didn't talk much, but she didn't say less than necessary. For example, when washing vegetables and cooking with Chen Ke, the two would also communicate about how to cook, but when eating, they buried their heads in eating without saying a word. When the housework was not finished, He Ying did housework with Chen Ke. After the housework was done, she always stuck with Chen Ke. Whether it was couple's life or taking a bath or shower together, she never acted coyly. In short, she was such a seemingly simple woman who never perfunctory.

Chen Ke couldn't figure out how his old father-in-law He Ruming, who looked not so great, educated such an outstanding daughter. This was really something that genetics couldn't explain. Neither Chen Ke nor He Ying liked to accumulate any "family belongings." When they went from Beijing to Shanghai, they left in a hurry, and He Ying didn't bring extra things originally. There were not many clothes and luggage with her. After arriving in Anhui, He Ying never bought any clothes. A dark blue military uniform looked clean and simple. Apart from a few personal items and simple clothes and bedding, there was nothing else in the couple's home. Chen Ke once joked that if a thief came here to steal things, he would return in disappointment. He Ying just didn't understand what was funny about this joke. Her beautiful big eyes looked at Chen Ke doubtfully, wanting to figure out what Chen Ke meant. Chen Ke never dared to make such boring jokes at home since then.

Not only did she not like to accumulate family belongings, but He Ying also never cared about so-called "face." She always went out in military uniform, no different from others. He Ying was always dressed strictly outside. No matter how hot the weather was, the collar hook was always fastened tightly. She would rather wear sleeve covers than roll up her sleeves. Outsiders would never guess that her underwear was modified from the clothes she brought. Whatever silk and satin, cut what should be cut, tailor what should be tailored. Completely pursuing her own comfort. Chen Ke praised this attitude towards life extremely. As a result, after he spoke the words of praise, He Ying smiled slightly out of politeness. Chen Ke could see that his flattery definitely didn't hit the right spot. Since then, he never dared to say meaningless nonsense at home.

But this didn't mean He Ying had no enthusiasm for family life. At least He Ying could truly relax at home. When she leaned on Chen Ke, she would always choose the posture she felt most comfortable with. If she got tired of one snuggling posture, she would also change the way to lean together. In short, the two lived so almost plainly, as if this life was eternal.

Chen Ke knew what kind of self-discipline and extremely high quality such plainness was built upon. The vast majority of people will pursue external stimulation. The eyes like to see five colors, the ears like to hear five sounds, and the mouth likes to taste five flavors. If one cannot become one's own master through self-cultivation, then one is destined to become a slave to desire. This is a fundamentally merciless self-war. In terms of self-discipline, Chen Ke dared not say he could surpass He Ying, which was also the reason why Chen Ke liked He Ying extremely. He Ying was not only Chen Ke's wife and life partner but also a mirror for Chen Ke. Chen Ke felt he could learn many things from He Ying that he had always wanted to achieve but failed to notice.

So when the two leaned together quietly, He Ying unexpectedly asked if Chen Ke was worried about something. Chen Ke's first reaction was not feeling that there was someone to confide in. He moved his body slightly uneasily. "Can you tell? Is it obvious?"

"Mn." He Ying responded but didn't pursue.

Chen Ke didn't mention his worries at all, just said, "It seems my cultivation is not enough."

He Ying was silent for a while, and finally said calmly, "As long as you feel at ease, it's fine."

Chen Ke didn't respond to his wife's words. He indeed felt very uneasy. But he couldn't find a way to make himself at ease.

Near Hefei, more precisely near the Chaohu Lake area, there were pyrite and magnetite mines. Chen Ke even roughly knew where they were. He liked to visit friends in the 21st century and had been to Hefei. Everyone also talked about industrial development in various places, and a friend in Hefei happened to mention this matter. For the current Chen Ke, if he didn't know this, he might feel better.

China lacked prospectors. Chen Ke could imagine the difficulty of prospecting. On this issue, he had done his best. As early as the Shanghai era, Chen Ke relied on the Shanghai Renxin Medical College to help build a prospecting school. The person in charge of this major was Yao Hongye.

Yao Hongye was from Xiametang, Yiyang, Hunan. Historically, this brother went to Japan to study in 1904, set up a road and mine school, and was the first to advocate protecting 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" promulgated by the Japanese Ministry of Education aimed at prohibiting the activities of Chinese students. He rented a house in Shanghai with Qiu Jin and Yu Youren to start a school, founding the China Public School, pioneering private new schools. Later, due to difficulties in funding and school buildings, plus slander and rumors, he threw himself into the Huangpu River and died on Qingming Festival (March 7) after Chen Tianhua's coffin arrived in Shanghai.

Regarding such un-famous small figures, Chen Ke naturally didn't know these anecdotes. He only knew that after Chen Tianhua joined the People's Party, naturally there would be no suicide problem. History also changed accordingly. This classmate 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 active in Beijing. Yao Hongye first participated in the social investigation activities launched by the People's Party with Qiu Jin. In the social investigation activities, he vigorously lobbied Qi Huishen to fund a mining university. Qi Huishen was very interested in his plan, but Qi Huishen naturally couldn't make decisions on such a big matter easily. After Chen Ke returned to Shanghai from Beijing, Yao Hongye met Chen Ke personally and continued to lobby Chen Ke to open this school. Chen Ke's reply was simple: opening a school was naturally possible, but the main campus of this school must be located in Anhui. Shanghai could only open a branch school.

Yao Hongye's enthusiasm was doused by a basin of cold water. He originally wanted to open a school in Shanghai. He certainly couldn't accept Chen Ke taking them to the remote hinterland of Anhui. However, the situation was stronger than people, and Yao Hongye finally agreed to Chen Ke's request. Plans couldn't keep up with changes. Chen Ke didn't expect to encounter a flood after arriving in Anhui. The plan to move the prospecting school to Anhui also completely failed. Yao Hongye got his wish and opened a mining school in Shanghai.

Now was the time to see if this mining school could help the newborn People's Party complete the iron ore exploration work. Long before the Battle of Hefei, Chen Ke had sent people to notify the Shanghai Party Branch to quickly organize students from the mining school to go to Hefei. Chen Ke didn't want to run back and forth between Fengtai County and Hefei either. Hefei was a newly liberated area, and Chen Ke sitting in Hefei could also look after the local base area construction.

Pyrite is an important raw material for the production of sulfuric acid among the three acids. The slag after desulfurization can be used as raw material for iron smelting. The main component of magnetite is ferroferric oxide, which is an excellent material for iron and steel smelting. The base area currently had no large-scale iron and steel smelting capacity. Even an iron mine with a scale of one million tons, based on the estimated smelting capacity of the base area, could at least allow the entire base area to mine for several years. Moreover, Chen Ke's friend in Anhui said that the Lujiang area was a large vein area, and the ore provided was definitely not just this little bit.

This was the first time Chen Ke faced a field he didn't understand at all and had to hand over the work to others. This also made Chen Ke very uneasy. Once the prospecting was successful, the base area could completely get rid of the demand for external steel. This would be a huge change. With steel, they could start building many mechanical equipments themselves. What this meant for the future needed no emphasis.

Chen Ke didn't have much experience in dealing with people like Yao Hongye. He didn't know how capable Yao Hongye was, and he didn't believe this person could really risk his life to prospect. People like Yao Hongye were traditional petit-bourgeoisie. Their actions were extremely arbitrary; they might have the passion to die recklessly, but lacked the perseverance to endure long-term hard work. When facing hardships, such people would definitely be the first batch of deserters. For the petit-bourgeoisie, Chen Ke always kept a respectful distance. This was not just Chen Ke's cognition; Chen Ke himself used to be such a big bastard. Although the bastard things he did couldn't be said to be endless, Chen Ke recalled his past and surprisingly didn't find many things he could have a clear conscience about.

The simplicity of the common people is because they devote all their energy to life and still cannot guarantee food and clothing. The focus of the big bourgeoisie and big landlords is because they have big businesses. If they play boring tricks, their family businesses will definitely perish. The fanaticism of the petit-bourgeoisie is because they don't have to care too much about life, so they don't care about life at all, but blindly pursue actions of pursuing desires under the name of "making contributions and establishing careers." If a person doesn't care about life at all, he can do any evil thing. Facing a group of bastards who were very likely the same as himself, and having to hand over such important prospecting work to these people, Chen Ke was not reassured at all. But there was no other way recently. He really didn't have trustworthy people in his hands.

"Sleep." Chen Ke said. There was still work to be done tomorrow. If he couldn't rest well, how could he work well?

"Mn." He Ying responded. The two first took off their clothes and put them neatly on the stool beside the bed. After checking that there was nothing needing special attention in the room, they blew out the candle and went to sleep.

Facts indeed did not disappoint Chen Ke. By the end of August, Yao Hongye brought more than a dozen students to the base area. After meeting, Yao Hongye talked big about his admiration for Chen Ke, defeating the Qing army repeatedly, famous and powerful, etc. If it were before, Chen Ke might really care about this nonsense. Now he felt annoyed hearing this nonsense. Chen Ke asked Yao Hongye to come to the base area for prospecting, not to listen to Yao Hongye chatter about revolution.

Suppressing his unhappiness, Chen Ke led the topic to prospecting. "Mr. Yao, we reached an agreement to run a school before. Now is the time for Mr. Yao to exert effort."

"Don't worry, Mr. Chen. I can definitely find big mines and good mines." Yao Hongye was speaking passionately. Hearing Chen Ke mention the school, he became even more triumphant. He immediately poured out his hardships in running the school over the past three to five years to Chen Ke. Chen Ke was originally extremely unhappy in his heart, but after listening for a while, his mood actually brightened, and he laughed loudly with Yao Hongye.

This was not because Chen Ke agreed with Yao Hongye's practice. Chen Ke felt awkward listening to these words at first. Later he discovered that what Mr. Yao Hongye said was what Chen Ke loved to say before: empty content. The whole core, besides proving how hard he worked and how great his contribution was, also intentionally or unintentionally emphasized repeatedly in his words how he was stronger than others and more capable than others.

"So I used to be this kind of stuff." When he discovered this fact, Yao Hongye happened to be talking about his self-proclaimed "brilliance," feeling proud in his heart. Chen Ke couldn't help laughing, and seeing Yao Hongye also wanted to laugh proudly, he simply took this opportunity to laugh out loud. Both were laughing loudly. Chen Ke laughed from the bottom of his heart; the laughter was extremely happy and pure. While Yao Hongye's laughter was full of self-righteous feelings. Compared with Chen Ke's laughter, that feeling of affectation was revealed completely.

The dozen or so students who came with him were basically half-grown teenagers of seventeen or eighteen. Most of them didn't understand what Chen Ke and their principal were laughing at. Chen Ke's gaze swept over casually, and he saw two of the teenagers were different. One had a perfunctory smile piled on his face, but his eyes were full of worry. The other teenager didn't smile at all; he just looked up at Chen Ke, looking thoughtful.

Chen Ke was very satisfied. At least these two shouldn't be mediocre. After stopping his smile, Chen Ke began to ask about what he really cared about. First was the school's textbooks and curriculum. Chen Ke couldn't accept Yao Hongye being a principal in the base area. If such a guy without professional spirit became a principal, there could be no upright academic atmosphere. So Chen Ke must get the textbooks and curriculum.

Yao Hongye didn't understand Chen Ke's meaning at all. While saying he brought them all, he bragged about how advanced these tutorials were and how hard it was to get these tutorials.

Chen Ke nodded calmly, then asked if ore specimens were brought. Hearing this, Yao Hongye was even more proud. He talked about the hardships on the road this time. The box containing ore specimens even fell into the water once. Thanks to everyone rushing into the water to save it, otherwise it would have been terrible.

When mentioning fishing for ore specimens, Yao Hongye's voice paused slightly. Chen Ke saw that several of the dozen students looked at the two distinctive students just now. Chen Ke didn't cast his gaze on those two students. He smiled and said, "The students taught by Mr. Yao are extraordinary. Rare, rare."

Yao Hongye was extremely excited. He turned back and pointed to the student with a fake smile on his face. "This is my student Cheng Xuhu. He was the one who led the way into the water to fish for the box." After saying this, Yao Hongye pointed to the other thoughtful student. "This is my student Linghu Guang. He also helped a lot."

"Hello, two students." Chen Ke then smiled and said to the two.

Hearing Chen Ke speak to them, Cheng Xuhu and Linghu Guang stood up at the same time, saying neither humbly nor arrogantly one after another: "Hello, Chairman Chen." Listening to the accent, Cheng Xuhu actually had a Southern Anhui accent, while the Linghu family almost all gathered in Shanxi, and sure enough, it was a Shanxi Taiyuan accent.

Chen Ke waved for them to sit down, and asked about the school's field trip courses. As Chen Ke thought, the school had never conducted field trip subjects until now. Originally, Chen Ke was very disappointed with Yao Hongye, but seeing these two potentially good students, although Chen Ke didn't change his view of Yao Hongye, the disgust in his heart faded a lot.

Before Chen Ke prepared to let the students of the mining school come to the base area, to understand the situation of the school, Chen Ke specially wrote a letter to Qi Huishen. Qi Huishen replied to Chen Ke with the situation of the school and his own perception. The evaluation of Yao Hongye inside was only four words: "Still usable." Since the disgust was reduced a lot, Chen Ke's mentality also returned to the usual level. He felt that no matter how many problems Yao Hongye had, the credit for pioneering could not be erased. The real reason for Chen Ke's dissatisfaction was just that Yao Hongye didn't meet Chen Ke's expectations. Yao Hongye also wrote the tutorials that should be written, and prepared some of the ore specimens that should be collected. As a principal of a Chinese mining school in 1907, Yao Hongye could not be said to be unqualified.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke breathed a sigh of relief. Although Yao Hongye couldn't become the dean of the Mining Academy in the base area in the future, he could at least continue to stay in Shanghai as the principal of the mining school.

After discussing work, Chen Ke asked the reception staff to receive the group. After the students went out first, Yao Hongye suddenly showed a strange look of bearing a major mission and said to Chen Ke, "Mr. Chen, I have one more thing to tell you."

"What is it?" Chen Ke felt it definitely wouldn't be anything good.

"My classmate studying in Japan was entrusted by Mr. Sun Yat-sen to ask me to deliver a letter to you." After speaking, Yao Hongye took a letter out of his bosom. The excited look on his face proved that he thought this letter was extremely important.

Chen Ke took the letter and didn't open it. He asked, "Does Mr. Yao plan to take my reply with you when you go back?"

Seeing Chen Ke's expression was very gentle, Yao Hongye hurriedly said, "Yes. My classmate in Japan said in the letter to me that Mr. Sun admires your revolutionary feat very much, Mr. Chen, and wants to join hands with you to promote the revolutionary cause. Once you write a reply, I think I can give my classmate a response as soon as possible."

Chen Ke laughed, "Let's not talk about such a big matter for now. Go eat first. I will read this letter specifically tonight."

Seeing Chen Ke call Sun Yat-sen's matter a big matter in his words, Yao Hongye was also happy in his heart. "Good, good. Eat, eat."

When Chen Ke returned to the office after hosting and settling Yao Hongye and his party, it was already late. He greeted He Ying in advance that he wouldn't go back to eat. He Ying expressed that in that case, she would go to the canteen to eat. When Chen Ke returned home, He Ying was already at home. Chen Ke sat down and started reading the letter. After reading it, he turned back and read the key parts of the letter several times. Throwing the letter paper on the table casually, Chen Ke began to ponder the content of the letter.

He Ying walked over naturally, tidied up the letter paper, and placed it on Chen Ke's left hand. Then she asked, "Washing clothes?" Today was laundry day. According to custom, Chen Ke's military uniform needed washing. He took off his military uniform, and He Ying took it and left. She surprisingly didn't say a word about Chen Ke's official business.

"I still lost my composure." Chen Ke criticized himself in his heart. Anger is useless; except for leaking one's emotions, it has no practical significance. He warned himself that after reading a letter in the future, he must put the letter to the left very seriously. Even if the letter was full of nonsense, he couldn't disturb his emotions. After criticizing himself, Chen Ke felt his emotions recovered a lot. He continued to consider the content of the letter.

Sun Yat-sen's letter was very polite. First, he gave Chen Ke a few high hats (flattery), and then talked about the origin between Chen Tianhua and the Tongmenghui. Finally, he invited Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui and assist in the great cause of revolution together. Grandpa Mao never "assisted" anyone in any great cause. He always advocated "taking me as the main force." Chen Ke praised this attitude very much.

According to the news provided by Chen Ke's intelligence network, big problems had arisen within the Tongmenghui now. The conflict between the Restoration Society (Guangfu Hui) and the Tongmenghui was almost completely public. There was even news that the Restoration Society would withdraw from the Tongmenghui. The People's Party had never had any involvement with the leadership of the Tongmenghui. The Yue Wang Society in Anhui claimed to have joined the Tongmenghui, but this so-called "joining" had no practical significance. The People's Party had cooperated with the Restoration Society many times. Since the Restoration Society was about to fall out with the Tongmenghui, and Chen Ke originally had no intention of cooperating with the Tongmenghui, he would not let the Restoration Society be dissatisfied with the People's Party at this time.

There was no need to think too much about what to do with Sun Yat-sen's invitation. Just write a letter back flattering the other party but without any substantive meaning. But on second thought, with the virtue of secret societies, giving them any chance and excuse would be used to death by them. Don't let it be that he just wanted to show goodwill, but ended up causing other trouble. Now Chen Ke was in Hefei alone. He could handle "foreign affairs" with the Tongmenghui himself; this wasn't a big deal originally. But if any moth (trouble) came out, Chen Ke couldn't explain to the comrades.

Or not reply? Chen Ke thought. But this method obviously wouldn't work either. Chen Ke didn't need to make things so stiff. How to balance all parties? Chen Ke felt his handling method was obviously inappropriate. Chen Ke picked up a piece of paper and divided the interests of all parties on the paper according to "principal contradiction, secondary contradiction, who is the enemy, who is the friend." Chen Ke already understood where his previous mistake was.

Dividing from the perspective of the interests of the People's Party, the People's Party and the Tongmenghui were in a state of actual semi-hostility, while the People's Party and the Restoration Society were in a state of semi-cooperation. In reality, the Tongmenghui and the Restoration Society were in a state of semi-hostility. Then it would be wrong for Chen Ke to contact the Tongmenghui alone, putting aside the Restoration Society.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke already had the final idea. First, write a polite letter full of emptiness to the Tongmenghui. Not replying to the Tongmenghui was not acceptable. Since the Tongmenghui had begun to pay attention to the People's Party, they wouldn't give up just because of one refusal. might as well let them perform.

At the same time, write a letter to the Restoration Society, notifying the Restoration Society about the letter from the Tongmenghui. And invite the Restoration Society to the base area to discuss matters of the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign.

Third, write letters to several main cadres explaining this arrangement and reasons.

Having thought of the solution, Chen Ke felt relaxed in his heart. As for who would deliver the letter to the Tongmenghui. Then wait for these two days to see if Yao Hongye had the ability to prospect on the spot. If not, Yao Hongye could be asked to deliver the letter. The two benefits of doing this were: first, satisfying Yao Hongye's wish to act as a liaison between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui. Second, just separating Yao Hongye from the students of the mining school, Chen Ke could command these students to prospect with relatively scientific methods.

After determining the general steps, Chen Ke considered the interests of all parties again. Feeling that he hadn't made any fundamental mistakes, he began to draft the letters to all parties.

At this time, He Ying had finished washing clothes and returned. Chen Ke knew He Ying had no experience in washing clothes, but coming back so soon was a bit too fast. He glanced at He Ying but didn't say anything. He Ying knew Chen Ke's meaning. She didn't want to say anything at first, but finally, to reassure Chen Ke, she said, "If it's not clean enough, we'll try reducing the interval between washing clothes by one day next time."

Chen Ke was really convinced by his wife's attitude. Since Chen Ke couldn't guarantee that he would wash clothes himself, he knew he absolutely couldn't blame He Ying. So Chen Ke nodded, "Hard work." After speaking, Chen Ke began to write letters.
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Chapter 59: Iron Mine

Yao Hongye indeed did not choose to stay in the base area. When Chen Ke asked Yao Hongye whether he wanted to continue prospecting or act as a messenger, Yao Hongye chose the task of delivering the letter to the Tongmenghui without hesitation. He sincerely hoped to accomplish the "big event" of delivering the letter. Since Yao Hongye would rather be a "postman," Chen Ke didn't force him. Chen Ke also had this mentality before, thinking that participating in a "big event" and undertaking one of the "links" made him complacent. In fact, honestly doing the job of the mining school is a more promising job in both the long and short term, and can even be said to be an extremely decent job. But when Chen Ke was young, he always chose things that seemed "radiant" but were actually meaningless.

Perhaps because of the change in mentality, Chen Ke actually couldn't remember why he was so foolish back then. Perhaps because he was no longer the original Chen Ke, he simply couldn't reconstruct the thinking mode of that year. The only thing he could remember was that Chen Ke was lazy at that time. Hard study took too much time. What Chen Ke wanted to do was to stand in that illusory light, absolutely refusing to do things down-to-earth.

Before sending Yao Hongye away, Chen Ke had sent an intelligence agent to deliver another letter to the Restoration Society. Departing at the same time as the intelligence agent were notification letters to senior cadres of various key departments in the base area. After dealing with all this, Chen Ke began to deal with the prospecting issue.

Chen Ke had never been in contact with prospecting. What he knew was just some news seen from news and character introductions. The impression left by Chinese prospectors on Chen Ke was just two words: "Hard work." Running outside all day, not going home for years. Chen Ke knew two students of Li Siguang at home. These two were unmarried all their lives and dedicated everything to the prospecting cause. As senior experts in prospecting work, ending up unmarried for life shows how hard their work was.

Mr. Li Siguang was not only a scholar with excellent practical work ability, but Chen Ke recalled that he also proposed many theories conforming to China's actual characteristics regarding the characteristics of China's minerals. Chen Ke didn't know these theoretical knowledges at all, and there was only one discussion about the characteristics of China's mining industry on the forum.

Facing the students of the mining school and the soldiers of the prospecting unit selected by Chen Ke, Chen Ke delivered the first discourse on mining knowledge in his life. "Students, everyone knows that China has a long history. One of the results of a long history is that many minerals easily mined in the shallow surface layer were used up long ago. Most of what remains on the surface now are minerals that were not easy to utilize with the smelting technology and smelting process at that time. So, the degree of your hard work can be imagined. You have to mine underground. You have to run in inaccessible mountainous areas for years. This is the reality facing prospectors. Are you mentally prepared for this?"

The officers and soldiers of the prospecting unit answered in unison, "We are prepared!"

Chen Ke nodded with satisfaction. After all, they were comrades in the army; their organization and discipline were different. This prospecting unit was organized two months ago. Chen Ke's map marked a mining area in the Longqiao area of Lujiang. This unit had already begun trying to drill mineral veins in that area. Chen Ke watched Antarctic science and education films and also saw the mode of drilling ice layers in the movie "2012." The drilling equipment was a power-driven Luoyang shovel. If they felt there might be a mineral vein underground in a certain area, they would start drilling down and analyze the extracted rock strata. If they were lucky enough to drill it, they would continue drilling nearby until the location and size of the mineral vein were determined.

Chen Ke felt this required special equipment and very wear-resistant drill bits. The base area didn't have any of these high-tech equipments now, so they could only rely on digging holes. Digging holes couldn't be done straight up and down. Not to mention anything else, without ventilation equipment, it was impossible to drill a large cave. Drilling personnel would suffocate to death after going down tens of meters deep. The People's Party had experience in digging coal mines, but no experience in digging metal mines. The general prospecting mode was to find a mountain that might have mineral veins, feel there might be hope here according to scientific or unscientific modes, and then find a place mostly at the foot of the mountain to dig a hole obliquely downward, support the tunnel walls with beams, and keep digging until digging into the mineral vein or deciding not to continue digging down.

Prospecting involves large investment and complex geological conditions. Heaven knows if you dig directly into a geological water-bearing zone. A geological water-bearing zone is an area similar to the source of well water. If you dig into such a place, you can only consider yourself unlucky. Water flows out rolling, completely submerging the mine tunnel. Either wait for the water to dry up, then pump out the water accumulated in the mine tunnel and continue digging down. Or only re-select a site to dig a new tunnel. Chen Ke didn't know how risky the prospecting industry was before. He just combined scattered knowledge with mining accident news, and could imagine why it was said back then that if prospecting succeeded, one would become rich immediately, and if prospecting failed, one would be bankrupt immediately.

Whether the People's Party was "rich" showed its advantage at this time. What prospectors fear most is not finding ore, and secondly, after finding ore, the minerals are taken away by others. So they have to smooth relationships and possess an armed force. Also involved are many interest relationships. The cost of these is so huge that ordinary merchants simply cannot bear it.

The base area is different. The base area controls political power, financial power, and possesses strong armed forces. There is only the possibility of the People's Party exterminating other mine owners and local forces. If other forces blindly want to snatch the People's Party's minerals, the People's Party doesn't mind killing a chicken to scare the monkeys. This unified huge force ensures the minimization of internal consumption.

When Chen Ke was really determined to do this, no one in the base area dared to disobey orders. Moreover, labor in the base area is cheap, and various materials belong to unified planning and will not be increased in price layer by layer during the purchase process. The accounting calculation formula is almost simplified to the level of "grain = labor." Chen Ke ordered to dig a hole at a 15-degree angle without saying a word, and dug a tunnel more than ninety meters deep in two months. Chen Ke also spared no expense to provide a coal gas internal combustion engine as power for ventilation equipment. In these two months, except for not knowing what the ore looked like, like Chen Ke, the prospecting unit already had a certain level of blasting and drilling exploration shafts. The various stones dug out piled up like a mountain. And luck was good; they didn't dig into a water-bearing zone.

Those students from the mining school didn't have such experience; most of them were at a loss. Students never thought about field work problems. For them, the whole of prospecting was everything they saw and learned in school. Running in mountainous areas for years was simply beyond the students' imagination.

Facing this group of confused students, Chen Ke cast his gaze on Cheng Xuhu and Linghu Guang. In the exam designed by Chen Ke, these two people really ranked in the top two as Chen Ke expected. Cheng Xuhu's score was even higher than Linghu Guang's. The exam content was simple: identifying ores and answering questions about metal properties. Only these two people recognized all the ore specimens carried, and only these two people didn't have a blank look on their faces. Cheng Xuhu looked a bit worried, while Linghu Guang had an indifferent expression.

Chen Ke was not prepared to incite the students' enthusiasm. Ideological work was the responsibility of the political commissar of the prospecting unit. What Chen Ke had to do was explain the work content. "I don't ask you to come up with any mineral theory now. I ask you to identify ores for me now. The hardest part of prospecting is finding where the mineral veins are. I already know where part of the mineral veins are. What you have to do is find out the depth of these mineral veins and the composition of each section of the mineral veins. Prospecting requires blasting, drilling, and drilling to collect samples. These tasks are completed by the specialized blasting team of our troops. In addition to learning this knowledge at work, fellow students also have to analyze samples. I see these knowledges are taught in textbooks. Besides analyzing samples, you also have to collect specimens. This is a meticulous and tedious job, and it is also a glorious job. Please do it well, students."

No one among the students spoke. Chen Ke's purposeful imperative lecture put great pressure on the students. Linghu Guang summoned up courage to ask, "Chairman Chen, how long do we have to work?"

"Prepare to work for five years first." Chen Ke answered without thinking.

Linghu Guang hurriedly said, "But the contract the school signed with us only says prospecting for three years."

"From now on, you don't need to go back to school anymore. Just work in the troops. Adding up, it's about five years." Chen Ke had seen the syllabus; students studied for three years. Now they have studied for more than a year. The remaining more than a year plus the three-year contract adds up to almost five years.

Hearing this answer, Linghu Guang fell silent.

"The troops will prepare today, and everyone will set off tomorrow." Chen Ke made such a conclusion.

With the troops responsible for commanding the students, Chen Ke was very relieved. In fact, the prospecting unit didn't need to go into the deep mountains and old forests at all; just prospecting near Lujiang was enough.

After solving the problem of the prospecting team, Chen Ke felt a big stone lifted from his heart. He began to discuss the military deployment in the Anqing area and the work arrangement for troops entering the Dabie Mountain area with the Military Commission. Many people in the troops were still visiting relatives, so the military meeting was not only a strategic deployment but also included a short-term training class. Cadres from low to high levels in various units had to undergo targeted training. It is estimated that this training will take two weeks.

Three days after the prospecting team set off, they sent someone back in a hurry to report that the prospecting unit had dug into a pyrite vein at 92 meters of the prospecting tunnel opened in these two months. Hearing this news, Chen Ke didn't know what to say. The one reporting was the deputy captain of the prospecting team. He was once eclectic with joy for this, but the excitement was worn away while running all the way on the road. Now the deputy captain was occupied by a feeling of helplessness. The students compared with the ore specimens and roughly determined it was pyrite. But the mine tunnel wasn't big originally. How big the entire vein was, where it extended, and what the content was, the students were confused, and the officers and soldiers of the prospecting unit were also confused. What they wondered most was how Chairman Chen Ke knew there was a vein there.

The cadres of the People's Party would make full preparations before reporting. Although everyone felt they must report the good news to Chairman Chen Ke under surprise, they knew nothing about how to continue after reporting the good news. How to build an iron mine, Chen Ke didn't know either. The People's Party had experience in digging coal mines, but coal hardness is low, and shovels and mine scoops can deal with it. The hardness of pyrite is much greater than coal. Chen Ke didn't know how to crush these iron ores and transport them out.

Chen Ke couldn't let the comrades wait in vain. He calmed down and said to the deputy captain, "Everyone continue prospecting first; don't slack off. Check information; the books provided by the mining school this time are our source of knowledge. The organization will go to Daye Iron Mine to get some technical personnel. Don't worry too much; there will be a way."

After speaking, Chen Ke asked the deputy captain to take all the prospecting books away and organize the troops to study by themselves. He felt it wasn't enough, so he asked people to transfer some chemistry teachers and coal mine technical personnel from Fengtai County to study together.

After the deputy captain left, the comrades of the Military Commission present were also at a loss. Hua Xiongmao looked at Chen Ke's frowned brows and asked, "Chairman Chen, can we smelt iron ourselves?"

"Far from it. I know nothing about prospecting either; we can only rely on the comrades' own efforts." Chen Ke told the truth.

If even Chen Ke was unclear about a problem, the comrades couldn't be optimistic either. Hua Xiongmao, who originally wanted to join the fun, stopped talking. Other comrades dared not act rashly.

Chen Ke knocked on the table. "Don't consider this problem; everyone continue to talk about the defensive deployment in the Anqing area."

After Anqing fell into the hands of the People's Party again, the opinion in the Military Commission was surprisingly unified: Anqing was too tricky; it would be better to give it up. But since the Yue Wang Society was driven away by the Hubei New Army last time, their reputation in Anqing was already ruined. If Anqing was handed over to the Yue Wang Society again, not to mention the Yue Wang Society would definitely be completely destroyed, the People's Party would also be implicated this time.

Chen Ke proposed an idea: simply promote elections in Anqing and elect their own local government. But Chen Ke also explained his worries. He couldn't predict whether this "local government" could be established and how long it could last. Including Chen Ke, everyone hoped Anqing would become a place to consume the Manchu Qing troops. It would be great if the Manchu Qing had the idea of never giving up until occupying Anqing. The problem was that looking around the surrounding areas, no Qing army with such courage was found.

Needless to say for the Hubei New Army, they only had ten thousand people left now. Defending Wuhan was already fearful; it was absolutely impossible to send troops to Anqing. The Jiangnan New Army was now made paranoid by the Restoration Society in the south. It would be good if the Jiangnan New Army could maintain public security in Jinling (Nanjing) now. If New Armies further away wanted to reach Anqing, they had to defeat the Anhui base area first.

Although Chen Ke hoped comrades could come up with good ideas, the result of the discussion was still to launch the Anqing local election first. At least a "Maintenance Committee" had to be created to maintain the normal operation of Anqing. The troops of the 1st and 4th Regiments occupying Anqing spent a whole month cleaning up the garbage in Anqing city. Since there was no landfill technology in this era, according to the report of Anqing garbage cleaning, half of the Yangtze River surface outside Anqing was covered with various garbage dumped into it.

The troops couldn't be responsible for garbage cleaning when they had nothing to do, but the new government had no money to hire cleaners. The expense of occupying a city and maintaining its operation was definitely not a small amount. When politics and economy were mixed together, Chen Ke dared not make a judgment easily. This problem dragged on and on; after talking for three days, there was no final solution.

Other comrades couldn't participate in the discussion because they didn't understand. Hua Xiongmao understood more, and his worries were actually no less than Chen Ke's. Chen Ke felt he couldn't drag on anymore. He proposed a final vote. Everyone finally breathed a sigh of relief; vote then. Solve the hot potato first. Just before voting, Zhang Yu, who hadn't spoken much, suddenly said, "Chairman Chen, I want to go to Anqing to preside over the work."

The comrades of the Military Commission were shocked after hearing this. Zhang Yu actually had such courage.

"How many people do you want?" Hua Xiongmao asked urgently. What he wanted most was to withdraw the troops back.

Zhang Yu said, "One battalion is enough."

Chen Ke didn't think much. "Comrade Zhang Yu, talk to me alone after the meeting."

While the People's Party was acting, Yao Hongye was also acting in a hurry. He wanted to rush back to Shanghai as soon as possible. Yao Hongye knew Sun Yat-sen when he was in Japan, but he didn't have the chance to talk about revolution with Sun Yat-sen freely. Mr. Sun Yat-sen usually either took his Japanese concubine around to contact Japanese officials and rich people, or talked about revolution with Chinese revolutionary leaders in Japan. In fact, he didn't have much time to discuss specific steps of the revolution in depth with ordinary overseas students.

The continuous military victories of the People's Party made the Tongmenghui very excited for a time, but when asked who the leader of the People's Party was, the Tongmenghui was not clear. The contradiction between the Restoration Society and the Tongmenghui had always been deep. Although Cai Yuanpei, the leader of the Restoration Society, had inclined towards the Tongmenghui, the backbones of the Restoration Society responsible for specific revolutionary work had a tendency to run counter to Cai Yuanpei. The Tongmenghui also asked Cai Yuanpei what kind of organization the People's Party was. Apart from getting the news that the leader of the People's Party was a returned student named Chen Ke, Cai Yuanpei actually had no other news to provide.

After asking around, the Tongmenghui gathered some information. For example, the leaders of the People's Party were actually Yan Fu and Yan Fu's disciple Chen Ke. Chen Tianhua did not join the People's Party. There was also some scattered news. Although the People's Party already possessed huge military power in Anhui, the Tongmenghui couldn't find a way to establish contact with the People's Party. This was an extremely surprising thing for the Tongmenghui. So they contacted Yao Hongye.

And as soon as Yao Hongye returned to Shanghai, he learned a piece of news. The Restoration Society announced its withdrawal from the Tongmenghui.

The purpose of the Restoration Society was very similar to the content of the Chinese Tongmenghui's "Expel the Tartars, Restore China," indicating that the two were consistent in their anti-Manchu stance. "Restoration and Alliance, separation and combination varied before and after, purposes were not very different, both aimed at racial revolution." Therefore, when the Tongmenghui was established, some Restoration Society members in Tokyo, Japan, joined the Tongmenghui.

But the political program of the Tongmenghui also included "Equalize land rights, establish a Republic," which was the key for the Tongmenghui to be different from old-style secret societies and become a modern political group. Revolutionaries headed by Sun Yat-sen advocated establishing a bourgeois democratic republic in China after overthrowing the Qing rule. On this point, the Restoration Society did not agree. The Restoration Society advocated restoring the Han house and establishing a regime ruled by Han people. Xu Xilin, Tao Chengzhang, and even Zhang Taiyan all had different degrees of imperial ideology. Tao Chengzhang once said: one of the leaders of the Restoration Society: Cai Yuanpei "Revolution is rebellion... changing dynasties." Zhang Taiyan believed in "On the Affirmation and Negation of Representation" that "one emperor holding power is better than constitutionalism; there is nothing bad." On the issue of revolutionary purpose, there were serious differences and antagonisms between the Restoration Society and the Tongmenghui. In addition, in terms of the mode of revolutionary operation, the Restoration Society advocated "besides propagating revolution, mainly lies in the exertion and implementation of revolution," and "democratic politics can only be implemented after seizing power by violence"; believing that "although the Tongmenghui also attaches importance to armed revolution, its leadership resides abroad mostly, so propaganda is more than exertion," and did not agree with this.

Due to different interests from the Tongmenghui purpose, "the gap was hard to sew," the Restoration Society withdrew from the Tongmenghui not long after and continued to carry out activities independently in the name of the Restoration Society.
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The event of the Restoration Society withdrawing from the Tongmenghui in history also played out in the history where Chen Ke was. Moreover, the attitude of the Restoration Society was much more determined than in history. This was the influence caused by the rise of the People's Party. In this new space-time, not only did Chen Ke regard the Restoration Society as a semi-partner, but after experiencing the cooperation in Chizhou, the Restoration Society also regarded the People's Party as a potential major partner.

Originally, the Restoration Society paid more attention to military action than the Tongmenghui. The Restoration Society took over Chizhou and then retreated from Chizhou, seemingly gaining nothing. In fact, during the few months of governing Chizhou, the Restoration Society finally got enough practical training opportunities. How a revolutionary party should operate a city had always been the knowledge most lacking among revolutionaries. Besides lack of experience, they also lacked the mentality of a ruling party.

In this regard, the People's Party led by Chen Ke had no such problem at all. Not only did the education Chen Ke received include systematic knowledge of forming a government system, but from the beginning, the People's Party had Shang Yuan as the Magistrate of Fengtai County. Everyone knew in their hearts that they wanted to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but the identity of the magistrate allowed the People's Party to always exist in the form of a local regime. The People's Party, which should have been a "rebel," had ample experience in "operating a revolutionary regime." This was also an important reason why the People's Party could quickly issue orders with a "government" mentality in the newly liberated areas. The People's Party had always received training for a revolutionary regime.

The experience in Chizhou also gave the Restoration Society an opportunity for this kind of training. Because the Restoration Society retreated in an orderly manner, there was no loss of personnel. After being forced to withdraw from Chizhou, the Restoration Society also felt depressed in their hearts, but there was no blow of disastrous defeat like the Yue Wang Society.

When they first returned to Zhejiang, the Restoration Society had to enter underground work. Thanks to the terrible detective ability of the Manchu Qing, the Restoration Society did not suffer personnel losses. During the "dormant" period, the Restoration Society was not idle either. The treasury silver transported back from Chizhou effectively activated the operational capability of the Restoration Society, and the captured guns from Chizhou improved the military strength of the Restoration Society. More importantly, the Restoration Society had confidence.

In 1907 in history, the Restoration Society launched an uprising with a mindset of burning their boats. As a result, except for the assassination of En Ming, other actions were completely defeated. With the existence of the People's Party, the despair in the heart of the Restoration Society was swept away. Not only did they not launch an uprising like in history, but they calmed down and began to expand their influence and operate the organization of the Restoration Society. Although they didn't say it with their mouths, the main cadres of the Restoration Society all had an idea in their hearts that something like Chizhou might not necessarily happen a second time.

After the People's Party annihilated Li Yuanhong's troops and retook Anqing, the world was shaken. The notices calling the Manchu Qing the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang" and Cixi the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief" were not only posted in Beijing but also posted in various scales in major cities. The Manchu officials in Jiangsu and Zhejiang were all terrified. All major cities shrank their troops to strictly prevent being raided by the People's Party. Under such circumstances, the activities of the Restoration Society immediately became active.

As a symbolic event, the Datong School resumed classes. The Restoration Society had announced its existence after capturing Chizhou. To gather strength to go to Chizhou, they temporarily closed the Datong School. Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu also pretended to seal the Datong School.

After the People's Party retook Anqing, more than a dozen self-sacrificing Restoration Society members volunteered to tear off the seals and restationed in the Datong School. Regarding such things, Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu adopted an attitude of "turning a blind eye." In the late Qing Dynasty, from officials to the people, there was a common understanding of the inevitability of the collapse of the Manchu regime. So even if the "rebels were so rampant," Gui Fu himself still had no reaction. He did report this matter to the Hangzhou Governor's Yamen. Although Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun was a bannerman like Gui Fu, Zeng Yun was very smart. Since Gui Fu refused to act against the Restoration Society himself, how could Zeng Yun be willing to take the blame? He wrote three words on this official document: "Understood." Then he asked someone to take it back to Gui Fu. Gui Fu understood immediately upon seeing these three words. So he also "understood."

The reason for restarting the Datong School was actually mainly to cover the real meeting place of the Restoration Society, the Tongyi School in Donghu (East Lake), Shaoxing.

Donghu Tongyi School was a new-style school run by Shaoxing gentry Tao Junxuan. In 1901, he converted the Donghu Academy he donated into Donghu Tongyi School. The school hired "six Chinese and foreign teachers, teaching mainly the Five Classics and Four Books, supplemented by history and foreign politics and art, and also teaching mathematics, physics, and foreign languages," which is the so-called "Tongyi" (Mastering Arts). Tao Chengzhang, Shou Xiaotian, He Langxian, Zhou Zuoren, and others taught at the school successively. Tao expanded the school, added dormitories, and built a library to donate various books from his family collection. All the Nine Classics, Official Histories, Nine Encyclopedias, Philosophers, and Collections were roughly available, and new books translated from the East and West, maps, instruments, and surveying tools were purchased for students to examine. A wooden seal was carved for office documents and giving students diplomas in the future. The school regulations were drafted by Cai Yuanpei.

Now the school was on "vacation," and it only became lively after the cadres of the Restoration Society used it as a gathering place. The founder of the school, Tao Junxuan, was relatively supportive of the revolution. Although he resolutely refused to join the Revolutionary Party, he was willing to lend the school to the Revolutionary Party for use. Tao Junxuan's attitude towards the revolution was self-evident.

Xu Xilin returned relatively late. After returning from Chizhou, he went to Jinhua to contact and train secret societies under the order of Tao Chengzhang. Returning with him this time were also the local secret society leaders of Jinhua. As soon as he entered the Tongyi School, he only saw some other Restoration Society cadres, but Tao Chengzhang and others were not there. Upon inquiry, he learned that Tao Chengzhang and Qiu Jin accompanied Zhang Taiyan for a walk by the East Lake.

At this time, the three actually had the mood to take a walk; Xu Xilin knew there must be something strange in it. Just as he was preparing to find the three, Chen Boping, who had worked with Xu Xilin in Anqing, stopped Xu Xilin. "Mr. Xu, I have some unclear points reading Mr. Chen Ke's book recently. I wonder if Mr. Xu has time."

Since Chizhou, Chen Ke's books had become must-read books for Restoration Society cadres daily. The Restoration Society all believed they could find the secret of the People's Party's success from this set of books, and all cadres were studying intently. The circulation of this set of books was not large originally; the only good thing was that there were many volumes, so everyone could exchange them to read. When Xu Xilin was in Jinhua, he even encountered Restoration Society cadres running from Chuzhou specifically to ask to exchange different volumes with him.

If it were normal times, Xu Xilin could also explain to Chen Boping, but he was anxious to tell Tao Chengzhang about Jinhua now. He asked Chen Boping to wait until the evening, and then hurried out.

The location of Shaoxing East Lake was originally a bluestone mountain. When Qin Shi Huang toured the east, he once stopped here to feed horses, so it was called Ruokui Mountain. After the Han Dynasty, Ruokui Mountain became a stone quarry in Shaoxing. After thousands of years of chiseling and axing, and adopting a special stone quarrying method, half of the green mountain was moved away, forming a cliff more than 50 meters high. Laborers quarrying stone also generally went deep underground for more than 20 meters, some even forty or fifty meters. Over time, a clear water pond more than 200 meters long and about 80 meters wide was formed. Tao Junxuan, the founder of Tongyi School, had a unique vision. He used the quarry to build a wall and slightly widened the water surface, thus forming East Lake with mountains and rivers reflecting each other, becoming a wonderful landscape bonsai created by nature and man.

Xu Xilin knew that if Tao Chengzhang chatted, he would probably go to Xiachuan Bridge. Sure enough, he saw Tao Chengzhang and the other two standing by the bridge from a distance. Seeing Xu Xilin rushing over, Tao Chengzhang laughed, "We were just talking about Bosun, and Bosun arrived."

After everyone greeted each other, Zhang Taiyan also laughed, "Seeing Bosun so anxious, presumably there is good news."

Xu Xilin said, "There are far more secret society leaders joining our side in Jinhua than expected. I can't handle it. I want Huanqing to transfer people over to help."

Hearing Xu Xilin's words, Tao Chengzhang laughed, "But no rush."

Tao Chengzhang was usually the most radical, always afraid of any delay in launching revolutionary uprisings. Hearing "but no rush" from his mouth, Xu Xilin even suspected if he heard wrong.

"Bosun, I just returned from Nanjing. The People's Party and the Manchu Qing are bound to have a big battle in the near future. As long as we wait for the People's Party to win, we will first take Shaoxing, then take Hangzhou, and finally march on Nanjing. At that time, there will be the People's Party in Jiangbei and our Restoration Society in Jiangnan. The two sides echo each other; the Manchu Qing will inevitably perish." Tao Chengzhang's voice contained extreme enthusiasm, not looking like "no rush" at all.

"Oh? But when?" Xu Xilin also became excited.

"When is unknown. Now Jiangnan Admiral Zhang Xun is leading his defense army to monitor the Ninth Division of the Jiangnan New Army, fearing that the Ninth Division will rebel. Seeing them like this, even if they cross the river, they will probably collapse at the first touch. Our comrades in the Ninth Division said that this time not only the Ninth Division, but the Jiangnan Admiral, Jiangbei Admiral, Beiyang New Army, and Hubei New Army will jointly attack Anhui. It is even said that the Sichuan New Army and Henan New Army will also participate. It seems like a big battle array." Talking about the four-sided siege the People's Party was about to face, Tao Chengzhang didn't feel nervous at all. Since he learned that the People's Party annihilated Li Yuanhong's troops, he had extreme confidence in the combat effectiveness of the People's Party.

Qiu Jin laughed after hearing this, "Wenqing is going to work hard."

Zhang Taiyan hadn't met Chen Ke. Seeing these three comrades actually had such confidence in Chen Ke, he was also somewhat surprised. "Is Mr. Chen Ke really less than 30 years old?"

"Although Wenqing is young, he is a hero. In fact, just looking at Wenqing's appearance, it wouldn't be strange to say he just turned 20." Qiu Jin said with a smile.

Tao Chengzhang nodded. "Wenqing is not only a hero; I think he has an Imperial air (*Di Qi*)."

These words changed the faces of the other three. The purpose of the Restoration Society was to overthrow the Manchu Qing regime. As for whether the future China would be a republic or a monarchy, the Restoration Society might actually prefer a monarchy. The meaning in Tao Chengzhang's words was very profound.

Xu Xilin asked tentatively, "Mr. Tao, do you..."

Tao Chengzhang waved his hand. "It is still early to talk about some things, but our Restoration Society should not contend with the People's Party in Jiangbei. The Yue Wang Society overestimated themselves and suffered a great defeat in Anqing. There is no need for the Restoration Society to follow their example."

Zhang Taiyan was very puzzled by Tao Chengzhang's words. Tao Chengzhang had a fierce temper and his style was even a bit domineering. Moreover, Tao Chengzhang always regarded himself as a revolutionary predecessor. If younger revolutionaries dared to conflict with Tao Chengzhang in stealing the limelight, Tao Chengzhang would not give face. Unexpectedly, this "revolutionary predecessor" also had times when he softened.

Seeing that everyone might have misunderstood his meaning, Tao Chengzhang explained, "Wenqing knows propriety and will absolutely not be like those people in the Tongmenghui. As long as we don't contend in Jiangbei matters, we can definitely coexist."

The Restoration Society knew the true strength of the People's Party. Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin both nodded in agreement.

Zhang Taiyan was a literati and didn't understand military affairs. Seeing these cadres organizing the army had a consistent attitude, he couldn't interrupt. But Zhang Taiyan had his own ideas about Chen Ke's revolutionary thoughts. "Gentlemen, I have read Chen Ke's book; it is refreshing. But I feel he talks about the past but not the present. He only said half of the words, making people feel unsatisfied."

This was not just Zhang Taiyan's personal view. Now that the People's Party rose strongly, people who read Chen Ke's set of "Chinese Cultural Heritage and the Rise of Materialism" indeed felt refreshed looking at China's past from a "materialist" perspective. But the purpose of knowing the past is to change the fate of the present. Chen Ke didn't say a word about how exactly to change the world today. Many revolutionaries hoped to see Chen Ke point out a new path, letting themselves, who didn't know where the future lay, see the true direction of China.

Looking at the comrades feeling the same, Tao Chengzhang laughed, "Although Wenqing didn't write it, he did it solidly in Anhui. He is very secretive; he absolutely refuses to take out such good things for everyone to see."

This couldn't be said to wrong Chen Ke. Chen Ke indeed had no intention of showing the "Selected Works" copied from Grandpa Mao to the revolutionaries of this era. The internal construction and educational materials of the People's Party were not passed on to outsiders. Although not strictly guarded, there was absolutely no intention of making them public. And the fact that the People's Party achieved great success itself proved the advanced nature of the People's Party's own thoughts and systems. Other revolutionaries of this era were extremely curious and envious of the People's Party's "Success Science."

Hearing this, Zhang Taiyan's face became a bit ugly. Tao Chengzhang hurriedly said seriously, "Mr. Taiyan, I was joking. Wenqing helped us a lot. On the way back from Chizhou, the two revolutionary comrades he sent specially could be said to have taught us everything they knew. Mr. Taiyan, please don't misunderstand."

On the way retreating from Chizhou to Anhui (base area), Lu Zhengping and He Jinwu of the People's Party commanded the retreat. Although the Restoration Society also engaged in military training, it was all low-level training like queuing, and they knew nothing about relatively deep things like how to arrange tactics effectively. The extremely scientific and effective command of Lu Zhengping and the others opened the eyes of this group of people, really giving a feeling of sudden enlightenment. Tao Chengzhang was convinced by Chen Ke in the first Battle of Anqing, and after this great retreat, he was completely convinced by the strength of the People's Party.

Just as they were talking, a Restoration Society cadre ran over in a hurry. "Mr. Tao, Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren of the Tongmenghui are asking to see you." Hearing this, the main cadres of the Restoration Society all darkened their faces.

Zhang Taiyan couldn't help asking, "What are they here for?"

"These two said they have important matters to discuss."

Huang Xing was a doer in the Tongmenghui, while Song Jiaoren had strong party operation capabilities. Sun Yat-sen was neither good at political party operation nor armed struggle, but he had a "sensing" ability for the situation. Regarding the direction of changes in the situation, Sun Yat-sen had a very strong sensing ability. He could feel "who is Sun Yat-sen's friend, and who is Sun Yat-sen's enemy."

Historically, the climax of the uprising in 1907 was originally led by the Restoration Society. Now the People's Party became the one standing on the cusp of armed struggle. Historically, the Yue Wang Society started another wave of uprising climax in 1908, but now the Yue Wang Society, as a member of the Tongmenghui, was completely finished and had to take shelter under the banner of the People's Party.

In the old space-time, the failure of the uprisings in 1907-1908 made the Tongmenghui gradually become the core force of the revolution. In any case, the Tongmenghui headquarters in Japan had never suffered losses. In many competitions, it is not necessarily the person who pays the greatest sacrifice who can win, but the person who can stand at the end when the curtain falls on the stage becomes the winner.

The current situation had changed greatly. The forces that the Tongmenghui could still contact all suffered defeat. Instead, the People's Party, which had nothing to do with the Tongmenghui, rose strongly. The Restoration Society, which broke away from the Tongmenghui, although failing to get Chizhou, didn't suffer any personnel losses. On the contrary, the Tongmenghui, after losing the Yue Wang Society, plus the success of the People's Party and the growth of the Restoration Society, saw its influence sliding all the way down.

Sun Yat-sen assessed the situation and first wrote a letter to Chen Ke, inviting Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui. As a person who could see where his own interests lay, Sun Yat-sen didn't think the People's Party would really be interested in joining the Tongmenghui, but Sun Yat-sen had to use the success of the People's Party to expand his influence. The purpose of his letter was just a stepping stone. Without waiting for Chen Ke's reply, Sun Yat-sen sent Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren back to China together.

When Tao Chengzhang and others returned to the Tongyi School, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren had been waiting for a while. Huang Xing had an impatient temper and was already a bit impatient after waiting for such a while. Song Jiaoren sat there steadily, not caring at all whether he was treated coldly.

Seeing Tao Chengzhang and others come in, Song Jiaoren stood up enthusiastically and stepped forward. "Huanqing, long time no see." If one didn't know, one wouldn't think that the two sides had officially parted ways not long ago.

Everyone was an acquaintance, so they were not so polite. After sitting down as hosts and guests, Tao Chengzhang asked, "What advice do you two have for coming here?"

Song Jiaoren looked at Tao Chengzhang sincerely. "Huanqing, I think it is inappropriate for the Restoration Society to withdraw from the Tongmenghui. If revolutionary ideals are different, I think everyone can discuss frankly and honestly. Facing a formidable enemy, unity leads to victory, division leads to defeat."

Although Tao Chengzhang didn't have much dissatisfaction with Song Jiaoren, he had long been impatient with the Tongmenghui. He laughed, "Some things are not just about different ideas. I really can't stand the style of many people in the Tongmenghui. With national disaster looming, everyone doesn't say doing their best to overthrow the Manchu Qing. I don't know how much revolutionary work the Tongmenghui has done, whether in Japan or Shanghai, but they are keen on visiting brothels and playing with women. Is this the appearance of a revolution?"

Song Jiaoren knew that Tao Chengzhang was not making a fuss over a trifle. Most members of the Restoration Society were locals from Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and their personal integrity was much better than that of the Tongmenghui. Shanghai, mentioned by Tao Chengzhang, referred to Chen Qimei. As for Japan, there were many international students in the Tongmenghui. Finally free from family control, young people indulging themselves was definitely not limited to one or two people.

"These are all minor details." Song Jiaoren had to refute weakly.

Tao Chengzhang sneered. "Minor details? With money and time, why not use them on the revolution? If it is like this before the revolution, what will happen after the revolution succeeds?"

Huang Xing had never been pointed at the nose and scolded for his character. Hearing Tao Chengzhang say this, Huang Xing was so angry that his face changed color.

Tao Chengzhang glanced at Huang Xing. "Speaking of unity leads to victory. When the Yue Wang Society and I were on both sides of the Yangtze River, we defended Chizhou. Chizhou city is small, Anqing city is big. Instead, the Yue Wang Society came to our Chizhou all day to ask for money and goods. On the contrary, the People's Party, I haven't seen anyone help them, but they can succeed. I have also met people from the People's Party. Chairman Chen Ke commands such a large place in Anhui, yet his clothes are the same as ordinary soldiers. He eats what soldiers eat. I have never seen him different from others, nor have I seen Chen Ke ask for anything from others. Maybe this integrity and independence are not minor details at all, but the main cause."

Hearing this, not only Huang Xing but also Song Jiaoren's face changed. The meaning in Tao Chengzhang's words was very clear: the Restoration Society would absolutely not cooperate with the Tongmenghui again. Not only that, the Restoration Society had completely denied the positive significance of the Tongmenghui.
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Song Jiaoren's self-restraint was better than Huang Xing's, so Tao Chengzhang thought that after he verbally refused to cooperate with the Tongmenghui, Huang Xing would lose his temper first. He never expected that before Huang Xing spoke, Song Jiaoren had already slapped the table and stood up, "Brother Huanqing, these are all bastard words."

Tao Chengzhang first looked at Huang Xing; most of the surprise on Huang Xing's face was because of Song Jiaoren's intense performance. In fact, there were contradictions between Huang Xing and Sun Yat-sen, and Huang Xing's personal cultivation was not bad; he didn't get along well with gang members and international students like Chen Qimei either.

Turning his head back, Tao Chengzhang looked straight at Song Jiaoren. "Mr. Song, please enlighten me."

"Revolution is a major event. Minor details naturally cannot be ignored, but unity cannot be destroyed on the grounds of minor details. Now the Royalists and Constitutionalists are clamoring. Mr. Sun is exposing the face of these people's fake constitutionalism and real royalism in Japan. You are splitting the Tongmenghui and attacking comrades now; you are helping the enemy!" Song Jiaoren spoke very sincerely and painfully.

Hearing Song Jiaoren's words, Tao Chengzhang sneered. "If we can overthrow the Manchu Qing directly, what Royalists, Constitutionalists? These are not important. If Mr. Sun personally leads the Tongmenghui to fight on the battlefield of killing enemies, I, Tao Chengzhang, will follow without a second word. Mr. Sun watches others sacrifice in Japan, but regards himself as a revolutionary leader. I, Tao Chengzhang, just can't stand this."

Song Jiaoren said seriously, "We came back this time to launch an uprising..."

"Launch an uprising, very good, I support it!" Tao Chengzhang said loudly. "Our Restoration Society will absolutely not sit back and watch disadvantages. We send one hundred guns and ten thousand silver dollars as funds. What do you think, Mr. Song?"

Hearing there were guns and money, Huang Xing's eyes lit up. Every uprising he launched failed, and the guns accumulated with great difficulty before the uprising were lost completely after the failure. To contact the organization personnel again, a large sum of money was needed.

After hearing these words, Song Jiaoren's face became even gloomier. He had guessed that persuading Tao Chengzhang would be extremely difficult, but now he knew that the difficulty in reality was actually greater than imagined.

One reason why Sun Yat-sen and others could become leaders in the Tongmenghui was that Sun Yat-sen proposed the most complete revolutionary concept and propagated it very early, which could be said to be accumulated by qualifications. Another reason was that Sun Yat-sen was relatively capable of raising funds. This was also why Song Jiaoren could accept the fact that Sun Yat-sen's personal behavior was relatively romantic.

Song Jiaoren knew the situation of the Restoration Society very well. Because the Restoration Society had been promoting actual revolution, it was in desperate need of money and weapons and equipment. Sun Yat-sen didn't want the Restoration Society to grow big because there were many people from Jiangsu and Zhejiang in the Tongmenghui. If the Restoration Society grew big, Sun Yat-sen's influence in Jiangsu and Zhejiang would naturally decrease. Song Jiaoren knew this struggle for interests clearly.

The reason why Song Jiaoren came to contact the Restoration Society personally this time was that after the rise of the People's Party, a political force completely unrelated to the Tongmenghui, the eyes of revolutionaries all turned to Anhui where the People's Party was located. Just now Tao Chengzhang said that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, the Royalists and Constitutionalists were nothing great. This was true, but if the Manchu Qing fell, not only the Royalists and Constitutionalists, but the revolutionary parties in Japan would also have no value to speak of. If the People's Party, which had nothing to do with the revolutionary parties in Japan, took power, they would absolutely not recognize Sun Yat-sen's status as "Revolutionary Leader." The entire Tongmenghui would be completely marginalized.

Song Jiaoren believed that even if he endured some unhappiness temporarily at this time, he must cooperate with the Restoration Society, which was also in a weak position. The Restoration Society had connections and manpower. The Tongmenghui had certain financial resources and influence. If the two cooperated, they could contend with the People's Party. At that time, the whole situation would be different.

Tao Chengzhang proposed sending guns and money; this was not expressing goodwill at all, but "dismissing a beggar." If Song Jiaoren really took these guns and money, then the Tongmenghui would never be able to raise its head in front of the Restoration Society in the future. Tao Chengzhang's little trick couldn't fool Song Jiaoren at all.

Enduring the anger of being insulted, Song Jiaoren tried his best to say calmly, "Brother Huanqing, why be impulsive? We have differences; we can talk. We want to establish democratic politics; we ourselves must also have democratic consciousness first. Any differences can be discussed."

Tao Chengzhang vented just now, and the anger in his heart dissipated a lot. Plus he didn't dislike Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren originally. Seeing Song Jiaoren could swallow his pride quite well, he also softened a bit. Everyone sat down again, and Tao Chengzhang also said calmly, "To tell you the truth, when attacking Anqing at the beginning of the year, I followed Mr. Chen Ke of the People's Party on the front line. Although it was called a command post, Mr. Chen Ke commanded more than three thousand people, but the command post was only two or three *li* away from the front line. The gunshots were heard clearly. If the Manchu Qing had cannons in the city, one shot could hit our command post."

Listening to Tao Chengzhang's description, Huang Xing couldn't help exchanging a look with Song Jiaoren. They didn't know the real situation of the Battle of Anqing. Now listening to the introduction of Tao Chengzhang who was on the front line, several doubts were also revealed. In the rumors outside, the People's Party mobilized tens of thousands of troops. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren had personally led uprisings; they knew what tens of thousands of people looked like. Both knew that the People's Party absolutely didn't have tens of thousands of troops.

But Chen Ke took Anqing with only more than three thousand people, which showed that these more than three thousand people were not troops pulled casually, but at least troops as well-trained and well-equipped as the New Army. Otherwise, attacking a city defended by three or four thousand people with only more than three thousand people would be simply a joke.

Tao Chengzhang didn't care about the views of these two. He continued to speak according to his own thinking, "Since that time, I knew that if we want to overthrow the Manchu Qing, hiding behind is absolutely not acceptable. Mr. Sun talks about equalizing land rights, and our Restoration Society also thought about eliminating mergers. We just talk about it, but the People's Party has already done this in Fengtai County, Anhui. The people there, regardless of gender or age, are all allocated three *mu* of land per person, and the government does not allow land to be transferred at will. Whether equalizing land rights or eliminating mergers, the People's Party has already done it. Their current situation was not achieved by speaking, but by doing. Two brothers, I advise you, don't hide in Japan all day calling on others to rise up in revolution. Doing it personally is better than anything."

"Does the People's Party also practice democracy?" There was uncontrollable excitement in Song Jiaoren's voice.

Tao Chengzhang sneered, "Brother Song, if you want to pick fruits in the name of a revolutionary pioneer, I think you'd better not humiliate yourself. The People's Party now has tens of thousands of elite soldiers under its command. Do you think Chairman Chen Ke and those people know less than you? I know Brother Song has a close relationship with Mr. Chen Tianhua, but Mr. Chen Tianhua refused to join the Tongmenghui back then and threw himself into the People's Party instead. Now Mr. Chen Tianhua will not cooperate with you again. Why waste this useless effort?"

Hearing Tao Chengzhang's words, Song Jiaoren shivered in his heart. Chen Tianhua gave up the readily available position of Minister of Propaganda of the Tongmenghui and risked great danger to return to Shanghai to follow Chen Ke. Now that the People's Party was obviously becoming successful, who Chen Tianhua would choose was self-evident. Moreover, although Chen Ke never propagated democratic republicanism, judging from Chen Ke's books, his understanding of democratic republicanism would absolutely not be worse than the Tongmenghui. Although he didn't know what banner Chen Ke would eventually raise, Song Jiaoren didn't think Chen Ke was the kind of character who could be persuaded by just a few casual words.

"Brother Huanqing, can we really not cooperate anymore?" Song Jiaoren asked again with slim hope.

Tao Chengzhang said sincerely, "We have different aspirations and paths, and our methods of doing things are even more diametrically opposed. Brother Song, some things cannot be forced."

After listening, Huang Xing showed a disappointed look on his face. Song Jiaoren could fully understand Tao Chengzhang's thoughts. The cooperation between Sun Yat-sen's faction and the Restoration Society was originally based on realistic interests. At that time, Sun Yat-sen hoped to obtain the status of the supreme leader of the revolution, while the Restoration Society hoped to obtain more realistic support. Various factions participating in the Restoration Society all had the idea of huddling together for warmth. As a result, everyone found that most of those gathered together were hedgehogs; they felt cold when apart, and felt painfully uncomfortable when together. The Restoration Society didn't get actual material support, so naturally they refused to carry the sedan chair for Sun Yat-sen for free. Withdrawing from the Tongmenghui was an inevitable matter.

On the matter of treating the People's Party, the starting points of the two revolutionary parties actually hadn't changed. The Tongmenghui now hoped to let the People's Party carry the sedan chair for the Tongmenghui, while the Restoration Society still hoped to get realistic support. This time the Restoration Society achieved its goal, so they naturally refused to let go of the big tree of the People's Party. And because the Tongmenghui had not contacted the People's Party, they hoped to get benefits even more eagerly.

This time Sun Yat-sen sent Song Jiaoren to contact the People's Party, offering conditions like the position of Vice President of the Tongmenghui. Sun Yat-sen even gave full authority to Song Jiaoren. If the People's Party was willing to let the Tongmenghui become some main officials of the Anhui government, then "anything can be discussed." The People's Party could occupy such a large territory in Anhui and have so many troops; as long as Chen Ke could let the cadres of the Tongmenghui get enough official positions and master real power, Song Jiaoren knew that Sun Yat-sen didn't mind letting Chen Ke become a very high-level cadre of the Tongmenghui. Although he didn't know what purpose Tao Chengzhang held, Tao Chengzhang also saw the purpose of Song Jiaoren's trip and tactfully persuaded Song Jiaoren to give up this plan.

Song Jiaoren knew that Chen Ke could never be a little doll at anyone's mercy, but the situation was already like this; even if there was only a glimmer of hope, Song Jiaoren had to try.

"Thank you, Brother Tao, for your advice." Song Jiaoren replied.

"Brother Song is too polite." Tao Chengzhang responded. He and the cadres of the Restoration Society treated Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to a meal. When Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren bade farewell, Tao Chengzhang didn't ask them to stay. After sending the two away, Tao Chengzhang couldn't help saying to the Restoration Society cadres around him, "Does the Tongmenghui think Chen Ke is easy to fool?"

Some cadres of the Restoration Society were relatively sensible, while others didn't understand what exactly the Tongmenghui wanted to do. Tao Chengzhang explained to everyone the Tongmenghui's plan to use the influence of the People's Party to expand its own strength. Many people understood the reason.

"Even if we cooperate, what's wrong with that?" Chen Boping couldn't help asking.

Hearing this, Xu Xilin glared at Chen Boping, and even Qiu Jin's face looked ugly. Chen Boping didn't know what Xu Xilin meant, but people like Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang knew Xu Xilin's thoughts.

Chen Ke cooperated with Xu Xilin earliest. At that time, Chen Ke was alone, without relatives or friends, and even the initial money was exchanged by pawning a watch to Qiu Jin. If it were someone else, they would definitely choose to cling to the thigh of the Restoration Society in this situation, but Chen Ke didn't rely on anyone at all and carved out a world by himself. Every time Xu Xilin thought of this, he felt regret. He hated himself deeply for not recognizing talent. If he could do it again, he would absolutely not leave Chen Ke aside. Not only Xu Xilin, but even Tao Chengzhang often regretted it. If he hadn't been so self-righteous at that time, but paid more attention to Chen Ke and entrusted Chen Ke with heavy responsibilities, the one rising now would not be the People's Party, but the Restoration Society.

Even though they had helped Chen Ke so much, people including Xu Xilin couldn't say anything to Chen Ke. Because Chen Ke never took advantage of others. The money was pawned with a watch. Qiu Jin liked this watch very much, and a wealthy merchant once wanted to buy it for five hundred taels of silver immediately after seeing this watch. After Chen Ke made money, he also gave Xu Xilin a lot of money. Including Qiu Jin and Xu Xilin, they admitted that Chen Ke didn't owe them any favors. If just talking about normal personal interactions, Chen Ke paid more instead.

Tao Chengzhang got Chizhou city from Chen Ke. When the Hubei New Army attacked, Chen Ke even sent people to help the Restoration Society retreat. From the perspective of two political factions, the Restoration Society couldn't say that the People's Party owed the Restoration Society anything either.

Tao Chengzhang and others didn't know that this was actually not Chen Ke's political wisdom, but the political wisdom Chen Ke learned from Grandpa Mao and Premier Zhou. The Party in history never owed favors; personal interactions were personal interactions. When Grandpa Mao raised funds for overseas students to work and study in Europe, he borrowed twenty thousand silver dollars from Zhang Shizhao. Zhang Shizhao never thought of asking Grandpa Mao to repay this money. But Grandpa Mao always remembered. In 1960, when Grandpa Mao had royalties, he repaid 2,000 every year himself, and it took ten years to pay it off. After paying off the principal, he continued to give 2,000 yuan of interest every year until Zhang Shizhao died in 1973.

In interactions with foreign countries, the Party never owed favors either. Some people thought this was "slapping one's face to look fat" (puffing oneself up to look impressive), but the elders in Chen Ke's family never saw it this way. Chen Ke's ancestor pulled a rickshaw in Taiyuan, similar to a taxi driver now. The income was so-so. Whenever relatives and friends came to Taiyuan to make a living, his ancestor had nothing else to give, just a 50-jin bag of mixed flour of miscellaneous grains and white flour. At that time, fifty *jin* of flour could let a family eat for half a month no matter what.

Not only acting righteously, but as a rickshaw puller, his ancestor could let his two children study and go to university. But when mentioning this matter, the evaluation of his family elders did not boast about how capable he was, but said, "At that time, the Taiyuan foreign school didn't require tuition fees, only book fees. We could afford it."

Chen Ke's grandfather sometimes secretly talked about this matter, saying that those who went to missionary schools back then were either rich or noble. In the whole school, only the two brothers were children of "migrant workers entering the city," but the school uniforms were exactly the same. The two grandfathers wore school uniforms and didn't announce their family background themselves, so they were no different from other students. Not only that, when it was windy or rainy, when school was over, Chen Ke's ancestor wouldn't take a fare no matter how much money was offered. He would go to the school gate to pull his two sons back. When going, he still carried two sesame seed cakes in his arms, giving one to each child when they got on the cart. Outsiders thought these two children were from a wealthy family that could hire a rickshaw specifically for their own family.

Later, after Chen Ke's grandfathers graduated from the Railway University, they came back to open an auto mechanics repair shop. A few months later, they earned thousands of ocean dollars (silver dollars) a month, and the family business was quickly established and flourished. Chen Ke's grandfather married a female classmate he fell in love with in high school. In the early 20th century, regarding children's free love, Chen Ke's ancestors didn't say a word. The female classmate's family was the only daughter of a local big capitalist. No matter how many people proposed to the woman, the Chen family turned a blind eye to it. They had no plan to climb up the social ladder at all.

It wasn't until they had their own industry that the Chen family went to propose marriage. The other party knew the specific situation of the Chen family and agreed. A new family arose as the times required. After the Japanese invaded China, the two grandfathers didn't choose Yan Xishan, with whom they had friendship, but took the family business to defect to the Party.

So Chen Ke's family always educated children that as long as they knew how to work, they wouldn't lack money. As long as they knew how to live, they wouldn't be unable to enjoy the happiness of life. How many rich people accumulated money bitterly, and then bragged to each other about how rich they were in the business field; that was all fake. Letting their own children walk home in the wind and rain, Chen Ke's ancestor thought this was wrong. Earning less money is not a problem; what if my child falls and gets hurt?

Chen Ke didn't understand before. After arriving in this era, he suddenly realized. Owning a favor means borrowing without returning; borrowing without returning means having a beginning but no end. So Chen Ke himself absolutely didn't owe favors. He thought if pawning one watch wasn't enough, I could not wear a watch and sell all the watches. But as long as I rely on myself to work solidly and do proper business, and know where the interests of all parties lie, there is no hurdle that cannot be crossed.

Compared with the difficulties Chen Ke encountered, the Party was a hundred times more difficult than Chen Ke, yet even so, the Party still didn't owe favors. Chen Ke had his ancestor's experience and the Party's experience; Chen Ke simply wouldn't choose to owe others things.

This attitude made the Restoration Society very uncomfortable. On the one hand, they couldn't criticize Chen Ke; on the other hand, they had actually received great support from Chen Ke. If they made excessive demands on the People's Party again, everyone was a person who wanted face, and they really couldn't do such crappy things. The Restoration Society was not the Tongmenghui after all. The Restoration Society believed that its moral level was not bad.
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Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren left Shaoxing and went directly to Anqing. The Tongmenghui's influence in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River was not large. Plus, information was not smooth in this era, and the two left relatively hastily. They even suspected whether the People's Party had already moved its headquarters to Anqing. If so, the two could save a lot of unnecessary travel.

When the boat reached Nanjing, the Qing troops patrolling the boat increased. Fortunately, the two received guidance from Tao Chengzhang and chose to disembark directly in Nanjing instead of continuing upstream. Both of them were people who had traveled extensively and seen the world; their temperament alone was distinctive. The Tongmenghui also had some connections in Nanjing. With the help of local comrades, the two took a boat to Wuhu. Although Wuhu was heavily guarded, because there was no large-scale garrison, it was not that troublesome. With someone to meet them, the two finally boarded a boat to Anqing.

There were very few people disembarking in Anqing. This was already the People's Party's controlled area. Except for a few people who had to disembark here, no one wanted to ask for trouble. The empty dock proved that Anqing's once active shipping economy had suffered a major blow. Song Jiaoren breathed a sigh of relief. If the dock were lively now, it would show that the People's Party had already won the hearts of the people. If the People's Party won the hearts of the people, they would absolutely not want to deal with the Tongmenghui much.

Although there were few people on the dock, there were soldiers responsible for monitoring the dock. This was the first time Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren saw soldiers of the People's Party. They all had short hair and wore dark blue military uniforms. The soldiers didn't stand still; some were responsible for directing traffic, and some actually led some people wearing light yellow vests to clean up. Huang Xing had sharp eyes; he recognized that the four black characters "City Sanitation" were written on the shoulder blades of these yellow vests, and there were numbers under the characters.

Although it wasn't the bright yellow silk vest of the Manchu Qing, seeing such attire, Huang Xing felt it was even more nondescript. Those wearing yellow vests all kept queues, while the People's Party soldiers all had short hair. Such a group of people mixing together and working seriously gave a feeling of indescribable coordination and discord existing at the same time.

The two stood in place looking at the environment constantly, which immediately attracted the attention of the soldiers. Four soldiers with guns held the rifles carried on their shoulders in their hands, and a person who might be an officer walked over. "You two, go this way after disembarking."

Looking at this posture, Huang Xing knew something was wrong; he and Song Jiaoren were being watched. He hurriedly explained in a low voice, "I am from the Tongmenghui and want to see Chairman Chen Ke of your party."

The officer's eyes lit up upon hearing this. "Please follow me, you two."

The soldiers on the dock didn't follow, but they didn't lift the alert state immediately either; instead, they stared closely at Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. The two were taken into a house outside the dock. There were other people in charge inside the house. The officer said a few words to the people in the room and actually left just like that. Although the people here didn't carry rifles on their backs, they were physically strong and looked very skillful. Their waists were bulging, all tucking pistols.

"Sit." The leader in the room was quite polite. But the stools Huang Xing and the others sat on were truncated cones. Huang Xing didn't know that these were special tables and chairs for the People's Party when interrogating prisoners. Practice has proved that this thing is uncomfortable to sit on, but the interrogated person absolutely cannot wield it as a weapon.

The officer didn't care whether Huang Xing sat comfortably or not. He took out a notebook and asked, "Name."

This attitude like interrogating a prisoner made Huang Xing extremely unhappy. Song Jiaoren saw Huang Xing's face change and hurriedly tugged at Huang Xing's sleeve. Song Jiaoren said, "I am Song Jiaoren, and this is Mr. Huang Xing. We want to see Chairman Chen Ke of your party."

Song Jiaoren originally thought these people of the People's Party should know his famous name, or at least know Huang Xing's famous name. Unexpectedly, the officer opposite didn't care at all. He exchanged a glance with another officer. The officer went into the back room and came out with a booklet after a while. Then one of the two officers began to ask questions facing the booklet.

These questions were actually relatively simple, all about the life deeds of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, and some questions were deliberately asked wrong. This made Huang Xing furious. Is there such a way to humiliate people? He couldn't help shouting loudly, "I heard that the Yue Wang Society has returned to Anqing now. You just need to call someone from the Yue Wang Society to identify us, and you'll know if we are imposters."

The officer wasn't angry at being shouted at by Huang Xing. He nodded, "That's also a way. May I ask who you two know?"

Three hours later, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were finally led out by Chen Duxiu and others. Huang Xing, who was already dissatisfied with the officer's style, was stopped again before going out. The officer actually wanted Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to sign the release document. If not for being in the People's Party's territory, Huang Xing would absolutely refuse to suffer this grievance.

After the group left the room, Chen Duxiu laughed, "Mr. Huang Xing doesn't need to be angry. Actually, it's not just you; the People's Party does things like this. If you refuse to sign, the People's Party cadres can't report this matter to the superiors."

Since Chen Duxiu said so, Huang Xing couldn't say anything more. The group chatted while walking. Huang Xing was somewhat disappointed to learn that Chen Ke was not in Anqing. Just as they were talking, the sound of gongs and drums suddenly sounded not far away. Looking over there, they saw another place around the corner of the street, blocked by civilian houses and invisible. However, several other people were very conspicuous. They wore black vests, the style was the same as the people cleaning the dock, but four characters "City Management" (*Cheng Guan*) were written on the shoulder blades on the back, and there were also numbers below.

"What does this City Management do?" Huang Xing saw these people were all strong young men but didn't know what exactly they did.

"These are Chengguan, equivalent to the police in Japan. Responsible for maintaining public security." Chen Duxiu explained.

"How many people did the People's Party bring exactly?" Huang Xing found it incredible.

"These Chengguan are not People's Party people, but recruited by the People's Party in Anqing city." Chen Duxiu explained.

"The People's Party is very rich?" Huang Xing couldn't help saying. To recruit personnel locally, the People's Party definitely had to pay remuneration. In such a depressed port as Anqing, the People's Party actually had the financial resources to recruit manpower; this was really rich and imposing.

Chen Duxiu's face changed slightly, but he didn't answer. Song Jiaoren saw a kind of loss in Chen Duxiu's expression. He continued to ask, "Mr. Chen, is there anything strange about recruiting manpower?"

Since Song Jiaoren asked, Chen Duxiu spoke frankly. When recruiting these personnel, the People's Party didn't give any gold, silver, or copper coins, but paid a kind of paper money called "Renminbi." These paper notes could be used to buy grain and daily necessities in the "Supply and Marketing Cooperative" opened by the People's Party in Anqing. The goods in the Supply and Marketing Cooperative were cheap, and only accepted Renminbi; no gold, silver, or copper coins were accepted.

Huang Xing didn't understand economics, and Song Jiaoren also didn't understand what significance this "Renminbi" had. Chen Duxiu looked at the two confused people with mixed feelings in his heart. He didn't understand why the People's Party spent such effort at first, but after really implementing it for this month, he figured out the People's Party's plan. "You two, the market in Anqing is depressed now, and there is no business at all. The common people have a hard time, but as long as you go to work in factories opened by the People's Party and other so-called municipal departments, you can earn Renminbi. Only after earning Renminbi can you buy food and daily necessities. If you don't work under the People's Party, life is extremely difficult. Speaking of which, I am ashamed. Our Yue Wang Society was in Anqing for a few months and actually brought Anqing to a situation where all businesses withered..."

Seeing Chen Duxiu falling into a mood of self-blame, Huang Xing still didn't understand what this economic policy meant. Song Jiaoren was smarter; he probably heard the clue. "Mr. Chen, do you mean the People's Party is the only merchant in the city with surplus grain for sale now?"

"Yes, the People's Party hires labor to buy grain nearby, and also transports some grain from other places. Then sells it at a fair price. To avoid hoarding, they don't use gold and silver but Renminbi. If you want to earn Renminbi, you can only get it by working for the People's Party. This at least gave the people of Anqing a way to live." When Chen Duxiu spoke of these, his tone was full of regret. He didn't completely regret the Yue Wang Society's rule back then; he cared more about why he didn't have such insight back then. If the Yue Wang Society could adopt such a method when occupying Anqing, they wouldn't have eaten the mountain hollow.

After the implementation of this economic policy of the People's Party, the common people had to contact and cooperate with the People's Party. With the joining of Anqing people, the People's Party at least restored order and hygiene to a desolate and chaotic Anqing. Even though life was still relatively difficult, the attitude of the common people towards the People's Party changed a lot.

"Mr. Chen, isn't there anyone printing fake money?" Song Jiaoren couldn't help asking.

Chen Duxiu took out a "Renminbi." Song Jiaoren was surprised after seeing it. Although this paper currency was not printed as beautifully as the Japanese yen and foreign currencies, the paper was tough and stiff, and the printed patterns were clean and neat. It was extremely difficult to counterfeit. Don't even think about counterfeiting it in a hurry. His first thought was that Chen Ke actually got foreign banknote printing equipment.

This was not imported equipment. Chen Ke had worked in a factory producing PS plates. He knew the difference between positive printing and negative printing. Positive printing is relief printing; the protruding part is lipophilic (ink-loving), and the non-protruding part is hydrophilic. When printing, the protruding part adsorbs ink. Negative printing is just the opposite; the part needing printing is recessed, absorbing ink, and the protruding part does not absorb ink. Foreign newspaper printing is mostly negative printing, so the handwriting is clear and the patterns are neat.

After the base area built a small paper mill close to the pollution level and technical level of the early 21st century, after experiments, raw silk and cotton were mixed into the paper fiber to make banknote paper. This method copied some paper formulas used as gimmicks in a movie about Jews making counterfeit banknotes for Nazis in WWII. Unexpectedly, the effect was actually quite good.

Chen Ke also used intaglio printing technology. You Gou led some core technical personnel and finally solved the refining of hydrophilic electrolytic aluminum and the rosin-based ink-adsorbing material. Even so, printing banknotes took a lot of effort. The yield rate was less than 30%, and waste banknotes were all burned.

Song Jiaoren simply couldn't understand the adoption of these technologies. He looked at the banknote carefully. Besides patterns, in the center of the front of the banknote were portraits of four figures side by side. The one on the left held a hammer, looking like a worker. The one in the middle wrapping a headscarf and holding a hoe should be a farmer. The one on the right was a People's Party soldier. The one on the far right was a woman holding a pickaxe, looking quite like a village girl. Below the four figures was a sentence: "The people of the whole country unite, overthrow the Manchu Qing together, and build a New China." In the upper right corner of the banknote, "Five Mao" (*Wu Mao*) was written in Chinese characters, and an Arabic numeral "5" was printed below.

Turning it over, there were also various patterns on the back. In the middle was a symbol of a sickle and hammer. Below was a line of words: "People's Bank of China" (*Zhongguo Renmin Yinhang*).

"Chinese people are very capable (*Zhongguo Renmin Hen Hang*)?" Huang Xing read beside him. Song Jiaoren couldn't help correcting, "It's People's Bank of China (*Zhongguo Renmin Yin Hang*)."

This five-mao note used all simplified characters, so no wonder Huang Xing misread it. Blushing, Huang Xing turned his face away.

Returning this five mao to Chen Duxiu, Song Jiaoren asked, "How much can this five mao money buy?"

"Two *jin* of rice." Chen Duxiu replied.

"Such a piece of paper is worth two *jin* of rice? The People's Party's money is very valuable." Huang Xing said in surprise.

"So they only issue this Renminbi to people who work. Now there is trading of Renminbi in the black market, but the People's Party controls the issuance of currency extremely strictly. It is really hard to get a single note." Chen Duxiu replied.

While talking, everyone arrived at the station of the Yue Wang Society. This was a large courtyard in the city. The members of the Yue Wang Society now had less than three hundred left. This large courtyard and several nearby houses were enough to accommodate them.

After Chen Duxiu sat down with Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren said, "Mr. Chen, the matter of Anqing this time made the comrades of the Yue Wang Society suffer."

Chen Duxiu smiled. "Mr. Song, Mr. Huang, you came just in time. Our Yue Wang Society has decided to join the new government of Anhui. Although not joining the People's Party, we revolt together with the People's Party. So I just wanted to notify you that our Yue Wang Society formally withdraws from the Tongmenghui."

This news hit Song Jiaoren even harder than the withdrawal of the Restoration Society. Song Jiaoren felt his heart falling straight towards a bottomless abyss. Chen Duxiu's attitude towards the People's Party just now couldn't be said to be very friendly, but Song Jiaoren knew that Chen Duxiu and the Yue Wang Society had made up their minds to defect to the People's Party. Song Jiaoren didn't even have the courage to retain them anymore; he just looked at Chen Duxiu in astonishment.

Chen Duxiu didn't care much about Song Jiaoren's mood either. He said, "Our Yue Wang Society's hasty uprising this time was not only useless to the revolution but harmed the people of Anqing instead. The Yue Wang Society up and down are very distressed about this. So we decided to join the Anhui People's Government and do some practical things for the people of Anhui. Since this is the case, the Yue Wang Society can no longer stay in the Tongmenghui. Please convey this matter to Mr. Sun when Mr. Song returns."

Huang Xing couldn't help saying, "Mr. Chen, you are climbing a high branch."

Song Jiaoren was afraid Huang Xing would say even uglier words, so he hurriedly stopped him, "Brother Huang..."

Chen Duxiu was not moved by Huang Xing's attitude at all. "Brother Huang, before the uprising, Anqing couldn't be called prosperous, but at least the people's life was passable. You didn't see the miserable state of Anqing when our Yue Wang Society retreated from Anqing. It was the People's Party that returned to Anqing for a month and worked hard to rectify it that Anqing has today's appearance. If our Yue Wang Society still claims to be revolutionary heroes, that would be shameless. So we can only redeem our sins by doing practical things for the people."

"What does that have to do with withdrawing from the Tongmenghui?" Huang Xing found this unacceptable.

"Our ideal in joining the Tongmenghui was to overthrow the Manchu Qing. Now that the People's Government has been established in Anhui, the Manchu forces have been swept away. We feel we have fulfilled our obligations. In the future, it's about doing things, not talking about revolution. So everyone's choices are different, and staying in the Tongmenghui has no meaning anymore."

Huang Xing was still relentless, but since Chen Duxiu had made up his mind, he was not moved at all. Whether Huang Xing mocked or pleaded sincerely, Chen Duxiu had no intention of changing his mind. Seeing there was no other room, Song Jiaoren had to express that he would inform Sun Yat-sen of the Yue Wang Society's matter. Song Jiaoren asked where Chen Ke was again. Chen Duxiu was not sure either. He suggested Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing ask Zhang Yu, the Mayor of Anqing City of the People's Party.

When resting at night, Huang Xing sat on the bed sulking, and Song Jiaoren also said nothing. The strength shown by the People's Party made Song Jiaoren feel extreme unease. He also once thought that once the revolutionary government was established, it would immediately trigger a chain reaction nationwide, and the Manchu Qing would collapse instantly. In fact, a chain reaction did occur, but this reaction turned out to be a reshuffling of revolutionary party forces. The Tongmenghui, which once held the leadership of the revolution, now faced a situation of betrayal and separation. The People's Party had become the revolutionary center around Anhui. Various revolutionary forces actively or passively abandoned the Tongmenghui and turned to the People's Party. And until now, the People's Party hadn't shown their attitude towards the Tongmenghui at all. Song Jiaoren felt a great uneasiness.

The next day, after seeing Zhang Yu, Song Jiaoren confirmed his idea even more. Zhang Yu was very young, less than thirty years old. Revolutionaries these years were generally young. What impressed Song Jiaoren was that Zhang Yu didn't look like a revolutionary at all, but like a shrewd and capable young senior official. Except for not having a queue and cumbersome etiquette, Zhang Yu was an official in military uniform. He didn't smile, his eyes were deep, neither strict nor indulgent. When greeting Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing, they actually didn't know what Zhang Yu was thinking.

But not long after, Song Jiaoren saw the difference between Zhang Yu and Manchu officials. Zhang Yu had no airs, let alone official prestige. After calmly listening to Song Jiaoren's request to see Chen Ke, he quickly gave an answer. "Chairman Chen may be in Hefei now, but I received a notice a few days ago that Chairman Chen will return to Fengtai soon. Since both of you are revolutionary comrades of the Tongmenghui, I suggest you go to Hefei first. If you don't meet Chairman Chen, then go from Hefei to Fengtai County. Gentlemen, do you need guards?"

This matter-of-fact attitude impressed Song Jiaoren deeply. Zhang Yu showed neither hostility nor goodwill. Just proposing a solution to the problem matter-of-factly confused Song Jiaoren instead. If it were a Manchu official, they would always show their existence intentionally or unintentionally. Either to show they had status, or to show they had background, or simply hoping the other party would "pay respect" to their official status. But Zhang Yu didn't; Zhang Yu just told Song Jiaoren how to solve the matter. Everything else seemed to have nothing to do with Zhang Yu.

Was this respect or disregard? Song Jiaoren couldn't figure it out.

Zhang Yu waited politely for a while. Seeing Song Jiaoren silent, he asked again, "Do you want a guide?"

Facing this unenthusiastic but thoughtful attitude, Song Jiaoren had to reply, "Then I'll trouble you."

Zhang Yu let Song Jiaoren see what efficiency was. He spent a minute conveying the order to the clerk. The clerk spent ten minutes inviting a guide, and then Zhang Yu suggested Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing hit the road.

Song Jiaoren didn't know whether he should trust Zhang Yu, but what could he trust if not trusting him? He had to follow the guide out of the door, only to see three horses already outside. The guide mounted a horse first, and soon the three left the gate of the Anqing Municipal Committee.

"Mayor Zhang, they have set off." The clerk notified Zhang Yu of the news.

"Send a message to the base area." Zhang Yu ordered. After saying this, he threw Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing to the back of his mind. Zhang Yu's affairs were piled up like a mountain; how could he have the mind to focus on these two guys? Moreover, Chen Ke had already sent a circular letter to cadres everywhere. If they met Tongmenghui cadres coming, send them directly to Chen Ke after verifying their identities. Zhang Yu didn't have the mind to think that much.
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Chapter 62: Revolutionary Pioneers (4)

Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing arrived in Hefei first, but Chen Ke had already returned to Fengtai County. Urged by the guide, the two had no time to look around Hefei. The only feeling was that the situation in Hefei looked better than Anqing. From Hefei to Fengtai County, they traveled by water. On the dock, they could see a row of barges, and at the very front of the barges was actually a steamship.

"Brother, what is this steamship about?" Huang Xing found it very puzzling. Not to mention a small place like Hefei, even in Guangzhou, steamships were not common, let alone this kind of tugboat connected one by one like train carriages.

"This is the newly opened transport fleet, making a round trip every week." The guide explained. While explaining, the guide looked curiously; it was also his first time seeing a tugboat in reality. The internal training classes of the People's Party paid great attention to common sense. The range of common sense in this era was vastly different from that in the 21st century. Chen Ke had discovered this problem before. His thinking span easily detached from the basic thinking within the Party, and one important reason was that "common sense" differed too much. To solve this problem, the internal training of the People's Party paid special attention to education in this regard, and the latest means of transportation were key contents. Although this kind of tugboat was only in the trial voyage period, the training for cadres and guides in the base area had completed education in the form of pictures.

This was also the reason why the base area opened art classes. As a person from the 21st century, Chen Ke originally positioned the concept of "fine arts" on "art." Now he understood that for a regime, the practical role of "fine arts" was far greater than he imagined. Without a large number of art talents, many propaganda and education works would be extremely difficult. For example, now the students of the Mapping Department on the dock were sketching the steamship with pencils.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren both saw this group of people in military uniforms sitting on the dock and felt very curious. Leaning over to look, this group of soldiers was actually drawing, which made Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren feel extremely puzzled. Learning to draw was a pastime for rich people these years; they didn't understand why the soldiers of the People's Party had such a pastime hobby.

Those who could serve as guides were smart and clever soldiers in the base area. He had seen pictures in class and knew that these pictures were drawn by soldiers. Facing "outsiders" like Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, he felt there was no reason to explain the internal working methods of the People's Party to these people. Facing the questions of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, the guide answered according to the requirements in the regulations: "I don't know."

The tugboat fleet was composed of five flat-bottomed boats dedicated to inland rivers designed by Yan Fu. Since there were not many people going to Fengtai County, four were cargo ships and one was a passenger ship. A pergola was built on the passenger ship. The wooden boards made according to the size of the cabin deck had several very practical card slots and support rods. These small designs firmly clamped the rows of seats on the sturdy wooden boards. This easy-to-disassemble seat was designed by the department of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission itself. There was a strong "Chen Ke" style in this model. Furniture in the 21st century is becoming more and more standardized. Easy to disassemble, easy to combine. What Chen Ke loved most was furniture of this model. In the training of the industrial department, Chen Ke paid great attention to the promotion of this model. Craftsmen of this era did not lack hands-on ability; what they lacked was this design idea. What was lacking even more was the concept of "maintenance." In this era, "heirlooms" were generally liked, and a piece of furniture was wished to be used for hundreds of years. Since it was this idea, and there were no cheap steel products, all things naturally took the route of being thick and large.

The industrial department of the base area also had this idea at the beginning. Chen Ke gave lectures many times and conducted detailed cost accounting. The result was that if malicious damage could be effectively avoided, products of this easy-to-disassemble combination type had the highest efficiency. It's just that the processing difficulty increased, and the requirements for materials increased. Due to the use of coal gas internal combustion engine power generation equipment, primitive electric lathes also appeared. Although the thickness of copper wires was not uniform enough, the power was low, and the precision of bearings was far inferior to the level of industrial countries. But with these inferior machine tools, the processing difficulty was immediately reduced a lot. So the work that originally required many skilled craftsmen, as well as work that consumed huge time, became much simpler. The base area was finally able to mass-produce some relatively "standardized" products.

Not just seats, the four cargo ships adopted the concept of "containers." If it were before, just sawing out the wooden boards for "containers" would require a huge manpower investment. Now the only two small electric saws in the base area increased the efficiency of sawing wood by more than ten times. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't know that to reduce costs, the sawmill actually used a lot of female labor. The base area said equal pay for equal work, but in fact, it was far from reaching such an average level. The actual wages of female labor were only less than half of male labor, so for these jobs with little demand for physical strength, "state-owned enterprises" were more inclined to hire women.

Design ideas and operation modes determine efficiency, and the development of containers greatly improved efficiency. Then the remaining problem was accumulating experience in work. Chen Ke didn't understand the specific design of containers; he just proposed this idea. The specific experience of shipping depended on everyone deepening it themselves. In fact, what this thing needed to deepen was the influence of cargo assembly on hull balance. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren could catch this boat because the balance was not mastered well in this loading and unloading. After several adjustments, the departure time was affected.

Despite multiple adjustments, these flatbed tugboats also had some slight deviations. At least the simple mercury levels installed on the ships showed deviation angles within the allowable range. The four ships either deviated to the left or to the right, and the balance between front and back was also barely satisfactory. But everyone couldn't wait indefinitely. The fleet commander issued the order to sail. As soon as the whistle sounded, the tugboat set off.

This was the third trial voyage. With the sound of the whistle, the number of people watching on the dock suddenly increased. Men and women, old and young, were quite excited watching the steamship without sails, but with white smoke coming out of the chimney, making a huge roar and starting slowly by its own power. Children couldn't help running forward with the tugboat team. Their speed was much faster than the ship that had just started. This transport ship captured from the Hubei Navy towed the long tugboat team, moving difficultly but ceaselessly towards the front.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren both returned from Japan. Looking at this familiar appearance, they suddenly had an illusion. Huang Xing couldn't help whispering to Song Jiaoren, "Do you feel like we are back at a Japanese dock?"

Song Jiaoren nodded. He also didn't expect the People's Party to do this. There were not many passengers on the ship. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were very good at making friends with people. From waiting for the ship to start, they chatted with the passengers in front and behind. Ticket sales did not accept gold and silver, only Renminbi. From Hefei to Fengtai County, two yuan of Renminbi was needed, which meant eight *jin* of rice was needed. If not taking a boat but using other means of transportation, eight *jin* of rice was absolutely not enough.

The passenger sitting in front of Song Jiaoren looked a bit pale because he was worried about the ship capsizing. He held the back of the seat in front tightly and refused to let go. But he still firmly chose the tugboat as a means of transportation. The brother sitting next to him looked very relaxed; he even had a cigarette produced in the base area in his hand. Cigarettes in the base area were relatively cheap, one yuan a pack, twenty cigarettes a pack. In the conversation, it was learned that this brother went to the base area to buy cigarettes and then sell them to Wuhu.

"Brother Wang, why doesn't the People's Party sell it themselves, but allow you to sell it instead?" Huang Xing was somewhat puzzled.

"We have people in Wuhu and can buy cheap rice." Merchant Wang laughed proudly. The Manchu Qing blocked the sales of the Wuhu rice market to the base area. But the Manchu system was never reliable. Merchant Wang could get rice. He bought cigarettes and glass products from the base area. Then transported them to Wuhu, and then bought rice from Wuhu and transported it to Anqing. After Anqing accepted the rice, a receipt was issued. If Merchant Wang couldn't transport enough rice, he had to pay the purchase money to the base area for the gap, and also pay 20% tax. If the amount of rice transported by Merchant Wang exceeded the predetermined amount, the base area would provide equivalent cigarettes or glass products according to the receipt issued by Anqing.

After listening to Merchant Wang's triumphant bragging, Huang Xing couldn't help asking, "Brother Wang, this kind of remote delivery exploits people most. Are you not afraid?"

Merchant Wang couldn't help laughing out loud. "To tell you the truth, I offended people in the government office and encountered some difficulties from the government, almost ruining my family business. It happened that the People's Party people fought over and destroyed the Manchu government office. Only then was I spared. But my family was also tossed enough. Brother, I don't want my life anymore; I carry my head to do this. The People's Party does things really differently from the Manchu Qing. I have run several times and never defaulted on a penny. However..." Speaking of this, Merchant Wang kept suspense.

"What?" Huang Xing hurriedly joined in with an enthusiastic voice. Huang Xing was really interested in Merchant Wang's speculation being so successful.

Merchant Wang lowered his voice and said, "I see the People's Party manages extremely strictly. If they were Manchu officials, encountering such business, their eyes would always turn red, and they could always deduct. Although the people in the People's Party do things cumbersomely, they all mean to finish the matter and report back as soon as possible. It is the first time I have seen such a government office."

"So that's it." Huang Xing showed a look of sudden realization. He continued to flatter, "That's also because Brother Wang is a figure; the People's Party has to look up to Brother Wang."

Being worn this high hat, Merchant Wang's mood was even higher. Coupled with the skillful flattery of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, he couldn't help bragging that he didn't originally take the Wuhu-Anqing route, but transported rice from Wuhu back to Hefei. But Anqing occupied by the People's Party lacked grain, so they gave Merchant Wang a special preferential price, so he transported rice to Anqing. This route was very profitable. The only problem was that Merchant Wang couldn't find goods to transport back to Wuhu from Anqing. Every time he walked back to Hefei from Anqing by land, he was empty-handed, which distressed him very much. If he could open another trade route from Anqing to Hefei, this would constitute a "triangular trade," and the income would be greater.

He went to the Fengtai County base area this time, firstly because regular shipping was opened, and he wanted to enjoy it. Secondly, he wanted to visit the high officials he knew in Fengtai County to build relationships. Thirdly, he wanted to discuss if there were any new trade routes that could be opened.

Speaking of this, Merchant Wang said regretfully, "Although the People's Party lets you make money and doesn't deduct, the People's Party manages too strictly, and the profit is just that big. If I can't open more trade routes, I still can't make a big fortune. Especially the People's Party absolutely does not allow ironware trading. They have so many cheap farm tools; selling them to Wuhu would be huge profits. And cotton, the People's Party planted a lot of cotton and harvested a lot. Now the price of cotton in places like Shanghai is skyrocketing. Transporting cotton to Shanghai is even bigger business. But the People's Party would rather sell these profitable things to the common people extremely cheaply than sell them to other places. It's really a pity."

Merchants knew very well what could make big money. Merchant Wang naturally didn't know the fiscal policy of the People's Party. For consumer goods like cheap glass and tobacco, the People's Party didn't care about exporting in large quantities at all. Ironware and cotton were important products to improve people's lives. The base area didn't have enough for its own use, so naturally, it absolutely refused to export.

Neither Huang Xing nor Song Jiaoren understood economics. They neither had the concept of economic "unified accounting and industry subsidies" nor understood the economic means of "distorting supply and demand." Regarding why the People's Party depressed the prices of ironware and cotton, which should have been expensive, to such an extent, the two didn't understand either. From Merchant Wang's great praise of the advantages of iron farm tools in the base area over wooden farm tools, and that women could also farm independently after using these iron farm tools, they could roughly imagine the help of these farm tools to the livelihood of the common people.

Despite being very fearful of the People's Party, Song Jiaoren still couldn't help praising, "Cheap farm tools is also a benevolent policy."

Although the guide comrade who had been listening quietly beside didn't make a sound, his heart was full of thoughts. Comrade Guide was a staff member of the People's Party, and his home was in Fengtai County. Along the way this time, he hoped very much that Chairman Chen Ke was not in Hefei, so he could take the opportunity to go back to his home in Fengtai to have a look. He disliked people like Merchant Wang very much. The dislike was not only because of the "opposing exploitation" in the political education of the People's Party. Chinese common people didn't welcome merchants originally either. Everyone thought merchants did not engage in production, relying on buying low and selling high, hoarding and speculating for profit. Merchant Wang did nothing, but could earn more money than People's Party and government department personnel just by selling things. The guide was naturally extremely dissatisfied in his heart.

But Song Jiaoren's praise sounded extremely comfortable to the guide's ears. The guide was already married, and his wife gave birth to a son for him. Being able to give birth to a son to carry on the family line, the woman's status at home would be higher anyway. Regarding the People's Party's women's liberation movement, the guide didn't care much about the meaning in terms of "morality." It wasn't that he didn't talk about morality, but being good to others is a very basic moral tendency. As long as it doesn't involve one's own interests, everyone agrees that one should be good to others. The reason is actually quite selfish: if others are good to "others," it also means others will be good to oneself.

Since the People's Party provided a large number of new employment opportunities, Comrade Guide's wife, as a military dependent, naturally had to "respond to the call." What this call brought was actual benefits. First of all, his wife could earn money. Every time Comrade Guide returned home, his mother would chatter that the daughter-in-law was not filial. Even Comrade Guide knew that his mother had her eyes on the wages earned by his wife.

As military dependents, they can enter military enterprises and state-owned enterprises with priority. Plus the child can enter kindergarten, his wife's livelihood is absolutely no problem. This put Comrade Guide in a dilemma; filial piety to his mother was proper. But the People's Party didn't allow bullying.

There had been such things in the troops. Some soldiers ordered their wives to give all money to their parents, but the wives were unwilling. According to tradition, the soldier beat his wife. As a result, female comrades from the Women's Federation came to the door on the same day to "criticize and educate" the soldier. The soldier naturally refused to accept it. "It's my family affair; since when is it your turn to manage it?" Although he was polite with his mouth, he was even more annoyed in his heart. His own wife dared to use outsiders to "suppress" her husband?! Turning the sky upside down!! As a result, there was another good beating that night.

Unexpectedly, the people of the Women's Federation were extremely "serious" in doing things. The next day, they actually came to this soldier's home to look again. Seeing the soldier's wife with a face full of wounds, the female comrades of the Women's Federation were furious. Seeing faces torn, the soldier simply quarreled loudly with the comrades of the Women's Federation. At the end of the quarrel, he drove the Women's Federation comrades out directly.

On the third day, the local army political commissar came to the door. The soldier dared to quarrel with the female comrades of the Women's Federation, but absolutely dared not drive the political commissar out. The political commissar criticized fiercely and finally ordered the soldier to apologize to his wife. The soldier had to apologize.

This matter was not over yet. After the soldier returned to the army, he was called by the political commissar of his own unit for "profound ideological education" and even criticized in a circular. And the local civil affairs department also cooperated very well, directly allocating a house to this soldier, and his wife moved out with the child to live. The household registration (*hukou*) was also separated.

The social system of the base area is quite perfect. As long as you follow the People's Party, the government can always come up with a way to let you exert your labor. Being able to labor can cover food and drink. This incident directly led to a wave of family separation in the old base areas. Those military dependents who refused to live with their in-laws and suffer anger applied for independent household registration and housing one after another. These applications were basically satisfied.

There were extremely many military dependents in the unit where this Comrade Guide's wife was located. She also simply applied for separate housing. Comrade Guide was a filial son. Since he was not by his parents' side, he also hoped his wife could take care of his parents more. The problem was that some things were not entirely up to him to decide. His elder brother and sister-in-law were very enthusiastic about the younger brother and sister moving out to live alone. The reason was simple: after the younger brother and sister moved out, a lot of space would be free in the house.

Thinking of family affairs, Comrade Guide felt a lot of helplessness in his heart. Although he also missed his parents, wife, and child, sometimes he really didn't want to go home. In the army, officers and soldiers were equal; everyone was young and congenial. There were so many good comrades-in-arms and good comrades. Everyone helped each other and lived very well. Once he went home, various family affairs came one after another. As the saying goes, even an upright official finds it hard to settle family affairs. As a member of the family, Comrade Guide's words didn't count absolutely at home. Various family relationships annoyed him to death.

Just thinking about his own affairs, a whistle sounded suddenly from the front. Everyone was attracted by this sound. Leaning out from the side of the boat to look, they saw a tugboat fleet coming from the opposite side. Comrade Guide was somewhat surprised. According to internal education, there was only one tugboat fleet running the line between Fengtai County and Hefei now. Why did a new fleet suddenly appear on the river?



★


Revolutionary Pioneers 5

Volume 3 - Chapter 206

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 63: Revolutionary Pioneers (5)

Passing each other in opposite directions on an inland river is troublesome for fleets. The width and depth of the river channel, and the dry and wet seasons greatly limit the free navigation of fleets. According to regulations, both fleets reduced speed and used semaphore and whistles to determine their respective positions and actions.

Experts watch the knack, while laymen watch the excitement. The passengers on the boat were a group of laymen. They just watched the two fleets moving slowly and crossing each other. They couldn't understand the nervousness of the two captains and first mates at all. Just looking at the parts of the ships on the water surface sailing side by side in opposite directions didn't show any danger. The problem was that the undercurrents stirred up by the underwater parts of the ships were unimaginable. Fast speed was bad, but too slow speed actually had more disastrous consequences. This would make the two ships inevitably collide. Fortunately, Mr. Yan Fu was indeed proficient in piloting and ship knowledge. Although the two captains who graduated from the Naval Academy of the base area were on tenterhooks, no problems occurred during the crossing. The relieved captains ordered whistles to be blown to greet each other in a friendly manner, and the two fleets gradually disappeared from each other's vision.

After watching such a leisurely fleet crossing at close range, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's interest in talking with Merchant Wang decreased greatly. The direction of everyone's discussion turned to when they could arrive in Fengtai County. And the one who seemingly had the final say on the ship was this Comrade Guide. The guide hadn't taken a tugboat either, so he had to frankly admit that he didn't know either. Song Jiaoren knew the guide didn't like to talk and barely said a word during the entire journey, so he didn't say more.

The tugboat fleet didn't travel slowly; the average speed per hour could reach 10 kilometers. Except for adding water and coal at the anchorage, it didn't stop in the middle. The group arrived at the destination, the current headquarters of the People's Party, Fengtai County, in less than 20 hours.

"It's really not slow." Huang Xing said. Song Jiaoren just nodded but didn't speak. In front of him was the ruling center of the People's Party, the capital of a real "state within a state." Having seen so many big cities, before seeing Fengtai County with his own eyes, Song Jiaoren couldn't help but imagine this current revolutionary center of China as a real metropolis. If it wasn't a real metropolis, how could the People's Party sweep half of Anhui with this as a base?

When he really saw Fengtai County, Song Jiaoren couldn't help being disappointed. This was a not-so-large county town. Compared with Anqing and Hefei, and even compared with the thousand-year-old ancient city of Shouzhou seen on the waterway, Fengtai County was relatively small. However, looking closely, Fengtai County had places different from other cities. Some tall buildings stood in Fengtai County town. And the dock of Fengtai County was far livelier than other places, even the current Anqing couldn't compare with it.

As soon as they went onto the dock, a strong lively atmosphere rushed over. Loaders, either with coiled queues or short hair, loaded and unloaded goods with the help of simple machinery. Did such a small Fengtai County have so many goods to load and unload? Song Jiaoren was very surprised. Before he could observe in detail, the guide urged Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing to go to the reception desk quickly.

Leading from the dock to the county town was a newly built gravel road. The road surface was quite flat and comfortable to walk on. After walking for a while, Song Jiaoren discovered that his original impression of Fengtai County might not be correct. On both sides of the road were newly built red brick houses. There were not many shops, but the people coming and going on the street obviously had businesses, and everyone looked very energetic. This appearance puzzled Song Jiaoren a bit. Prosperous areas are places where shops gather. Fengtai County looked quite prosperous now, but there were surprisingly few merchants. This street scene was a bit too weird.

Continuing forward for a while, Song Jiaoren discovered another special feature. There were too many people wearing "uniforms" in Fengtai County. On the contrary, the proportion of common people in ordinary clothes was far lower than various people in "uniforms." Under the influence of the uniformed crowd filling the street, Song Jiaoren even felt whether he had arrived in a military city.

The reception desk was in front of a row of houses in Fengtai County. People came and went here even more lively, but it was not a downtown area at all. Song Jiaoren saw the house open facing the street, with two signs hanging on both sides of the main entrance. The sign on the left read "Fengtai County Government, Anhui Province," and the right read "Fengtai County Committee of the Chinese People's Party." The characters were written extremely well, obviously from the hand of a master.

Although he recognized the characters on these signs and understood the meaning of the characters, Song Jiaoren really couldn't connect the Yamen of Fengtai County with the government Yamen he imagined. There were neither high walls surrounding it nor a grand hall and other traditional layouts. Except that this row of houses was a bit distant from the street, leaving a space similar to a field, the Fengtai County Government looked just like an ordinary house of a wealthy family. Moreover, trees were planted neatly in this open space, and there were some stone seats of strange texture under the trees. Apart from this, there was absolutely no setting that reminded people of majesty. Those entering and leaving the county government were also ordinary people, going in and out of the county government gate like visiting neighbors. Who would be willing to deal with the government office if they had nothing to do these years? This abnormal appearance surprised Song Jiaoren extremely.

"You two, let's go in." Seeing Song Jiaoren looking left and right unwilling to continue walking, the guide couldn't help urging.

As soon as he entered the door of the county government, Song Jiaoren saw tables and chairs in the room, but not high above like in a traditional grand hall. The floor of the entire room looked like stone, smooth and hard, yet a whole piece. Several ordinary tables were placed in the middle. Two men and two women sat behind the tables, and common people were waiting in front of the tables.

"You ask about grain sales; go to the second door on the left corridor."

"Housing application requires obtaining a household registration (*hukou*) first, or a certificate issued by the unit. Proving that you work in that unit... The certificate of a private unit won't do; private units need to issue a certificate at the Industry and Commerce Bureau. Proving that they hired you to work there... You ask why? If a private unit defaults on wages, you can go to the Industry and Commerce Bureau to apply for legal mediation... The legal mediation I mentioned means the court or the judicial section in the district is responsible for this matter..."

"If you want to file a lawsuit, you have to go to the court. The court is out the door and walk west for about a hundred steps... Our government is different from the original government office; our government is not responsible for lawsuits. Lawsuits are the responsibility of the court."

There were many people in the room. Several cadres in military uniforms in the main room explained to them where to go to handle affairs. They also had to be responsible for some explanatory work. Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing saw that these four cadres were all very young; one little girl looked less than twenty years old.

The three queued up to wait. Listening to the skilled answers of these receptionists, Song Jiaoren admired them more and more in his heart. He was knowledgeable. Although he didn't understand the formation mode of the new government, after listening for a while, he could also feel that in Fengtai County under the rule of the People's Party, someone was specifically responsible for everything. Instead of managing everything like the original government office but managing nothing well.

The common people were not familiar with the government's work. Some people saw the government people received them kindly and pestered them endlessly. The staff could only stand up helplessly and lead the common people to the department specifically responsible. There were also some common people, especially those applying for housing, who were obviously confused facing complicated procedures. As a result, it wasn't known what result they got inside; anyway, they ran out again to pester the receptionists, really saying all good words. But the receptionists were not actually responsible for the work, so they got entangled. Song Jiaoren listened to the content, which was nothing more than issuing certificates.

Some common people didn't know how to issue certificates at all. At this time, some clerks also returned from outside. The receptionists asked these clerks, who were obviously responsible for leading the way, to take the common people to issue certificates. Song Jiaoren watched with relish, but Huang Xing was a bit impatient. The trivial matters of the common people were concentrated in this room, and a group of super patient clerks were responsible for telling them who to find for solutions. Huang Xing was exhausted from the journey, tired and sleepy, and his mood became terrible. After standing for a long time, it still hadn't reached Huang Xing and the others.

However, one thing surprised Huang Xing very much. He had organized some revolutionary actions involving public participation before, and the public's performance was extremely unruly. As a result, in this county government, everyone queued up. As long as someone dared to jump the queue, other common people immediately scolded and stopped them. This spontaneous rule was completely different from common people in other places. While waiting impatiently, Huang Xing asked Song Jiaoren, "Is the folk custom in Fengtai County different from other places?"

At this time, a common person coming out from inside wanted to talk to the clerk. The common people queuing behind immediately clamored, "Queue up, queue up!"

Those common people who wanted to jump the queue originally wanted to pretend not to hear, but the clerk also darkened his face and said to the common person trying to jump the queue: "Please go to the back and queue up."

"I'll just say one more thing." The common person trying to jump the queue pleaded.

"You go to the back and queue up first." The clerk didn't accommodate at all. The common person was helpless and went to the back to queue up sheepishly.

After watching these, Song Jiaoren whispered, "Brother Huang, queueing is always a rule."

Huang Xing wanted to speak, but heard the guide who had been silent beside him say in an unfriendly tone: "Queueing is not for talking about rules; queueing is the most efficient. Also the fairest, first come first served. After finishing one thing, start a new thing. Crowding together in a swarm, nothing can be done."

This tone was impolite, but quite reasonable. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren turned to look at the guide, only to see the guide turn his head somewhat contemptuously, looking listlessly at the clerk at the front of the queue.

"Brother, your words are too arbitrary. Talk about rules in everything..." Huang Xing was somewhat unconvinced.

The guide was also very tired. Physically exhausted, his mood naturally wouldn't be much better. He continued to say grumpily: "The purpose of making rules is to solve problems faster and more effectively. So obeying rules is not for the rules themselves, but to get things done well. Everyone is willing to queue because they feel that although waiting in line is anxious, it is already the best method. If swarming up can get things done well, you see everyone will definitely swarm up."

Being rebuked, Huang Xing was naturally unconvinced. Song Jiaoren hurriedly stopped Huang Xing. He agreed with the guide's words in his heart, but he couldn't speak for the guide. So stopping Huang Xing from continuing the conflict was Song Jiaoren's only choice.

After waiting for a while, it was finally Huang Xing's turn. The one receiving them was the youngest girl in the reception desk. She had noticed Huang Xing and the others for a while. The girl looked up and asked, "What help do you need?"

The guide said, "These two are comrades from outside who want to see Chairman Chen. May I ask who is responsible for reception?"

The girl stood up after hearing this. "Comrades, please follow me."

Entering the corridor on the right hand, "Foreign Affairs Office" was written on the door of the innermost room. Several people entered the room, and the girl said with a smile, "I am Ren Qiying, Director of the Fengtai County Party Office. I am responsible for reception work."

The guide knew the status of the Director of the County Party Office. Those who could reach this position were basically members of the Standing Committee of the County Party Committee and Executive Deputy Magistrates. In the base area, especially an old base area like Fengtai County, this was already a senior cadre. The guide immediately stood at attention and saluted, "Comrade Ren Qiying, I am Ma Hongsheng, a guide from the Office of the Anqing Municipal Committee. These two are Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren of the Tongmenghui. Mayor Zhang Yu ordered me to bring the two to see Chairman Chen Ke. Report completed."

Although Guide Ma Hongsheng said "Report" with his mouth, his attitude was so confident and natural, as if a noble big shot was introducing his guests to a distinguished guest.

After listening, Ren Qiying extended her hand to Ma Hongsheng. "Comrade Ma Hongsheng, you've worked hard. Is there anything else to explain?"

"No more." Ma Hongsheng answered while shaking hands with Ren Qiying.

"Then I will write a certificate for you now." After Ren Qiying finished speaking, she sat on the left and began to write documents.

Song Jiaoren was very surprised watching the two handing over tasks. These two seemed to be in a subordinate relationship, but there was not a trace of superiority or inferiority. Except for the different levels of work, the two seemed completely equal. No status suppressing people, no claiming credit and arrogance. This attitude felt completely unreasonably absurd in this era.

Song Jiaoren certainly didn't know that "guides" like Ma Hongsheng came from the Reconnaissance Troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, and Ren Qiying was a young cadre Chen Ke appreciated quite a lot. Both were outstanding talents and backbones in departments in the base area. He thought that the cadres of the People's Party all had such quality and cultivation. This startled Song Jiaoren quite a bit.

Ma Hongsheng took the certificate and read it carefully once, then put the certificate into an envelope. After bidding farewell to everyone, he left the reception office relaxed.

Ren Qiying stood up and invited Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to sit down, then poured water for the two. The base area office used glass cups, not to show off wealth, but because glass utensils were cheap in the base area now and could be recycled. Song Jiaoren didn't know this situation. Looking at the glass windows of the office, the glass water pitcher and glass cups holding water, the "wealth" of the People's Party surprised this senior cadre of the Tongmenghui quite a bit.

"I have heard of you two. Mr. Huang Xing manages military affairs, and Mr. Song Jiaoren manages government affairs. You are Mr. Sun's right-hand men in the Tongmenghui." Ren Qiying spoke very politely. These were all contents in Chen Ke's letter. After briefly introducing the situation of the Tongmenghui, Chen Ke wrote unceremoniously that if the Tongmenghui sent people, don't care too much, just send them directly to Chen Ke.

She didn't care about Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren in her heart, but Ren Qiying wouldn't be rude. The host flattering the guest is also etiquette in dealing with people.

Sure enough, Huang Xing's unhappy look brightened a lot. He laughed, "Miss Ren, we are entrusted by Mr. Sun Yat-sen, President of the Tongmenghui, to come and visit Mr. Chen Ke, Chairman of the People's Party. Is Mr. Chen Ke in Fengtai County?"

"Chairman Chen has gone to the rural areas near Fengtai County to inspect local elections and is not in the county town now. Did you come by tugboat?"

"Yes."

Ren Qiying said heartily, "Then you must be tired. How about this, I'll arrange for you two to rest first. Wait until tomorrow to see if Chairman Chen has returned. We'll talk then, okay?"

After hearing this, Song Jiaoren said seriously, "Miss Ren, as far as we know, it is very likely that the Manchu Qing will send troops to attack the People's Party base area within a month. Aren't you anxious?"

"Anxious? Is being anxious useful?" Ren Qiying asked back in a friendly manner.

Song Jiaoren thought all the way. Apart from pointing out the "crisis situation" of the People's Party, he couldn't think of any better way to persuade the People's Party to join the Tongmenghui. Along the way, he saw the huge territory of the People's Party. Although he couldn't see the number of troops, the number of Anhui people who had already attached themselves to the People's Party was really quite large.

Knowing one's own family affairs, Song Jiaoren knew that the current strength of the Tongmenghui couldn't help the People's Party at all. If the People's Party won again in the upcoming war, the Tongmenghui would never be able to interest the People's Party in the slightest. He had actually given up the idea of letting the People's Party join the Tongmenghui. What Song Jiaoren hoped for was "cooperation." As long as the People's Party could announce even one call through the Tongmenghui, such as a call to Chinese students in Japan, Song Jiaoren was confident he could maximize this opportunity.

Ren Qiying's answer made Song Jiaoren feel a kind of nervousness, but he hadn't given up yet. He felt Ren Qiying was just a young girl who didn't understand military affairs. Although Ren Qiying said "anxiety is useless," that was just a wrong view.

"Miss Ren, the Manchu army is pressing down on the border; the situation cannot be said not to be critical." Song Jiaoren had to continue bluffing.

Ren Qiying stood up and pointed to the map of China on the wall. She asked with a smile, "Since Mr. Song says so, then I want to ask Mr. Song, the Manchu army is pressing down on the border; what is their marching route? Where are their troops stockpiled? What are the unit numbers? How many are there? Who is the commander? Can Mr. Song explain to me facing the map?"

Song Jiaoren only felt the muscles on his face twitching. When he saw Ren Qiying, he felt Ren Qiying was young and very kind. She completely lacked the "impulsive and passionate" temperament of female revolutionaries like Qiu Jin. So he couldn't help feeling Ren Qiying was a weak girl. Being rebuked by Ren Qiying with a gentle attitude and a smiling face, Song Jiaoren felt he really misjudged. The girl in front of him was not weak at all, but a true smiling tiger.
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Ren Qiying used the management methods learned in the "Labor Camp" during the flood last year, plus some knowledge about logistics learned from Yuwen Badu, and casually asked about basic aspects such as enemy strength and marching. She immediately exposed Song Jiaoren's lies. Song Jiaoren's face turned red instantly.

Seeing the situation was wrong, Huang Xing hurriedly smoothed things over for Song Jiaoren. He said with a straight face, "How can such a major event be told to a girl like you!"

Ren Qiying did not pursue the victory. She just wanted to give Song Jiaoren a head-on blow. For those who were full of big words, giving them "rules" was also a last resort. Since Huang Xing began to be poor in words, she should also make some statement on this matter. Ren Qiying laughed heartily, "I am just a civil official, not a soldier. Indeed, I cannot intervene in military command matters."

Although the words were polite, Ren Qiying clearly pointed out that she "could not intervene in military command" only because of institutional reasons. This did not mean that Ren Qiying could not participate in military operations. But the meaning of these words was too subtle. If it were Chen Ke, he would naturally understand. Ren Qiying didn't know if Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren could understand.

There was no point in continuing the conversation here. Ren Qiying suggested the two rest, but Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were anxious to see Chen Ke. Seeing their attitude was very firm, Ren Qiying had to send a communicator from the county to take them to Yuezhangji. Chen Ke was inspecting the election in Yuezhangji.

Yuezhangji was once the target of the first military operation of the People's Party, and now it was the earliest rural base area of the People's Party. The main road leading to Yuezhangji had basically been completed. Different from the lively area near the dock centered on cargo loading, unloading, and storage, the roadside from Fengtai County to Yuezhangji was the technological essence area of the People's Party. Units including schools, scientific research, and factories were connected one by one. From the perspective of this era, these units each enclosed a large piece of reserved land.

Because they were unhappy in their hearts, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't speak. Even looking at the large unit parks, the two didn't ask the communicator walking beside them. But after walking for a while, the two were still attracted by the scenery on the roadside. In fact, this scenery was nothing special. If it were a person from the 21st century, they would definitely not feel anything special because the scenery on the roadside was very monotonous.

The People's Party implemented "Big Government," and the entire agriculture was considered preliminarily planned. Not to mention the small trees planted neatly by the roadside, it was also the same in regional planning. On the vast fields, trees, bamboo forests, and crops were planted in neat large patches. Even the open fields after harvest were continuous in patches. The neat ridges only had a certain degree of curvature when encountering ditches and ponds; otherwise, they extended straight away. In between were not-so-narrow dirt roads.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were dumbfounded. The farmland in Fengtai County was very different from the rural areas in the south composed of small pieces of land with different shapes. Compared with the orderly vast land here, the rural areas in the south were like a beautiful and gentle Jiangnan girl, while Fengtai County was a rough and heroic big man.

"I didn't expect the land here to be so regular." Huang Xing sighed.

The communicator in the county was a young man, just twenty years old. His knowledge couldn't compare with Guide Ma Hongsheng, who came from the reconnaissance troops. Hearing Huang Xing say this, the communicator said proudly, "There was a big flood here last year. A year ago, it was still a large mud pond. These are all lands we opened up ourselves. When opening new land, Chairman Chen personally led people to plan. Originally, we didn't believe we could make it so regular ourselves. As a result, we really made it this year; we were also very surprised ourselves."

Huang Xing looked at the fields stretching as far as the eye could see. He was truly shocked. "Could it be done like this in just one year?"

The communicator also participated in rural construction. He replied enthusiastically, "Yes, men and women, old and young, all went into battle together. Chairman Chen personally took the lead. Party members of the People's Party, cadres and soldiers of the troops all personally repaired ridges and reclaimed land for farming. We spent a lot of effort. I was responsible for planting bamboo at that time. Look at the bamboo forest by the pond over there; it was planted by our County Party Committee."

Following the direction of the communicator's finger, sure enough, there was a large bamboo forest by the pond. The bamboo was not yet as tall as a person; it should be planted this year.

"When the bamboo grows tall, the scenery should be good." Song Jiaoren laughed. Ponds, lotus flowers, bamboo forests. If a pavilion were built for people to fish leisurely, this would be one of the favorite sceneries of literati.

"Bamboo is used as building material." The communicator didn't have such elegance. He talked about the original purpose of planting bamboo forests.

Seeing this new scenery, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were quite excited and talked more. The communicator knew that the two were going to see Chairman Chen Ke, thinking that they should not be enemies. Plus young people love to show off, so he talked about the rural construction of the base area all the way.

The communicator ran everywhere originally, transmitting orders and news, and had much more knowledge than ordinary action personnel. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren also wanted to know the situation of the base area. At first, chatting with the communicator, the two sighed with emotion. Listening later, the two spoke less instead.

Many members of the Tongmenghui came from landlord and merchant backgrounds, and many were also from big landlord backgrounds. However, these people's understanding of rural system construction was limited to their own land. There was not a single person who had a comprehensive understanding like this People's Party communicator. This was not just farming, but from land measurement and division to the construction of irrigation systems and the rational allocation of various lands. Just knowing these things would be considered extremely knowledgeable and capable in the Tongmenghui. This communicator was ordered by You Gou (Note: Context implies You Gou is a superior, possibly implying he works under her or general command). Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren felt that the status of the communicator was not high. Even a small clerk with not high status in the People's Party could have his own understanding of the entire county. Huang Xing didn't feel this fact deeply, but Song Jiaoren felt a strong discomfort.

To manage a place, there must be personnel familiar with the local situation. If an official is parachuted to a certain place, he is basically blind. Song Jiaoren originally thought that the People's Party became a force by gathering a group of desperadoes. As a senior cadre of the Tongmenghui, Song Jiaoren really didn't think there were many real revolutionaries in China. He took it for granted that most revolutionaries who "understood revolutionary concepts" were now in organizations like the Tongmenghui or the Restoration Society. Now seeing this communicator, he truly felt to what extent the power of the People's Party had grown.

Of course, without the vast and neat fields in front of him, and without the communicator "pointing out the rivers and mountains" (commenting on state affairs), Song Jiaoren would not admit this fact. Only after seeing with his own eyes that the People's Party had transformed the countryside on a large scale did Song Jiaoren know that the Tongmenghui had been left far behind by the People's Party.

"Is the appearance of this countryside planned by Mr. Chen Ke personally?" Song Jiaoren asked.

Mentioning Chen Ke, the communicator became even more spirited. "This was Chairman Chen personally organizing surveying teams, organizing engineering teams, and mobilizing the masses to participate in labor. Before these lands were sorted out, Chairman Chen had people draw a huge picture. The current appearance is exactly the same as in that picture. But that picture was removed this year; you two can't see it."

Hearing this, Song Jiaoren pursued a question, "Is Mr. Chen a native of Fengtai?"

Mentioning Chen Ke's origin, the communicator was stunned. He really hadn't thought about this question. After thinking for a while, the communicator replied, "Chairman Chen is a Northerner. But our Fengtai County people feel he is one of our own in Fengtai County."

Song Jiaoren fell completely silent. If Chen Ke was a native of Fengtai County, it was possible that Chen Ke had had the idea long ago. Since Chen Ke was not a local of Fengtai County, it meant that Chen Ke designed the appearance of the new Fengtai County only after arriving in Fengtai County. Song Jiaoren couldn't think of anyone in the Tongmenghui who could have such management and planning capabilities.

The communicator talked for so long and was tired. He asked Song Jiaoren, "Mr. Song, where is the base area of your Tongmenghui?"

Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing knew that the communicator didn't mean to embarrass them, but even so, awkward looks appeared on their faces. Song Jiaoren thought for a while before answering, "We have our own territories in Guangdong and Hunan. But our headquarters is in Japan."

"Why did you go to Japan to set up headquarters? It's too far from your base area. How to communicate? You have to take a boat across the sea." Although the communicator didn't know the situation of the Tongmenghui, he had received certain geographical knowledge education. Imagining the Tongmenghui according to the base area's situation, he immediately raised questions peculiar to communicators.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were even more embarrassed after hearing this. They couldn't say that the Tongmenghui had no base area in China at all, and many uprisings were eliminated by the Manchu Qing. Although those engaged in politics have to accept the problem of spitting in one's own face and letting it dry, insisting on comparing the situation of the Tongmenghui with the People's Party, both of them had self-esteem. They really couldn't do things like lying boastfully or humiliating themselves.

Song Jiaoren was relatively quick-witted. He laughed, "I see that Miss Ren Qiying in your county is young, but her position is not low. You call her Director. What official in the Manchu Qing does this Director correspond to?"

Although the communicator was young, he had seen quite a few scenes. He knew Song Jiaoren was changing the topic. He answered every question Song Jiaoren asked, but Song Jiaoren was secretive. Facing such an attitude, the communicator also became unhappy. To this question, he answered coldly, "Equivalent to a County Magistrate."

A girl looking less than twenty years old being a magistrate? Although their imagination had been constantly refreshed in the People's Party base area, this answer greatly impacted the limit of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren's imagination. "Is this Miss Ren Mr. Chen's confidant?" Huang Xing asked.

The communicator was very disgusted with this remark. "What confidant or not? We talk about work ability here, not personal relationships. Director Ren works very well, so she can naturally undertake this job."

"Talk about work ability, not personal relationships." These words were really resounding. Although Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren didn't believe it at all, psychologically they were still overwhelmed by the communicator's righteousness.

The communicator was not telling lies. Everyone was watching Ren Qiying's promotion. Nothing more than following the Party early, working hard without complaint, and being the most arduous. Moreover, Ren Qiying had a great advantage: she never hid secrets. If there were any new work ideas, Ren Qiying always held meetings to discuss with everyone. If there were any new work methods, Ren Qiying always promoted them in the unit. Of course, Ren Qiying had another great benefit. Although the communicator himself had this feeling, he didn't clearly use it as a standard to judge Ren Qiying.

People in the County Party Office felt that Ren Qiying would continue to be promoted. The base area was not a "small government" like the Manchu Qing, but a genuine "Big Government." The number of government employees was large. If everyone worked well, there was no lack of promotion opportunities. Following a leader like Ren Qiying, one could learn things, and promotion was not hopeless. Although the communicator himself didn't have the consciousness of being a "bureaucrat," in this environment, he naturally developed this kind of thinking.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren naturally didn't know the communicator had such ambition. Compared with the People's Party, the Tongmenghui's current revolution was basically a grassroots troupe entertaining themselves. Specific promotion issues were not within their consideration at all. How to pull people to risk their lives was the urgent task of the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were also afraid that the communicator would continue to ask questions about the strength of the Tongmenghui, so they stopped talking. The three began to hurry silently.

Shocked by what they saw along the way, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were full of chaotic thoughts. So much so that they forgot to consider one thing: since cadres at all levels of the People's Party had such insight, how could Chen Ke, the leader of the People's Party, be worse than these people?

The election in Yuezhangji was very lively. Where had the common people elected officials themselves for thousands of years? The principle of this election was not difficult to understand. The propaganda these days had made it clear that the new socialist system promoted by the People's Party was to let the common people live a better life. Science and democracy were the two pillars of the socialist system. Officials were the government organization mode ensuring scientific promotion from the national system. So the newly set positions included town head, village head, culture and education, health, sports, and other positions.

Chen Ke had been resisting talking about the meaning of revolution extensively, and now he was finally rewarded. Due to actually doing a lot of construction work, the people also got tangible benefits from these construction works. Most importantly, the People's Party did not monopolize knowledge but taught the principles and methods of why doing so to the people. The people were not just passive onlookers. Under the threat of floods, the people actively participated in it to survive. Various scientific and technological means could also prove that what the People's Party said was true reasoning.

Taking health cadres as an example, the People's Party didn't talk about epidemic prevention, things the common people thought were mysterious. As soon as microscopes were promoted to the countryside, taking something out of everyone's teeth gaps and nail dirt, and then looking under the microscope, seeing so many "little bugs" inside was immediately better than a thousand words. The people believed that the "bacteria" mentioned by the People's Party existed, and then many normal extensions began to appear on this principle.

The same was true for farming. The common people knew to select seeds. The seeds grown by the specialized seed cultivation center on artificially created fertile land were large and full, looking like good seeds at a glance. Everyone was naturally willing to spend some money to buy these good seeds. Of course, these policies and services were not forced on the people. Chen Ke absorbed lessons from history. The Party in history really demanded absolute unity on these matters, which caused many problems instead.

In dealing with such problems, the American way was not bad. There was a section of highway in the United States that was very dangerous. So the Highway Administration hung various signs in dangerous places, but car accidents were more than before. Later, they used reverse thinking and simply removed these signs, only writing "This road is dangerous, please pay attention to protect yourself" in large letters at the entrance of the highway. The number of car accidents fell sharply instead.

Finally, American experts concluded that when those signs were hung out, the drivers who saw them not only didn't feel dangerous but subconsciously thought the danger had been forewarned. This thought gave drivers a deeper psychological hint: "The danger has been removed." Under this hint, drivers' attention was not focused instead. Only when drivers were told there was danger on the road but not told where the specific problem would occur, would drivers concentrate fully.

This theory was used by the American right wing to oppose "Big Government." Although Chen Ke himself was a "Big Government" advocate, he believed that even "Big Government" could not learn the European social security policy from birth to grave. Facts have proved that "high welfare," a thing decadent capitalism tried to buy the people with, was destined to go bankrupt.

Big Government only provides basic "guarantees" and adheres to the basic concepts of the socialist system. Managing their own affairs still has to be practiced by the people themselves. Chen Ke firmly believed that normal people ultimately hoped for "life." Not shedding blood and sacrificing lives for some bullshit concept. Since the people could fight others desperately for an offensive sentence, Chen Ke also firmly believed that the people would fight the enemy to the end to defend the happy life provided by the socialist system to the people.

Then what this socialist system has to do is not to incite the people to sacrifice, but to guide the people onto the path of science and democracy. Even if there are some rebellious guys among the people, when they turn over a new leaf, the state still has to give them a way to live a normal life.

Because Chen Ke didn't propagate these things, nor did he propagate the bright future of communism much. The common people naturally didn't know Chen Ke's thoughts, and even most comrades of the People's Party didn't know Chen Ke's true thoughts. Because of this, the more practical propaganda slogans proposed by Chen Ke, "Labor is the most glorious," "The People's Party is the vanguard of the people's interests," "The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army is the army of the people's sons and brothers"—these things that could be practiced most concretely became everyone's unified view, and were implemented one by one in hard work. Professional party hacks hadn't appeared in the People's Party yet.

The same was true for the election. Chen Ke certainly couldn't say, "You just elect like this first. When you make jokes and bump your heads in the attempt process, you will believe that what I, Chen Ke, said is correct."

He could only say to the people, "Since under the new system the people are masters of their own house, the people should choose officials they trust to serve the people."

So Chen Ke stripped the grassroots government bare through land reform policies. Reality told Chen Ke that as long as there was still land in the village that could be sold freely, village officials would definitely have designs on these lands. Not giving people opportunities to make mistakes is the greatest protection.

Based on various preparations in the early stage and absolute foreknowledge of future inevitable mistakes, Chen Ke was very relaxed. He had only one purpose for inspection, which was to effectively ensure that the people's election indeed achieved "fairness, justice, and openness." This is the basic concept and basic rule of democracy. Chen Ke formulated this rule, so he had the obligation to guarantee the normal operation of this rule.

The arrival of Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren surprised Chen Ke a bit, but he didn't have any special feeling. As the host, Chen Ke needed to entertain guests. The item for entertaining guests was not eating and drinking, but going to participate in the election work together.

The common people were very excited about the new thing of election. They couldn't understand the significance of their doing so yet. Although the whole thing helped the common people establish the thought of being masters of the country, it was just a beginning now. The whole election situation looked like a lively temple fair. Like other places in the base area, the People's Party did not run for some nominal leadership positions including village heads and town heads. Instead, they aimed for medical, scientific and educational positions requiring professional knowledge, and extremely important political positions like the Women's Federation.

A few days ago, the elections for these positions had ended. The People's Party members encountered no competition at all and easily got all "service positions." Today was the "highlight," electing the village head of Yue Wang Ji Village.

The election of the village head required proposing an election platform. People from the People's Party didn't participate, so no candidate could speak a complete set of election standards clearly, let alone systematically propose concepts of serving the masses or developing Yue Wang Ji. The whole platform statement felt quite like a farce.

Chen Ke accompanied Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren to watch the election. He scanned the venue seemingly aimlessly and saw a few familiar faces. Those were members of the "People's Internal Affairs Committee." Their job was to collect intelligence and see how many people would speak anti-Party remarks on this day when everyone was easily excited. These anti-Party remarks and remarks the common people were more concerned about would be collected and summarized. Providing services for policy formulation.

"Folks, after I am elected village head, I will definitely be able to manage everyone well." The one currently on the stage was shouting his campaign manifesto hoarsely.

"Uncle, just manage yourself well." A young man's voice came from below. This was terrible; the dark crowd of onlookers all burst into laughter. The face of the candidate on stage turned red, and he couldn't go on for a while. But it seemed this one was somewhat educated. After being embarrassed for a moment, he gritted his teeth and simply took out a written manuscript from his pocket and read from it.

Now the common people clamored even more. When the People's Party ran for other positions, they all released campaign platforms without scripts. No one had ever read from a script like this before. Some frowned, and some simply mocked the candidate again. The scene became very chaotic. The cadres of the People's Party hurriedly maintained order and managed to quiet the common people down with difficulty.

Chen Ke was also amused by the sentence "After I am elected village head, I will definitely be able to manage everyone well" at the beginning and laughed loudly. But he laughed for a moment and stopped. Just watching the candidate on stage quietly.

Huang Xing was attracted by this lively scene, looking left and right very excitedly. Song Jiaoren had been secretly observing Chen Ke. Chen Ke's youth surprised Song Jiaoren very much. Song Jiaoren was born in 1882 (Note: Text says 1892, but historically Song was born in 1882. 1907-1882=25. Text says "born in 1892, 25 years old in 1907" - math error in text. 1907-1892=15. Assuming 1882 is correct for age 25). Chen Ke was "two years younger" than him (implies Chen Ke is ~23? Previous text said 26-27. Inconsistency in text or Song's perception). Chen Ke's appearance looked younger than Song Jiaoren, making it hard to see the age difference between the two. Moreover, Chen Ke was different from those "majestic, enthusiastic, graceful, and temperamental" revolutionaries Song Jiaoren often saw. Chen Ke's behavior and speech were very natural. At any time, people felt Chen Ke was not deliberate. When he wanted to laugh, Chen Ke showed a "heartless" smile. When not laughing, the muscles on his body and face were completely relaxed. Coupled with his tall and sturdy figure and piercing eyes. It gave Song Jiaoren a feeling of hair standing on end on his back.

Song Jiaoren couldn't figure out what Chen Ke was thinking, but he intuitively felt that Chen Ke knew exactly what he was thinking. Just like after meeting the two, Chen Ke kindly invited them to watch the election together. Regardless of expression and movement, Chen Ke was extremely magnanimous. The content he spoke didn't have a single word of nonsense, nor did it contain any implied content. All showed that Chen Ke sincerely invited the two to visit.

The election was indeed very fresh, and Song Jiaoren also loved to watch it. It was the first time in thousands of years that Chinese common people chose officials they identified with. While Song Jiaoren was excited, he felt Chen Ke was too natural, as if the election he had never seen before was something Chen Ke had experienced dozens or hundreds of times. Chen Ke saw the past and future of the election clearly.

Such demeanor made Song Jiaoren feel both fascinated and fearful. Precisely because Chen Ke didn't deliberately put on an unfathomable appearance, this unfathomableness was even more frightening. With this mood of awe, Song Jiaoren made a correct judgment instead: "It is simply impossible to make Chen Ke truly cooperate with the Tongmenghui."

Chen Ke didn't care how Song Jiaoren saw him. His mind had long thrown Song Jiaoren to the nine heavens. What Chen Ke thought about was another matter. Following this election was the election of local people's representatives. The representatives elected by the people's representatives after the second election would form the first Anhui Provincial People's Congress. The People's Congress was not just representatives from various places; the People's Congress would formally establish the legal tradition (*Fatong*) of the new government, which was the legal tradition from the broad masses of people. This was a political trick Chen Ke had to play, and also something Chen Ke had to maintain and defend. Regarding the fact of the establishment of this legal tradition, Chen Ke felt his attitude was a bit too inclined towards Machiavellianism. He was pondering how exactly to establish his own position.

Behind these three people with different moods and almost completely different thoughts and positions. Chen Ke's guards pressed their hands on their waists. They watched the surrounding crowd vigilantly, especially Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. As long as Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren made any move that posed a threat to Chen Ke, they would immediately stop or even shoot Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren.

At this time, noise rang out in the venue again. The candidate on stage had finished reading the manuscript. As he stepped down, another candidate with a tense face and trembling legs began to ascend the stage.
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The election continued. Chen Ke felt there was no need to watch any further halfway through. But having a beginning and an end is the key to doing things. Since Chen Ke could understand speech, his family instilled this concept in him. But until before the time travel, Chen Ke couldn't do it. He felt he could control the situation, and it wasn't impossible not to see some things through to the end. Moreover, Chen Ke's mind was not on the election at all now. Even if he forced himself to watch, he couldn't concentrate on gaining any insight from the election. After weighing for a while, Chen Ke finally decided to leave the venue.

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren followed Chen Ke back to the barracks of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army near Yuezhangji. Finally able to have a face-to-face talk with Chen Ke, both felt a little nervous. Along the way, they saw that the People's Party governed the base area in an orderly manner. Although the people's lives didn't seem to have improved significantly, they were not necessarily worse than those in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. One must know that this was not an ordinary year; Anhui had just suffered a flood last year. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren saw many refugees in Nanjing who hadn't been able to return to their hometowns until now. Compared with those ragged refugees, the life in Fengtai County, which was similar to ordinary years, seemed very abnormal.

After sorting out his mood, Huang Xing said, "Mr. Chen, our Tongmenghui President, Mr. Sun Yat-sen, invites the People's Party to join the Tongmenghui. Mr. Sun said that with the revolutionary achievements of the People's Party, after joining the Tongmenghui, we will definitely let you serve as the Vice President of the Tongmenghui."

While Huang Xing was speaking, Chen Ke kept his eyes focused on Huang Xing. The bright gaze made Huang Xing feel very uncomfortable. In a moment of distraction, Huang Xing couldn't continue. He paused before continuing, "I wonder what Mr. Chen thinks."

Chen Ke said frankly, "Mr. Huang, I am very grateful for Mr. Sun's kind invitation, but now the Manchu Qing army is about to press on the border. We really have no time to deal with this matter. Why don't we discuss this matter after we beat back the Manchu Qing? What do you think, Mr. Huang?"

What Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren feared most was this. If the People's Party beat back the Manchu Qing alone, then this victory would have nothing to do with the Tongmenghui. Sun Yat-sen's meaning was clear: the Tongmenghui must pull the People's Party along no matter what. This was a major event concerning the future development of the Tongmenghui. The Restoration Society accused the leaders of the Tongmenghui of hiding abroad, not looking like revolutionaries at all. Although the Tongmenghui also launched many uprisings, each uprising ended in complete failure. Just one victory—what the Tongmenghui needed now was just a victory that could prove their strength.

If according to what Chen Ke said, Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren would have to return to Japan now. It was unknown when they could negotiate with the People's Party again. Huang Xing had an impatient temper. Only because of his high prestige and Sun Yat-sen's unwillingness to return to China, Huang Xing had to serve as the negotiator this time. After being skillfully rejected by Chen Ke, Huang Xing didn't know how to continue the topic.

Seeing Huang Xing tongue-tied and unable to continue speaking, Song Jiaoren hurriedly took over the conversation. "Mr. Chen, Mr. Sun has already said that the position of Vice President of the Tongmenghui is now vacant waiting for you, Mr. Chen. You are busy with military affairs now, so you don't need to go to Japan personally. Just say a word, and the Vice President of the Tongmenghui is yours."

Chen Ke knew Sun Yat-sen's plan like a mirror in his heart. As the President of the Tongmenghui, Sun Yat-sen had to do his best for the political interests of the Tongmenghui. Chen Ke could understand Sun Yat-sen very well, but Chen Ke would not have the slightest bias towards the Tongmenghui because of Sun Yat-sen's reputation in history. As the Chairman of the People's Party, Chen Ke also had the obligation to maximize the interests of the People's Party. The constitution of the People's Party clearly stipulated: "Members of the Chinese People's Party must sever all ties with parties and groups that run counter to our program before joining our ranks."

History has proved that the political programs of the Tongmenghui and the Kuomintang derived from the Tongmenghui run counter to communism. What Sun Yat-sen and the others tried to establish was a capitalist republic, while the People's Party wanted to establish a socialist country. The two were basically incompatible like water and fire. Chen Ke regarded the Tongmenghui as a potential enemy of the People's Party. For this reason alone, Chen Ke could not only not agree to cooperate with the Tongmenghui but also would not let the Tongmenghui use the name of the People's Party.

Looking at Song Jiaoren's expectant gaze, Chen Ke didn't feel moved at all. He said calmly, "The reputation of our People's Party is exchanged by the hard work of the People's Party comrades and the sacrifice of those revolutionary martyrs. I cannot link the reputation of the People's Party with other political parties. This is our principle. I appreciate the revolutionary enthusiasm of Mr. Sun Yat-sen and everyone in the Tongmenghui, and I thank Mr. Sun again for his kindness, but I will absolutely not take the position of Vice President of the Tongmenghui. Before the People's Party Committee holds a full representative meeting for discussion, I cannot allow any connection between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui to happen."

This diplomatic rhetoric confused Huang Xing for a moment. He thought carefully before understanding what Chen Ke meant. Huang Xing's eyes widened, and his voice was full of humiliation and indignation. "Mr. Chen, does this mean you absolutely will not cooperate with our Tongmenghui?"

"For the interests of the Chinese revolution, we will cooperate when everyone needs it. Now I don't see the basis for cooperation for the time being. If you two have nothing else..."

"Mr. Chen," Song Jiaoren knew Huang Xing was not good with words, so he interrupted Chen Ke, "Mr. Chen, why must revolution always be divided between you and us? Isn't it good to cooperate to overthrow the Manchu Qing?"

Looking at Song Jiaoren's face full of anxiety and Huang Xing's face full of anger, Chen Ke couldn't decide for a moment whether he wanted to tear his face completely. He had no experience in fighting with outside political parties. With Chen Ke's temper, once he tore his face, there would absolutely be no tolerance left. Although Chen Ke didn't have the character of "a small person taking revenge from morning to night," once someone offended him, he could also make the choice of never interacting till death. But the moral conduct of the Tongmenghui in history was not as tolerant as Chen Ke. The matter of the Tongmenghui killing the Restoration Society members after the Xinhai Revolution was known even to people like Chen Ke who didn't know much about the history of the Restoration Society. Not only against the Restoration Society outside the Tongmenghui, but Song Jiaoren, one of the leaders of the Tongmenghui who showed an inexplicable look in front of Chen Ke now, was also a victim. The assassination of Song Jiaoren was confusing and confusing. Many people believed that the mastermind behind the assassination of Song Jiaoren was Sun Yat-sen, or at least Sun Yat-sen knew and acquiesced.

Chen Ke's nature was very afraid of unnecessary trouble. He believed that dealing with that group of hooligans in the Tongmenghui, once faces were torn, the only way was to exterminate them completely. Chen Ke also knew that he was not the kind of person who could keep his cool very well. Once he made up his mind now, unless the goal was achieved, this matter would always exist in his heart. Now was not the time to haggle with the Tongmenghui; Chen Ke's main enemy was still the Manchu Qing. But asking Chen Ke to perfunctory, he really hadn't learned how to stabilize these people of the Tongmenghui.

How to choose exactly? Facing a difficult problem, Chen Ke habitually traced his train of thought back, hoping to find a corresponding solution from the education he received. He remembered one thing. When Chen Ke was a teenager, he also thought revolution was a great cause of overthrowing counter-revolutionaries. Once he talked about this with his parents and was greatly laughed at by his parents as a brat talking nonsense. Chen Ke was poor in words and shouted loudly in anger: "I understand politics." His parents stopped laughing at Chen Ke but burst into laughter. There was no targeting in that laughter, but the kind of laughter naturally triggered after hearing the most outrageous joke. This laughter made Chen Ke feel extreme humiliation.

Now Chen Ke occasionally recalled this matter, and he himself would burst into laughter when no one was around. regarding his childishness back then, Chen Ke felt it was really ridiculous and terrible. Politics is about interests; politics is about stance. Standing on the angle of the exploiting class naturally has the stance of the exploiting class; standing on the angle of the exploited class has a completely different stance. Chen Ke completely understood where his problem was back then not long ago, because the young Chen Ke regarded revolution as a "great cause" like a game, and didn't stand on any stance at all. That was just a delusion formed by a child playing games excessively. With that trifling attitude, not to mention the exploited class wouldn't regard Chen Ke as their guide, the exploiting class would also dismiss Chen Ke. This is stance. No one will accept a person who regards life-and-death political struggle as a game as a comrade-in-arms.

The current Chen Ke finally felt he stood on the stance of the people. Then "who is the enemy of the revolution, who is the friend of the revolution," there is no need to think more. Grandpa Mao said, "Seek unity through struggle, and unity survives; seek unity through compromise, and unity dies." Chen Ke's current idea of trying to compromise temporarily was the manifestation of his political immaturity.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke said to Song Jiaoren, "Mr. Song, our People's Party overthrows the Manchu Qing for the interests of the people. In my opinion, your Tongmenghui intervenes in this war so enthusiastically, the purpose is nothing more than wanting to truly expand the interests of your Tongmenghui through this. If I take office as the Vice President of the Tongmenghui now, and our People's Party fails, the Tongmenghui itself has no loss and can still propagate that the Tongmenghui launched another tragic uprising. If our People's Party succeeds, the Tongmenghui can announce that you have won a great victory. As the Chairman of the People's Party, I can absolutely not agree to use the blood of our People's Party soldiers to dye the hat buttons (*official insignia*) of your Tongmenghui red. If I agreed, that would be a betrayal of the People's Party; I would be the biggest traitor of the People's Party."

After saying these, Chen Ke felt relaxed all over. This might be the so-called "firm revolutionary stance." Chen Ke felt that after considering problems only from the stance of the people's revolution, all troubles disappeared completely. On one side was the pure revolutionary cause, and on the other was the complex existence of self. A transparent but tangible barrier isolated the two. Although emotions belonging to the individual like fear, sympathy, worry, and pity still existed, they were no longer an inseparable part of Chen Ke himself. Chen Ke felt this feeling was very good. Then, he even forgot this feeling. The whole world was different.

Huang Xing knew Chen Ke was right, but knowing the fact and being able to accept the fact calmly were two different things. He stood up angrily, pointed at Chen Ke, and shouted, "Chen Ke, your words are too excessive."

The guards behind Chen Ke saw Huang Xing was about to act rashly and had already pulled out their pistols. The black muzzles pointed at Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. If it were before, Chen Ke would always subconsciously feel this hurt harmony and was not good. Now Chen Ke just felt Huang Xing standing in the room was inconvenient for talking. Ignoring the guards behind him, he pointed to the stool behind Huang Xing and said calmly, "Mr. Huang, please sit."

Huang Xing didn't choose to sit down, but Song Jiaoren stood up too. Seeing that both wanted to argue with him, Chen Ke gave up the effort to overwhelm the other party in momentum. He waved his hand. The guards then put away their pistols.

Song Jiaoren was quite outstanding politically. Being able to become the actual founder of the Kuomintang in history was definitely not just because of his seniority. Unlike Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren had seen that Chen Ke opposed cooperating with the Tongmenghui not just because of "partisan interests." Song Jiaoren didn't know why Chen Ke's attitude was so determined; he wanted to figure this out very much. "Mr. Chen, I know we definitely can't cooperate this time. But I have one thing unclear. Leaving aside the interests of your party and mine, I see Mr. Chen completely denies our Tongmenghui. Please explain this point clearly, Mr. Chen."

Chen Ke appreciated Song Jiaoren's political sensitivity very much. Speaking with a sensible person is very easy. "The gentlemen of the Tongmenghui regard themselves as revolutionaries; they want to lead the people to revolution. Right?"

This question was really beyond the expectation of Song Jiaoren and Huang Xing. They frowned. Although they instinctively wanted to deny Chen Ke's words, they couldn't deny it.

"Our People's Party always believes that we ourselves are also the people. It is not our People's Party that wants revolution, but the people, including our People's Party, need revolution. This is the essential difference between our People's Party and the Tongmenghui. You are *Yangchun Baixue* (Highbrow Art/Elitist), we are *Xialibaoren* (Popular Art/Commoners). You want to use the people, while we are with the people ourselves."

"The purpose of our revolution is for China!" Huang Xing really thought so. When he said this, his attitude was firm.

"If it is for the people, then bring benefits to the people. You came to our base area. I think except for wanting to get benefits from us, I haven't seen any actual benefits you have for our base area. So your words are not persuasive."

Song Jiaoren replied, "Mr. Chen, if you become the Vice President of the Tongmenghui, your reputation will go to a higher level, and everyone in the country will know your prestige, Mr. Chen. This is of great benefit to the revolutionary cause."

If it were in the past, Chen Ke might smile first before speaking. Now there was no expression on his face, only answering calmly, "Being the Vice President of the Tongmenghui is just my personal benefit. What benefit does the people get from me getting personal fame? Imposing the victory belonging to the people on my head, saying for the common people with the mouth, but actually stealing the interests of the people. Then I, Chen Ke, am just a person who deceives the world and steals fame."

Chen Ke spoke so bluntly, and Song Jiaoren also simply spoke his heartfelt thoughts. "Mr. Chen, must you let the People's Party monopolize the credit for overthrowing the Manchu Qing?"

"Mr. Song, your words are the essential difference between the People's Party and the Tongmenghui. It is not our People's Party that wants to overthrow the Manchu Qing, but the people want to overthrow the Manchu Qing. If you don't understand this, then we have no need to talk further. Your Tongmenghui can continue your revolution, get a sum of money from rich people, spend it yourselves, and then get some people to rise up. You take your sunny road; we cross our single-plank bridge."

Huang Xing was not good at this kind of theoretical debate originally. Although he also propagated revolution, he always propagated how bad the Manchu Qing was and how wolf-like the foreigners were. Seemingly hitting the current evils, in fact, it was high above. When Chen Ke talked about people's revolution, Huang Xing didn't have the ability to debate systematically. But Chen Ke's implicit ridicule of the Tongmenghui cheating money for themselves touched Huang Xing's sore spot. He pulled Song Jiaoren, who was about to speak, and his originally indignant tone became heavy. "Mr. Chen, many revolutionaries in China think our Tongmenghui is very rich. In fact, we have no money. Not to mention others, I, Huang Xing, have revolutionized until now, penniless. Brother Song Jiaoren received a letter from his brother a few days ago, saying that the clothes at home were almost pawned, and the fields where green shoots just grew were also sold. His old mother misses him very much, hoping he goes home, and hoping he can send money home or bring it home himself to alleviate the family's financial difficulties. After reading the letter, Brother Song was miserable and helpless. He wished he could grow wings and fly home to visit his mother, and thought about where to find a way to get a sum of money to send back, but he thought left and right, and finally had no way at all! We have no money. Every comrade who supports our revolution supports the revolution by bankrupting their families. You say other things; I admit I am shallow in talent and learning. You are a natural genius; we can't compare. But I absolutely do not allow you to put a shit pot on the head of our Tongmenghui for no reason." Huang Xing's initial tone was very heavy. Speaking later, Huang Xing stared closely at Chen Ke, his voice firm, obviously moved with true feelings.

Chen Ke looked at Song Jiaoren's suddenly heavy look and knew in his heart that Huang Xing wasn't telling lies. In fact, how much money could the Tongmenghui really embezzle? With their ability, the money cheated was definitely limited. If the Tongmenghui was rich and imposing, wasting a little money might not have such a big impact. But when financial resources were exhausted, getting a sum of money and bragging like a villain who achieves his ambition, and squandering it a little, became even more disgusting.

After deliberation, Chen Ke said, "You two, you are both revolutionary predecessors. Including the Tongmenghui, everyone's credit for initiating the revolution cannot be erased. However, the stance of the Tongmenghui is different from ours. Our People's Party wants to establish a socialist system against exploitation, and your revolution going on is destined to make you choose the stance of the exploiting class. In this regard, we have nothing to cooperate on. If the two gentlemen really regard themselves as ordinary people, and really stand on the standpoint of seeking welfare and creating a tomorrow for ordinary people, then why not join our People's Party? Here, you two will definitely see thousands of comrades revolutionizing for a better life. But if you two are only for the interests of one person or one family, or only for the interests of one party or faction, then our People's Party absolutely will not accept you."

Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren originally wanted to persuade Chen Ke to join the Tongmenghui, but in the end, Chen Ke persuaded the two to join the People's Party instead. They all knew there was no possibility of further discussion. Song Jiaoren replied, "We appreciate Mr. Chen's kindness. Since Mr. Chen refuses to cooperate with the Tongmenghui, we will go back and report to Mr. Sun."

Chen Ke nodded. It wasn't bad for this matter to come to an end here. "That's good too. In addition, I am preparing to return to Fengtai County immediately. Please travel with me, you two."

The three didn't speak on the road. As soon as they returned to Fengtai County, Chen Ke asked the guard to go to the People's Bank to withdraw one hundred silver dollars from Chen Ke's account. He handed two oil paper rolls, each wrapped with fifty silver dollars, to Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. "You two, I am the Chairman of the People's Party, so naturally I cannot take the Party property of the People's Party. This is my private money, not to support your revolution. This is a little token I ask you two to bring to your elders. Please do not refuse. In addition, if you two are not worried about the base area being besieged by the Manchu Qing, you can temporarily move your families to Fengtai County. I don't mean to take your families as hostages. In our base area, it is not a problem for the common people to survive. Life is not straitened either."

Song Jiaoren naturally refused. Huang Xing knew Song Jiaoren had noble conduct and never took the private property of the Tongmenghui. Huang Xing knew his family situation very well, and it was he who mentioned this matter to Chen Ke. Huang Xing simply accepted both packets of money. He smiled bitterly and said, "I accept Mr. Chen's kindness. Our families naturally dare not trouble Mr. Chen to take care of them. Consider this money borrowed by me, Huang Xing. I will definitely return it to Mr. Chen in the future."

The parting between Chen Ke and Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren was nothing special. Everyone shook hands and said goodbye. Chen Ke and Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren turned and walked in their respective directions, without looking back.

Although Chen Ke sincerely gave money to Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, he was also a poor ghost himself. Part of this money was his wife He Ying's private money. Taking this money, Chen Ke also felt very embarrassed. After work, Chen Ke returned home and told He Ying about this matter hesitantly.

He Ying just frowned slightly. "Wenqing, if you think this money should be given, then give it. But our family really doesn't have more money. This giving money matter must not become a rule."

Seeing his wife wasn't angry, Chen Ke hurriedly replied, "I know. No money in the pocket; I can't continue to show off even if I want to."

Hearing Chen Ke's pitiful words, He Ying laughed angrily. But He Ying suddenly blushed. She said fairly generously, "Wenqing, I seem to be pregnant."

Chen Ke didn't understand what this meant at first. Then Chen Ke suddenly shuddered. Without knowing it, Chen Ke's eyes widened. He was going to be a father; this was something Chen Ke had never imagined. Although he could command thousands of troops and bear the livelihood of millions of people in the base area, Chen Ke felt for the first time that something could press on him so heavily. Thousands of thoughts seemed to boil in Chen Ke's head, yet it seemed there was nothing.

"Hehe." A silly laugh finally woke Chen Ke up from this situation, and then Chen Ke realized this was his own silly laugh.

"Haha!" He Ying saw her husband's silly look and couldn't help laughing out loud. This was the first time He Ying laughed out loud after marriage. Chen Ke felt this laughter was very pleasant. Anyway, he felt it was indescribably beautiful however he listened. Listening to He Ying's laughter, Chen Ke felt his bones were going soft. The couple didn't know what to say. At a loss, they simply hugged each other tightly.

Feeling his wife's soft body and smelling the fragrance on his wife's body, Chen Ke felt that since marriage, he truly felt a sense of being truly connected with his wife for the first time. That was not something rational could explain; that was a feeling, that was a belief.

"Wenqing, I like you." He Ying said in Chen Ke's ear.

"Me too." Chen Ke felt his breathing was not smooth. He said with short breath.

The couple loosened their arms and stood face to face. He Ying was less than 19 years old this year. Chen Ke felt his state of mind was like a teenager. He couldn't help laughing foolishly again. He Ying was also smiling. That was a smile from the heart; her beautiful eyes were full of tenderness.

If someone hadn't knocked on the door, heaven knows when Chen Ke and He Ying would have stood holding hands like this. He Ying suddenly twisted her body shyly, but Chen Ke pulled back He Ying's twisted shoulder. This was the first time Chen Ke felt the idea of wanting to take his wife by his side openly and righteously. Looking at Chen Ke's gaze, He Ying also understood Chen Ke's meaning. She smiled and pushed Chen Ke, "Go open the door."

It was the communicator of the County Party Committee who came in. "Chairman Chen, some people in Yuezhangji demand a re-election of the local election."

"Why?" Chen Ke was confused. The election was going well when he left.

"Everyone is dissatisfied with the candidates and demands a re-election." The communicator said, "The Director of the District Committee of Yuezhangji will come to report the specific situation soon."

"I know. I'll go to the office immediately." Chen Ke said.

After the communicator left, Chen Ke felt that the part of the happy emotion just now that made him overwhelmed had disappeared. He took his wife He Ying's hand. "Junjie," Chen Ke addressed his wife's courtesy name, "don't tell others about the pregnancy, okay?"

"Okay." He Ying nodded.

Chen Ke was afraid his wife wouldn't understand, so he explained, "As the Party Chairman, I can't start this precedent. We don't accept gifts."

"Accepting gifts requires returning gifts. I'm lazy; I don't want to bother with this." He Ying laughed. Chen Ke could see this was his wife's sincere words.

"Well said, I love you!" Chen Ke kissed his wife on the face as he spoke.

He Ying took Chen Ke's hand and sent him to the door. Chen Ke turned his head and looked at his wife several times before suddenly remembering, "I won't come back for dinner tonight; you go to the canteen to get some food."

"Okay, I'll go now."

"When I come back, we'll discuss how to set the menu."

"Okay, I'll wait for you to come back."

"I..." Chen Ke stammered, not knowing what to say. Finally he said, "I'm leaving."

"Mn, be careful on the road."

Reluctantly letting go of his wife's hand, Chen Ke followed the communicator waiting outside the gate.
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"Chairman Chen, we didn't do our job well, so the common people are dissatisfied with this election." The Party Secretary of Yuezhangji District said nervously to Chen Ke. His fear was not without reason. Although the election was also chaotic when Chen Ke was there, the common people at least didn't raise objections to this election on a large scale. After Chen Ke left, some common people expressed dissatisfaction with all candidates; they demanded a re-election and recommended new candidates themselves.

Looking at the nervous district secretary, Chen Ke laughed, "Comrade Yue Mingjie, I must correct one thing first: your statement is unscientific."

Being criticized by Chen Ke as unscientific, Yue Mingjie's face turned much paler. The People's Party has always advocated "science," and this criticism was very severe.

Chen Ke was not angry. He still asked with a smile, "First of all, whether your work is done well or not, the standard of evaluation is whether you have completed the work according to the predetermined plan. As far as this election is concerned, have you propagated it in place to every person who meets the election conditions? Have you explained clearly to everyone what the significance of the election is and why we need an election? Comrade Yue Mingjie, can you answer me on this question?"

"This..." Yue Mingjie couldn't answer for a moment. He asked himself and felt he had achieved these. Even those common people who demanded a re-election had received election propaganda. However, it was also the first time for Yue Mingjie himself to do this kind of work. Since the reaction of the common people exceeded his initial imagination, Yue Mingjie didn't dare to say he did well.

"Chairman Chen, I definitely have places where I didn't do well." Yue Mingjie finally had to choose a vague statement.

"Where didn't you do well?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

"..." Yue Mingjie didn't know where he didn't do well either. He wanted to speak, but couldn't.

Chen Ke looked at Yue Mingjie like this; he really sympathized with this comrade. If he were the kind of person who only considered his own interests, he would definitely have shirked responsibility or looked for reasons around whether he executed according to the plan now. Yue Mingjie's performance was that he couldn't justify the final result. Chen Ke really felt regretful about this. He had to say, "Comrade Yue Mingjie, let me ask you, did you execute strictly according to this work arrangement?"

After making a great determination, Yue Mingjie squeezed out a sentence, "I indeed executed according to the work arrangement."

"Then did you explain clearly the rules of the election, when candidates start registering, and when it ends?"

"Chairman Chen, I explained it all clearly." Yue Mingjie was confident in the execution of this matter. In fact, when he discussed this matter with the common people who raised opinions at the beginning, he specifically mentioned this matter. The common people also admitted that Yue Mingjie did say it, but they firmly demanded adding candidates again.

Chen Ke darkened his face. "Then, I want to ask you now, did you report the work to me by seeking truth from facts? You came up and said you didn't do your job well; do you mean you want me to punish you according to the principles and discipline of the Party organization?"

Only then did Yue Mingjie understand what he said wrong; his face looked even uglier. Looking at Chen Ke's gloomy face, Yue Mingjie mustered up courage with difficulty and said, "Chairman Chen, I was wrong."

"Then next time, what will you do when reporting?" Chen Ke continued to ask.

Yue Mingjie didn't expect Chen Ke to let him off so easily; he even suspected if he misunderstood Chen Ke's thoughts. But at this point, he had no other statement. Yue Mingjie whispered, "Next time, I will definitely explain the specific situation clearly first. And I won't talk nonsense like this again."

"Louder, I can't hear." Chen Ke said loudly.

Yue Mingjie cheered up, straightened his back, and said loudly, "Chairman Chen, next time I report, I will definitely explain the specific situation clearly first. I won't talk nonsense like this anymore."

Chen Ke nodded. "Okay. You continue to report the work to me now."

Yue Mingjie sorted out his thoughts and reported the occurrence of the whole incident and the failed mediation between the district committee and the masses. Thoughts in the district committee were divided into two types. One was to agree to the masses' request, extend the election time, and let the masses who signed up voluntarily participate in the election. The other was believing that this precedent could not be set. If they did this, what if the common people demanded re-election like this time in future elections? Comrades holding two attitudes had their own reasons, and Yue Mingjie felt he really couldn't make up his mind. He had to run to find Chen Ke.

Chen Ke didn't answer directly. He asked, "Comrade Yue Mingjie, what is your own opinion?"

Seeing that Chen Ke really didn't have the idea of pursuing responsibility, Yue Mingjie calmed down in his heart and spoke more fluently. "My opinion is that we can re-elect this time, but not as a precedent. But some comrades raised that doing so is unfair. If we want a by-election, then simply re-elect. I think re-election delays time, and if everyone is still dissatisfied after re-election, then we absolutely cannot re-elect again. Moreover, according to the regulations, each election requires half a month of preparation time. Once re-elected, it will be delayed for half a month. I am really worried that re-election will affect the progress of the entire election work. If Yuezhangji Village is not elected, the whole district will have to be postponed. And once this kind of thing spreads, I am afraid common people in other places will also demand re-election. Chairman Chen, I can't bear this responsibility."

Chen Ke nodded slightly. Yue Mingjie's worry was not unreasonable. In fact, after hearing Yue Mingjie's introduction of the situation, Chen Ke initially felt that by-election was good, and then felt that re-election was also okay. But when he really thought about whether it would affect the entire local election work, Chen Ke's evaluation of Yuezhangji District Party Secretary Yue Mingjie rose a lot. As a district head, being able to consider problems from the perspective of the entire election work, this quality is quite high.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke replied, "Let Yuezhangji re-elect. Since it is an unexpected situation, change the preparation time from half a month to three days. If masses in other places demand re-election, that is not your responsibility. For the first election, the masses having such participation enthusiasm is a good thing. You must explain clearly, not as a precedent. Everyone has no experience in the first election, so some changes can be understood. Next time everyone must participate in the election according to the election system, and absolutely no such post-event re-election situation will be accepted."

"Yes." Yue Mingjie replied as if relieved of a heavy burden. "Chairman Chen, do you have anything else to explain?"

"No more, you hurry back to arrange the work." Chen Ke said.

After Yue Mingjie left, Chen Ke had long thrown the matter of his wife's pregnancy to the back of his mind. This election work is a big event, not only to determine the legal tradition of the new government, but also after this local election is the election of people's representatives. The convening of the People's Congress is not letting a group of people come to have a meeting and party. Including the formulation of the local financial system, the formulation of various financial publicity systems. And the formulation of the audit budget system. Chen Ke is not Grandpa Mao. Although there were many factions and mountain strongholds in the Party when Grandpa Mao was in power, at least there were outstanding people like Premier Zhou working together. Chen Ke himself has to be the leader of the Party in charge of ideological issues, and also undertake the operation of the government. Not to mention these internal problems, there are also external war problems. Chen Ke also needs to take charge of the planning of the Second Counter-Encirclement War. If these tasks are completed, heaven knows what will happen. In the days to come, Chen Ke doubts how much time he has to rest, let alone accompany his pregnant wife He Ying.

Is this a challenge that time travelers must face? Chen Ke thought with his eyes closed. Chen Ke's success is completely based on the level of understanding of social development. He can copy a set of extremely mature systems and methods of later generations to operate the base area. Chen Ke also once mocked the "Aura of a Tyrant" (*Wang Ba Zhi Qi*). As a generally "anti-authoritarian" youth in the new era, Chen Ke didn't think there was any aura of a king or tyrant. Now Chen Ke recalls the era of Grandpa Mao in Jinggangshan. At that time, Grandpa Mao could easily persuade many rebellious talents to let these people obey the base area. In fact, that wouldn't be any aura of a king or tyrant, but that Grandpa Mao could come up with effective ways to solve problems. Could let those people understand the social status quo, understand how a stronger government should operate, and how to solve problems. In order to survive and develop, those people were actually unconvinced with Grandpa Mao in their hearts, but they couldn't help following him.

Grandpa Mao relied on unparalleled talent, while Chen Ke relied on the insight accumulated by history. It's really hard to say now who is more advanced. In Grandpa Mao's era, the comrades below could work freely. If you didn't do well, you could be promoted or removed at any time. If the problem was bad, you could be beheaded immediately. If the revolution Chen Ke started now also began to behead people, let alone Chen Ke himself didn't have this decisiveness, at least Chen Ke was not used to solving problems in this way. Moreover, whether the comrades below can accept this severe management model is also a question.

Throwing aside these annoying things, Chen Ke considered an even more annoying thing. The People's Party cannot always operate on the basis of "low-level theories." The full set of theories of communism and socialism still has to be brought out, and brought out very quickly. Once this theory based on opposing exploitation is brought out and propagated, Chen Ke can imagine what the result will be. There are very few people who truly understand this set of theories. Perhaps some radicals will verbally use these theories to justify their actions, but close to one hundred percent of China's exploiting class and the appendages of the exploiting class will hate this set of theories and the People's Party guided by this set of theories to the bone. At that time, it will really be a situation where "everyone under heaven is an enemy." Chen Ke knew the inevitability of this result, but Chen Ke found that he was not mentally prepared to accept this result.

Thinking of this, Chen Ke got up and opened the cabinet, taking out a large box from inside. Inside were manuscripts written by Chen Ke on theorizing socialist concepts. Volume after volume of manuscripts were all written by Chen Ke by hand. Millions of words were only a small part of the original content in Chen Ke's view. He also needed to take a lot of time to write new content, and then modify and organize it. Looking at the time, without two years, there might not be any real results.

"I actually underestimated theorists; I was really young back then." Chen Ke said with a bitter smile in his heart.

Just considering whether to write for a while longer, the guard led the confidential clerk of the Intelligence Department into the office. The confidential clerk held a very thick document bag. "Chairman Chen, this is the latest intelligence transmitted from Beijing."

Chen Ke just had the mood to write things, but now he had to give up the construction of theory. He took the document bag, asked the confidential clerk to go out, put away the theoretical manuscripts, and then began to read the documents transmitted from the Beijing intelligence station.

Chen Ke always felt that the slow response of the Manchu Qing was wonderful. He originally thought that the Manchu troops attacking the base area should be arriving soon by now. Chen Ke even considered that the first resolution of the People's Congress would be to issue a "Liberation War Order," but the slow movement of the Manchu Qing simply couldn't match the efficiency of the base area. Intelligence from a few days ago showed that even in the face of such a strong force as the People's Party, and even representatives of the Tongmenghui came to the base area, those high officials within the Manchu court still "couldn't stop eating shit like dogs." All energy was spent on internal strife. Although this was a good thing for the base area, Chen Ke's original idea of using the Manchu action to strengthen the internal propaganda effect fell through one by one.

There were two main sources in this intelligence. Part of it was basic news collected by the intelligence network established by the People's Party, and part was news provided by Beijing officials who defected to the People's Party. The news provided by the officials provided internal officialdom struggle situations. Around the issue of command of the Beiyang New Army, large-scale internal strife broke out within the Manchu Qing. Chen Ke actually didn't believe those so-called "surrendered officials." He compared the intelligence collected by the People's Party intelligence network with the intelligence provided by the officials and found that both sides confirmed that there was no sign of the Beiyang New Army moving now. Chen Ke tentatively believed that the news provided by the "surrendered officials" was true.

These news were indeed true. The loyalty of the Beiyang New Army established by Yuan Shikai to Yuan Shikai was far higher than to the Manchu Qing. The reason for maintaining the existence of the Beiyang New Army was "money." A large part of the Manchu Qing's finance was used to build and maintain the New Army. For the New Army up and down, they felt happier taking money from Lord Yuan Shikai than from the Manchu Qing. Although Yuan Shikai already showed signs of losing power, this made the New Army up and down feel that the Manchu court was not a good thing, actually wanting to fix Lord Yuan. Sun Yongsheng was a representative of such mid-level officers.

Sun Yongsheng held the post of Regiment Commander (*Tongdai*) in the Cavalry Battalion of the 3rd Division. According to the organization of the Beiyang Army, he commanded 809 officers and soldiers. The 3rd Division was Duan Qirui's old unit, so Sun Yongsheng was naturally an absolute supporter of Yuan Shikai and Duan Qirui. Because he supported Yuan Shikai, Sun Yongsheng's brother-in-law was an official named He Ruming in the Beiyang faction. According to kinship, the leader of the Anhui rebels, Chen Ke, would have to call Sun Yongsheng "Uncle" (*Yifu*) when meeting him. For this "nephew-in-law" Chen Ke, Sun Yongsheng had no familial affection at all. He had quite a plan to "eat the flesh and sleep on the skin" (hate deeply) of Chen Ke, the leader of the rebel party.

For mid-level officers of the Beiyang Army who knew some "inside information," they believed that if it weren't for Chen Ke, this rebel, rebelling, Lord Yuan wouldn't have been hit so miserably. Lord Yuan kindly acted as a matchmaker for Chen Ke, but was implicated by Chen Ke instead. These mid-level officials were full of hostility in their hearts. Of course, although Sun Yongsheng showed no signs of being implicated by Chen Ke yet, he felt that the colleagues around him looked at him wrongly. Some tactless guys even teased Sun Yongsheng with Chen Ke, this "nephew-in-law." This made the "Regiment Commander" very annoyed in his heart.

Because of these reasons, Sun Yongsheng had ignored his wife He Qian these days, and his attitude was bad. He Qian could understand Sun Yongsheng's thoughts. She was also cautious and unwilling to cause trouble. So when He Qian suddenly took the initiative to speak to Sun Yongsheng at night, Sun Yongsheng felt a little surprised.

"Yongsheng, I heard that Lord Duan is very likely to lead the troops in this troop dispatch?" He Qian asked. The Lord Duan she mentioned referred to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui was from Taipingji, Liuan County, Anhui Province (now Taiping Village, Sanshipu Town, Jin'an District, Liuan City). Born on March 6, 1865 (the ninth day of the second lunar month in the fourth year of Tongzhi in the Qing Dynasty) in the ancestral home three *li* north of Taipingji, Liuan County. His grandfather Duan Pei (courtesy name Yunshan) had trafficked private salt with Liu Mingchuan in his early years, organized militia training, had merit in suppressing the Nian Army, and was an official Huai Army commander leading troops outside. His father Duan Congwen farmed at home, making a living by renting land for cultivation. His mother was née Fan.

In early 1869, to avoid revenge from the local bullies of the Liu family (local bullies Liu Nan and Liu Shu ran rampant in the countryside; Duan Pei killed them out of justice, thus forging a feud), Duan Congwen moved his family to Yanliumiao in Shouzhou. In 1870, Duan Pei returned home to visit relatives and decided to move to the countryside of Dataogang, Chengxiqiao, Hefei (now Taogang Village, Sanshigang Township, Feixi County) to settle down, purchasing more than a hundred *mu* of fields. In 1872, grandfather Duan Pei served as the commander of the 3rd Battalion of the Cavalry directly under the Ming Army. Duan Qirui followed to the barracks in Suqian, Jiangsu, to study in a nearby private school. On April 22, 1879 (the second day of the third intercalary month in the fifth year of Guangxu), grandfather Duan Pei (promoted to the rank of Admiral and registered as Brigadier General for merit, awarded brave Baturu, granted Ronglu Grand Master and General of Zhenwei) died. Duan Qirui cried and escorted the coffin back to Dataogang, Chengxi Township, Hefei for burial. Since then, the family declined. He dropped out of school after continuing to study in a private school in Houdawei Village for one year.

Because Duan Qirui was from Anhui, the call for him to lead the troops this time was very high.

"Probably so." Sun Yongsheng replied.

"Yongsheng, can you feign illness for a while?" He Qian said.

"What?" Sun Yongsheng felt if He Qian was sick. Sun Yongsheng was free from illness and disaster; why feign illness?

"If the court sends troops to Anhui this time, I think you'd better not go." He Qian looked cautious, but what she said was not "cautious" at all.

"Why?" Sun Yongsheng felt very puzzled.

"You also know that my family has dealt with Chen Ke. I have met that person; he is not easy to deal with." He Qian said. He Qian was a very smart girl, but in terms of insight, Sun Yongsheng was actually far inferior to He Qian. She didn't just want to persuade Sun Yongsheng now. Seeing that the troop dispatch was chaotic, this chaos meant that the court would definitely send troops. She didn't mention this matter too early either. Wait until the time for dispatching troops was close, He Qian began to persuade Sun Yongsheng.

Sun Yongsheng actually didn't hate He Qian, and the couple's life after marriage was acceptable. He just had to make some gestures because of recent events. He Qian's words made Sun Yongsheng unhappy, but Sun Yongsheng said fairly kindly, "A group of chaotic bandits, okay for dealing with Anhui and Hubei New Armies. Encountering our Beiyang New Army, they are absolutely vulnerable."
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Since the news of Chen Ke's rebellion shook the world, He Qian's status in the Sun family plummeted. With He Qian's intelligence, she knew that unless Chen Ke could overthrow the Manchu Qing and ascend to the position of China's supreme ruler, her life in the Sun family would not be easy. Whether Chen Ke could overthrow the Manchu Qing, He Qian actually didn't care at all. Even if she cared, He Qian only cared about her niece He Ying. If Chen Ke perished, He Ying would definitely not have a good ending, which was something He Qian didn't want to see.

However, He Qian knew she was already a member of the Sun family, and she must guarantee the interests of the Sun family. In these days, He Qian paid great attention to the war that was bound to happen. When she learned that Duan Qirui might lead the troops, He Qian began to worry. Duan Qirui was the old commander of the 3rd Division. If he led the troops, the 3rd Division to which Sun Yongsheng belonged would definitely go on the expedition. He Qian didn't want her niece He Ying to suffer, and she didn't want her husband to be killed either. From the wars that had occurred so far, He Qian didn't see any clear proof that the Beiyang New Army could defeat the People's Party army. He Qian had to persuade her husband not to participate in this war.

"Yongsheng, Chen Ke is not such a simple character. I don't understand fighting, but which rebel in recent years didn't rise and perish quickly? I know Chen Ke originally had a little fame in Shanghai. He didn't stay in Shanghai but ran to Anhui where he had never been. As the saying goes, 'A strong dragon does not suppress the local snake.' The Anhui New Army was the local snake, and Chen Ke could exterminate them too. The Hubei New Army could take Anqing relying on the Yangtze River, but once they left the Yangtze River, they were completely annihilated. Yongsheng, although the Beiyang New Army is good at fighting, going to Anhui to fight is an expedition far from home after all. You have a straightforward character again. To wash away the connection with Chen Ke, once you go to the battlefield, you will definitely take the lead. So I think you shouldn't go to Anhui."

He Qian's voice was quite anxious when making these analyses. Sun Yongsheng knew his wife was worried about him, which made him very happy. Sun Yongsheng thought his wife didn't understand military affairs, and he didn't believe how strong the People's Party really was. He Qian's hint that the People's Party might defeat the Beiyang New Army made Sun Yongsheng very unhappy in his heart. He just shook his head gently and didn't want to discuss this matter with his wife at all.

Seeing Sun Yongsheng completely didn't care about her statement, He Qian was also a little anxious. "Yongsheng, I have read all of Chen Ke's books, and I have met him personally. Chen Ke is by no means a desperado who doesn't know the height of the sky and the depth of the earth..."

Sun Yongsheng felt his wife's words sounded very much like singing praises for Chen Ke. He couldn't listen anymore and interrupted his wife directly. "Listening to your meaning, Chen Ke is still quite talented? If he has talent, he can't even mix in Beijing? After fighting the Hubei New Army, he actually dared to post notices in Beijing city. Isn't this clearly looking down on our Beiyang Army?"

"Chen Ke can post notices in Beijing; how many people do you think Chen Ke has under him?" He Qian didn't agree with Sun Yongsheng's idea. He Ruming cared very much about Chen Ke's affairs. He Ruming secretly collected a notice posted by the People's Party in Beijing city. He Qian saw this notice when she returned to her brother He Ruming's house. He Qian was scared by the confidence shown in this notice and the condescending attitude towards the Manchu Qing.

Sun Yongsheng frowned. "There are many madmen posting notices in the capital. Just give them a few coins, and they dare to do anything."

"Yongsheng..., have you seen that notice?" He Qian could see that Sun Yongsheng didn't know her feelings at all, so she asked tentatively.

"Seen it!" Mentioning that notice, Sun Yongsheng's voice became louder due to anger. Chen Ke called Yuan Shikai "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Running Dog and Thug" in the notice. Such an arrogant and contemptuous title aroused the unanimous anger of Beiyang officers.

He Qian knew that everyone had different views on things. She and her brother He Ruming were siblings and received the same education from their father since childhood, but their views on the world were widely different. Instead, He Qian was more like her father. And after such a period of marriage, He Qian had to admit that her husband Sun Yongsheng's cognitive level of politics was not as good as her brother He Ruming. Sun Yongsheng's attitude was full of anger, without a trace of vigilance, which made He Qian disappointed and worried.

He Qian's father, Old Master He, loved reading books. He Qian was smart and clever since childhood, and her attitude towards things was very correct. Old Master He loved her very much. When at home on weekdays, Old Master He taught He Qian to read. In the history books He Qian had read, almost all rebels actually envied the rulers of that era in their hearts. So such notices were nothing more than saying the ruler lost virtue, so the ruler should be overthrown. If the person in power was a woman, they would definitely go on "personal attacks." For example, in Luo Binwang's "Denouncing Wu Zetian," he scolded Wu Zetian as "defiling the harem" and "fox charm capable of confusing the master."

There was no content of personal attacks in the People's Party notice. Instead, it was like a notice posted before executing criminals, directly calling the Manchu ruler Cixi "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief." This condescending contemptuous attitude towards those in power could absolutely not be possessed by narrow-minded people. He Qian couldn't express her feelings in words. She could feel Chen Ke's condescending mentality. Because facing incompetent people who simply didn't understand reason, He Qian also had this contempt and disregard in her heart.

Looking at the expression He Qian couldn't help revealing, Sun Yongsheng finally determined his wife's true thoughts. He frowned tightly and asked, "Do you think our Beiyang Army can't beat the rebels in Anhui?"

Originally, Sun Yongsheng felt his wife cared about him. Even if slightly offended, Sun Yongsheng could accept it. But after understanding his wife's distrustful attitude towards the Beiyang New Army, this understanding was driven to the nine heavens by extreme unhappiness. After the establishment of the Beiyang New Army, it won almost every battle. Among the various New Armies of the Manchu Qing, no one dared to compare with it. This army had no rival in China. This was Sun Yongsheng's firm confidence. Moreover, the Beiyang New Army had high salaries and high status. As a Cavalry Regiment Commander, Sun Yongsheng's annual income exceeded that of a middle-level landlord. This gave Sun Yongsheng an absolute sense of belonging to the Beiyang New Army. Confidence and sense of belonging, these two attitudes encountered He Qian's denial, and Sun Yongsheng really got angry.

Sun Yongsheng said extremely impolitely, "What equipment does our Beiyang New Army have? Cannons, horses, telegraphs; we have whatever we want. What do the Anhui rebels have? Just a few thousand broken guns snatched. After our Beiyang arrives in Anhui, Chen Ke and the others will just wait to be captured with hands tied."

He Qian frowned, but quickly tried hard to restrain herself and calmed her expression. Sun Yongsheng was not considering fighting at all now; he was just bragging. He Qian was extremely disappointed with Sun Yongsheng's attitude. Before arriving in Anhui, he bragged like this first. Chen Ke won such a big victory, yet there wasn't a single arrogant word in the notice posted in Beijing. Comparing the two sides, the superiority was immediately judged.

Seeing his wife staring at him calmly, Sun Yongsheng thought he had persuaded his wife. He continued, "The Anhui New Army was useless originally, and the Hubei New Army is all flowery frames. What Hubei New Army is number one in learning? Fighting relies on this spirit. Chen Ke is a madman, only knowing how to talk big..."

Hearing this, He Qian smiled bitterly in her heart. Madman? comparatively, her husband looked more like a madman, right? If Chen Ke were a madman, he might also have a delusional condescending attitude. But there wasn't a single word of self-bragging in the entire notice. When Old Master He told He Qian about the ways of the world, he specifically said that the more incompetent people were, the more they loved to brag. Winning a battle and not bragging, how could such a person be a madman?

Old Master He warned He Qian that if she met a person whose speech was simple and never spoke lies, big words, or empty words, she must be extra careful. He Qian didn't understand what Old Master He's words meant at that time. She only remembered Old Master He looking at her lovingly at that time, sighing rarely, "This world is bad originally; people's hearts are broken. If the world were clear and bright, and I could live until you get married, I would definitely find such a person to be your husband. You won't suffer following him. In this world now, if you really get involved with such people, there will absolutely be no good end."

Hearing her most respected and loved father talk about recruiting a son-in-law, He Qian blushed for no reason. She pulled her father and said coquettishly, "Dad, I'll follow you all my life; I don't want to recruit any son-in-law."

Seeing his daughter acting coquettishly to him, Old Master He hugged his daughter and laughed loudly.

After laughing and playing for a while, He Qian asked, "Dad, the person you mentioned isn't a bad person."

Old Master He put away his smile and said seriously, "Girl, do you think bad people are those who swindle, abduction, eat, drink, whore, and gamble? Those are stupid people. Now the world is broken. If a person is truly upright, he can only be the kind who has a little fame, relying on the shelter of the national imperial examination, no one is willing to actively trouble scholars, and he himself hides cautiously to teach, daring not even buy family property. If one wants to mix in this world relying solely on integrity, he will definitely not survive a day. If an upright person still dares to walk in the world, how capable must he be, and how ruthless and vicious must his means be to survive. Such people cannot be without ambition. With such people, hundreds of thousands or millions of people will die in this world. This world is so bad; overthrowing it and starting over is not bad. But you are my daughter, and you are a girl; I am absolutely unwilling to let you get involved with such people."

"...Do you think we can't win?" Sun Yongsheng's fierce voice interrupted He Qian's recollection. Unknowingly, Sun Yongsheng looked excited, staring closely at He Qian. He Qian knew what her husband wanted to hear, but He Qian didn't want to watch her husband encounter danger. Just as she didn't know what to say, a voice came from outside the house, "In the middle of the night, what are you arguing about?" This was the voice of Sun Yongsheng's father. It seemed the dispute between Sun Yongsheng and He Qian disturbed the old man.

"Dad, it's nothing. You go to sleep first." After Sun Yongsheng finished speaking, he glared at He Qian fiercely. He Qian lowered her head. She knew she absolutely couldn't persuade her husband. The disappointment in her heart was beyond words.

He Qian remembered that back then she thought her father was a bit alarmist. If a person is upright, he won't deliberately harm people. Now He Qian thought of her father's words again, and she really couldn't help admiring her father's understanding of worldly affairs. Whether Chen Ke was a truly upright person, He Qian dared not assert. But Chen Ke just showed the style of "not speaking lies, big words, or empty words" on a notice, and He Qian, who was related to Chen Ke by accident, had already been swept in. Not only He Qian, nor just the He family, even the Sun family He Qian married into was swept in by the vortex stirred up by Chen Ke in this era. It was simply like "implicating nine generations." People related or unrelated to Chen Ke were all swept in completely without choice.

Chen Ke definitely didn't do this on purpose, nor did he mean to calculate the He family maliciously. If one must say, this is the will of heaven.

For herself, for her husband, for the two families He family and Sun family connected with her, He Qian now wanted to try her best to let these people related to her break away from this vortex. But her painstaking efforts only brought her husband's anger and her father-in-law's annoyance. He Qian suddenly hated herself very much. If she didn't know so much, maybe she wouldn't live in such fear.

The couple had nothing more to talk about, and both went to sleep without a word. Sun Yongsheng seemed not to have calmed down his anger; he turned over with his back to He Qian. If it were in the past, He Qian would inevitably be very unhappy in her heart, but now she felt relieved in her heart. Being able to have a little space of her own made He Qian feel that thinking was much smoother.

Lying quietly, thoughts surged in He Qian's heart. She didn't meet Chen Ke many times. Having not seen him for more than a year, she couldn't remember Chen Ke's appearance clearly. The deepest impression in memory was Chen Ke's bright eyes, and what He Qian hated most was Chen Ke's eyes. He Qian could see a profound confusion in those eyes. Every time Chen Ke appeared, he was mostly with others. He Qian forgot who those people were. She always felt that no matter who Chen Ke was with, he seemed lonely. This was a person who hadn't found himself. Although Chen Ke was older than He Qian, he was still like a child. Profound confusion about this world was revealed in his eyes.

In the dark, He Qian pursed her lips tightly. She never let her imagination run wild, let alone troubled herself to construct a world out of thin air. Like those extremely excellent people, He Qian's life unfolded completely down-to-earth. Starting from cultivating herself, then expanding circle by circle from relatives, family, and friends around her. Asking her to try to understand a stranger like Chen Ke was really too demanding.

He Qian liked reading the *Analects*. Old Master He believed that the Analects narrated but did not write (create new things), telling the great way of conducting oneself. Regarding the political books written by Chen Ke, He Qian felt there were some keen insights in these books, but for the person who wrote such books, He Qian thought he was definitely a guy who recognized a few words and didn't know how much he weighed (how many buns he ate and how many bowls of soup he drank). He Qian's fear of Chen Ke was because Chen Ke solidly built his own power, possessed strong armed forces, and could obtain terrible battle results. When this power threatened He Qian's normal life, coupled with He Qian's aversion to Chen Ke himself, this gave rise to a strong killing intent towards Chen Ke in He Qian's heart.

How good it would be if Chen Ke died now. For the first time, He Qian sincerely hoped a person would die. This thought made He Qian feel much better in her heart.

Sun Yongsheng was still very unhappy after getting up the next day. After breakfast, he rushed to the Ministry of Army. Recently, for the matter of dispatching troops, the Ministry of Army made a lot of mess, and even got mid-to-high-level officers to Beijing. Saying it was for admonition and war preparation, in fact, it was simply to divide the Beiyang Army. Sun Yongsheng and most mid-level officers simply didn't want to pay attention to the current Ministry of Army, but they had to come here to listen to the officials of the Ministry of Army talk nonsense.

As soon as he entered the Ministry of Army, Sun Yongsheng found that he came relatively early. Many officers lived in Beijing. Theoretically, they should live in the barracks, but actually those whose homes were in Beijing ran home to live. Those living in the barracks were lazier and came less timely. The big shots of the Ministry of Army were not as good as mid-level officers. Looking at the sparse comrades, Sun Yongsheng remembered that when in the barracks, Lord Yuan always got up early himself, and officers dared not get up late even more. After Lord Yuan was forced to leave Beiyang, military discipline began to slacken in this capital city. Sun Yongsheng found that he still liked the strict discipline when Lord Yuan was in charge of Beiyang.

In the reform of the Manchu official system in 1906, the Ministry of War, the Army Training Office, and the Court of the Imperial Stud were unified into the Ministry of Army. Tie Liang left the Grand Council and served exclusively as the Minister of the Ministry of Army. Cixi feared Yuan Shikai becoming too powerful to control, so she placed the 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 6th Divisions of the six Beiyang Divisions under Tie Liang's command, creating a "balance of power" where Tie Liang confronted Yuan Shikai. The current Minister of the Ministry of Army, Tie Liang, originally participated in training the Beiyang New Army with Yuan Shikai, but he was not from a military background; the real execution was completed by Yuan Shikai's faction. Now as the Army Minister, controlling the elite Beiyang New Army, the Beiyang Army was not convinced by Tie Liang at all.

In this military operation to exterminate the Anhui rebels, if Yuan Shikai were still in charge of the Beiyang Army, with Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, Feng Guozhang, and others handling military affairs, the Beiyang Army should have moved out long ago. Now Tie Liang was in power. Wang Shizhen took office as the Admiral of Jiangbei and had already gone to take office. As Yuan Shikai's ironclad follower, there was a saying that Duan Qirui should be responsible for the supervision of various army schools. Feng Guozhang held the post of Army Advisory Envoy, in charge of formulating troop training policies. In Yuan Shikai's period, Feng Guozhang could naturally be of great use. But now Tie Liang could logically make Feng Guozhang a "consultant."

It was easy to make these Yuan Shikai ironclads figureheads. From the perspective of seizing power, Tie Liang achieved his goal. But this is only suitable for peacetime. Now that a big war was to be fought, after making these people figureheads, Tie Liang basically had no one to use. Although he also tried hard to rectify the Beiyang New Army, mid-to-high-level officers unanimously disliked Tie Liang, and he was helpless. Although Cixi knew Tie Liang's difficulties and didn't urge too much, Tie Liang was anxious himself.

Half an hour after Sun Yongsheng arrived at the Ministry of Army, Tie Liang arrived at the Ministry of Army with red eyes. As soon as he entered the Ministry of Army, he asked someone to invite Duan Qirui over. Although Duan Qirui now had many concurrent jobs and even held the post of Brigadier General of Tingzhou Town, Fujian, he was still the Commander of the 3rd Division and worked in the Beiyang Army.

Duan Qirui entered the room to see Tie Liang. After saluting, Tie Liang asked Duan Qirui to sit down. "Commander Duan, this bandit suppression is of great importance. I have decided to let you lead the 3rd Division south to suppress bandits."

Hearing Tie Liang's words, Duan Qirui cursed secretly in his heart, "Such a small order dragged until now to decide; what were you doing before?" Although cursing in his heart, Duan Qirui stood up and replied, "I obey the order."

Seeing Duan Qirui didn't disobey, Tie Liang relaxed a lot. In these days, Tie Liang also wanted to make a decision early, but those princes of the Imperial Clan dragged Tie Liang to attend Imperial Clan meetings all day long. The princes' idea was simple: since Tie Liang managed to take charge of the Ministry of Army with difficulty, he should take advantage of now to purge Yuan Shikai's forces in the Beiyang New Army and let the Imperial Clan completely control the Beiyang New Army.

Although he also hoped to curb Yuan Shikai's power, Tie Liang didn't like these princes and beiles either. If they were allowed to control the Beiyang Army, the Beiyang Army would collapse instantly. Tie Liang wanted the Beiyang Army to become the confidant of the court and the defender of the state. Not wanting the Beiyang Army to become a New Eight Banners who only knew how to carry bird cages, visit brothels, and smoke opium. Because of Tie Liang's refusal, these princes were extremely dissatisfied with Tie Liang. And the Beiyang New Army believed that Tie Liang drove away Yuan Shikai in a vain attempt to dominate the Beiyang New Army alone. They also absolutely didn't cooperate with Tie Liang. Tie Liang was caught between these two forces, and the crossfire made him physically and mentally exhausted.

"Commander Duan, the Ministry of Army thinks this bandit suppression should go through Xuzhou." Tie Liang said.

"Why not take the Beijing-Hankou line? Attacking Fengtai County where the bandit leader is entrenched from Fuyang is very convenient." Duan Qirui felt puzzled.

Tie Liang explained, "The Ministry of Army thinks it's better to combine forces. After the 3rd Division arrives in Xuzhou, exterminate the rebels together with Admiral Wang Shizhen. Plus the Jiangnan Admiral and the Hubei New Army send troops at the same time; encircling and suppressing from three routes, we should be able to win a great victory."

Hearing Tie Liang's words, Duan Qirui sneered in his heart. What Ministry of Army? It was just Tie Liang's own idea. The Ministry of Army sounded loud, but there was no one inside who could really do things. At least Duan Qirui didn't know any decent staff officers in the Ministry of Army. Letting the Ministry of Army formulate military plans was like asking a tiger for its skin. Thinking of staff officers, Duan Qirui couldn't help thinking of Pu Guanshui who defected to Chen Ke now. When Pu Guanshui was in Beiyang, Duan Qirui's evaluation of Pu Guanshui's military cultivation was acceptable. It seems he definitely had to lead troops on the expedition. Among his opponents was a traitor like Pu Guanshui who knew the foundation of Beiyang; he had to consider this problem carefully.

"What other thoughts does Commander Duan have?" Tie Liang asked.

"Who is responsible for commanding the troops this time?" Duan Qirui cared more about this. Previously when Beiyang moved out, Yuan Shikai was the commander-in-chief. Now in Tie Liang's plan, the 3rd Division, Jiangbei New Army, Jiangnan New Army, and Hubei New Army attacked from four routes. There was no difference in the official positions of the commanders of the four troops, so someone had to come out to command.

"This time it will be commanded by the Ministry of Army personally." Tie Liang replied. "Now the telegram speed is extremely fast; if there are any problems, just telegraph back and forth directly. Moreover, this time, the 1st Division and the 2nd Division will also prepare to send troops. If the bandit suppression situation is unsatisfactory, then these two divisions will go south immediately."

"Does the Ministry of Army command from thousands of *li* away?" Duan Qirui felt Tie Liang's idea was too magical.

"If there is any military situation, the telegram arrives in a few hours. The Ministry of Army will absolutely not delay things on major issues. With Commander Duan on the front line, I am very relieved." Tie Liang laughed.

Learning that the Ministry of Army would not interfere too much, Duan Qirui was relieved. But he fought to the death on the front line, and as a result, all the credit would be taken by the group of good-for-nothings in the Ministry of Army; Duan Qirui felt very aggrieved.

"Since this is the case, why wait until now to decide to send troops?" Duan Qirui asked.

Tie Liang knew Duan Qirui's words were very ill-intentioned. He smiled reluctantly, "The defeat of the Hubei New Army this time is too strange. I have ordered the Hubei New Army to review this matter, and ordered them to send some defeated soldiers to Beijing for questioning by the Ministry of Army personally. Plus it is the rainy season in Anhui now, inconvenient for marching. So it was delayed for some time."

"So that's it. I wonder what was asked from the Hubei New Army?" Duan Qirui was very happy in his heart seeing Tie Liang's embarrassment and thinking of seeing the joke of the Hubei New Army.

"This has to be discussed in a special meeting." Tie Liang replied.

After the talk, Duan Qirui came out and summoned the officers of the 3rd Division. Just as the people were gathered, news came from the Ministry of Army to hold a meeting regarding the great defeat of the Hubei New Army. Duan Qirui originally thought Tie Liang saying to hold a review meeting was just a statement. He didn't expect Tie Liang to actually hold a meeting, which surprised him a bit.

The review meeting first explained the reasons for the failure of the Hubei New Army facing the map, nothing more than bullshit like advancing lightly. But when some defeated officers were brought in, Duan Qirui really looked at Tie Liang with new eyes. Not that these defeated soldiers could tell the truth; Duan Qirui knew that defeated soldiers spoke most unreliably to shirk responsibility. What surprised him was that Tie Liang could actually get people from the Hubei New Army. This was a huge slap in the face of the Hubei New Army. Tie Liang's ability was a bit too strong.

These defeated soldiers were all soldiers and low-level officers, and mostly officers and soldiers defending Anqing. Mentioning the defeat, they all said that the bandit soldiers were powerful, the main force of the Hubei New Army was taken away by Li Yuanhong, tens of thousands of bandit soldiers attacked, and the more than a thousand Hubei New Army soldiers couldn't beat them at all.

Duan Qirui had no interest in this nonsense. He absolutely didn't believe there could be tens of thousands of rebels in Anhui. He picked out the officers who were defeated in Hefei and questioned them.

The officer had indeed participated in the bloody Battle of Hefei. Although he had been asked many times, he was a bit tired of answering questions. But when Duan Qirui's stern gaze fell on the officer's face, the officer still shuddered. He began to repeat the Battle of Hefei with some stuttering. Hearing that the People's Party actually built a river-blocking obstacle in two days, Duan Qirui's face became extremely ugly. Then speaking of the People's Party suddenly eliminating hundreds of scouts of the Hubei New Army. Then suddenly attacking the Hubei New Army. After a fierce battle all night, by day, countless People's Party bandit troops rushed up and destroyed the Hubei New Army.

"Nonsense!" Duan Qirui slapped the table and stood up. "Tens of thousands of people rushing up, have you seen tens of thousands of people? Encountering the enemy, you don't say serving the court to the death; after losing the battle, you don't tell the truth, but still only know to shirk. What crime do you deserve!"
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Duan Qirui had no good feelings for the Hubei New Army. In the Hejian Autumn Maneuvers, the outside world generally evaluated the Hubei New Army as "winning with learning" and the Beiyang New Army as "winning with courage." In the Qing Dynasty, being educated was evaluated higher than having courage, which was something Duan Qirui was extremely dissatisfied with. The Minister of the Army, Tie Liang, ordered some defeated soldiers of the Hubei New Army to be escorted to Beijing for questioning, which gave Duan Qirui a chance to vent. Of course, Duan Qirui's outburst was not entirely for revenge; he also wanted to intimidate the defeated soldiers so that they wouldn't dare to lie.

When Duan Qirui scolded the defeated soldiers angrily, he was really murderous. If it were in the Beiyang Army, Duan Qirui shouting angrily like this would really mean killing people. The officer of the defeated soldiers was scared out of his wits. He knelt down with a thud but hugged Tie Liang's leg. "My Lord, you said before entering Beijing that you would absolutely not kill us. Spare my life, My Lord."

Except for the officer scolded by Duan Qirui, the other soldiers were also frightened. Seeing the officer asking Tie Liang for help, they also knelt down and begged. The inquiry, which was proceeding normally, suddenly became chaotic.

Tie Liang glanced at Duan Qirui blamingly, but at this time he couldn't refute Duan Qirui's face because of these defeated soldiers. With a cold snort, Tie Liang said, "Just speak honestly; don't make things up. Saying not to kill you is to ask you to speak honestly. If you are dishonest again, can't the Ministry of Army kill you?"

The defeated soldiers "understood" Tie Liang's words. In the subsequent questioning, they tried their best to speculate on Duan Qirui's meaning when speaking. Duan Qirui really had no experience in interrogating defeated soldiers. At this time, to survive, how could the defeated soldiers still be willing to tell the truth? Every sentence was shirking responsibility. And the biggest person responsible was naturally Brigade Commander Li Yuanhong. Some defeated soldiers were even scared confused and actually directed some responsibility towards Zhang Zhidong.

"This is forced confession under torture," Duan Qirui couldn't help thinking. He regretted it a bit himself. In fact, Duan Qirui really wanted to figure out what ability his opponent, the People's Party, had. He didn't expect it to turn out like this. But on second thought, Duan Qirui had a calculation. He just needed to get a copy of the confessions of these defeated soldiers and leak some news everywhere. Of course, these news would definitely not mention what Duan Qirui himself did, but hint to other aspects that Tie Liang wanted to deal with Zhang Zhidong by interrogating defeated soldiers. These news would definitely reach Zhang Zhidong, and Duan Qirui believed Zhang Zhidong would absolutely not ignore it. If Zhang Zhidong fought with Tie Liang, firstly it would suit Duan Qirui's wish, and secondly it would also be helpful to Yuan Shikai.

Seeing the inquiry turn into this appearance, Tie Liang was also extremely dissatisfied in his heart. He could get these defeated soldiers not by suppressing Hubei with any authority, but by relying on the Manchu Battalion set up in the Hubei New Army. At the beginning of this year, rebels caused trouble in Anhui. To strengthen control over the New Army, the court set up Manchu Battalions in various New Armies. The purpose was to let these Manchus spy on military intelligence and catch revolutionaries. Tie Liang relied on the efforts of the Manchu Battalion in the Hubei New Army to send the defeated soldiers to Beijing.

Tie Liang actually had his own sense of propriety. He absolutely didn't want to turn the inquiry into forced confession under torture, so he repeatedly emphasized to the officials interrogating these defeated soldiers that absolutely no forced confession or inducement was allowed. Duan Qirui was the Commander of the 3rd Division. Out of status, Tie Liang didn't instruct Duan Qirui, but trouble still occurred. "How could Duan Qirui be such a person?" Tie Liang was very disappointed. In the Beiyang Army, Duan Qirui had a good reputation. This was also the reason why Tie Liang was willing to let Duan Qirui lead the 3rd Division on the expedition.

But since the matter had happened, saying anything more to Duan Qirui would only intensify the conflict. Tie Liang had to swallow this anger. At the same time, he recorded a mark against Duan Qirui in his heart.

After the inquiry ended, the Ministry of Army began to discuss the gains and losses of the Hubei New Army in the Anhui Campaign. Since the Hubei New Army was annihilated too thoroughly, this battle naturally couldn't talk about any "gains." As for "losses," the people in the Ministry of Army knew long ago that Tie Liang wouldn't let them pursue responsibility, so they couldn't say too much.

Duan Qirui was an old soldier after all. Ignoring the meaning of the Ministry of Army, he raised his questions directly. The first was the problem of the "river blocking dam." Duan Qirui resolutely didn't believe that the People's Party could build a dam at the bottom of the river. The second problem was the scout problem. Duan Qirui didn't completely disbelieve that the People's Party destroyed the scouts of the Hubei New Army in a short time; he thought there must be a problem here. The third was the hollow square formation deployed by the Hubei New Army. The hollow square formation was obviously for line attack. The Hubei New Army turned this formation into a situation of passively taking a beating. Duan Qirui felt there was something very fishy here. A group of chaotic bandits of the People's Party, where did they have the ability to suppress the Hubei New Army in firepower? If they had such ability, these bandits of the People's Party would absolutely not just shrink in Anhui. To the north was Henan, to the east were Jiangsu and Zhejiang; these were all rich places. The People's Party should have attacked these places long ago. It was impossible to shrink in Anhui which had suffered floods. The disaster situation of the flood last year was serious, and Duan Qirui in Beijing knew a lot of news. It was lucky for the People's Party to survive in the mud nest; how could they create such a tough army?

Duan Qirui didn't know what arduous efforts the People's Party had made under Chen Ke's leadership. Of course, even if Duan Qirui heard about such things, he would think it was "nonsense." But the questions raised by Duan Qirui hit the nail on the head. Most people in the Ministry of Army didn't like Duan Qirui, but they nodded frequently after hearing these questions.

Tie Liang frowned and remained silent. After a long while, he said, "Commander Duan, this bandit suppression is urgent. If we want to clarify these things, I'm afraid it will drag on for a while. I think we still have to send troops as soon as possible."

Duan Qirui thought to himself: "You know it's urgent now? If you hadn't seized Lord Yuan's military power, Chen Ke and these rebels would have been destroyed long ago."

Although he thought so in his heart, Duan Qirui absolutely couldn't say so with his mouth. He asked, "How does Your Excellency plan to handle it?"

Tie Liang replied, "Commander Duan, hurry up and prepare for the troop dispatch now. I will investigate what you said in detail. I will definitely solve Commander Duan's doubts."

Since Tie Liang said so, Duan Qirui couldn't question him to his face. He had to continue asking, "Then when to send troops?"

"Troops must be sent within fifteen days." Tie Liang replied.

"Within fifteen days?" Duan Qirui's eyes widened. This was not him pretending. The 3rd Division had tens of thousands of troops and horses, and huge baggage. It was absolutely unrealistic to send troops within fifteen days. If Wang Shizhen were here, this might be possible, but Duan Qirui hadn't even formulated a military plan now; it was fundamentally unrealistic.

Tie Liang also knew where the problem lay, but he couldn't wait any longer. "It is not necessary to move out completely. You can send a part of the troops south first, but in any case, within thirty days, the 3rd Division must all arrive in Xuzhou. Then advance into Anhui together with the Admiral of Jiangbei."

When coming out of the Ministry of Army conference room, Duan Qirui was furious. No matter how he explained, Tie Liang refused to relent. Tie Liang was not without reason. In 1905, an uprising broke out in Liuyang and Liling, echoing Shangli. In less than 10 days, the rebel army reached more than 30,000 people, and its prestige spread to several provinces in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River. The officers and soldiers of Hunan and Jiangxi provinces were in chaos and called for help frequently. The Qing court issued "Imperial Edicts" repeatedly, urgently ordering the four provinces of Hubei, Hunan, Jiangxi, and Jiangsu to send capable troops quickly to "gallop to suppress together," and transferred the navy to Jiujiang and Wuhu to embolden them. For a time, the Qing army gathered reached forty or fifty thousand. This was the largest troop dispatch by the Qing Dynasty in the south since the failure of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Even the Beiyang Army far away in Tianjin sent a cavalry battalion to participate in the suppression of the uprising.

Duan Qirui certainly knew about that incident, but at that time the Manchu Qing could still cooperate internally, and the commanders of various armies didn't have such obvious factional disputes as now. Moreover, that incident couldn't be compared with this time. Who could have thought that such a rebel team would suddenly emerge from the center of the flood? When the court discovered it, this team had actually become a force.

Duan Qirui didn't realize that because he didn't know the specific situation, his judgment of the People's Party's strength actually changed with his different mentality. Now Duan Qirui didn't reflect on his own thoughts at all. It was easy for Tie Liang to give orders, but Duan Qirui, who executed the orders, had to face countless difficulties. Gathering the officers of the 3rd Division, Duan Qirui issued the order to send troops.

The officers of the 3rd Division didn't expect to send troops so soon either. When Duan Qirui issued the order with a gloomy face, no one dared to say anything. When Duan Qirui ordered the meeting to adjourn, the officers immediately packed their luggage and returned to Tianjin. The officers exchanged glances secretly. Sun Yongsheng originally felt that the discipline of the Ministry of Army was lax, but knowing that he would soon be plunged into intense preparations for dispatching troops and would soon travel thousands of *li* to participate in the war, he actually felt that this comfortable life became nostalgic.

After the meeting, some officers began to contact each other to go out for a heavy drink at night. Everyone felt that they should have a good time before sending troops. It would be several months before the next enjoyment.

The officers of the Beiyang Army were not short of money, and it was common for everyone to take turns hosting drinks. This troop dispatch was a big event, and everyone felt that ordinary drinking couldn't be enjoyable enough, so they simply pooled money to go to the Eight Great Hutongs to drink flower wine (drink with courtesans). The group changed into casual clothes first, gathered at the agreed place, and marched mightily to the Eight Great Hutongs. Sun Yongsheng found that there was actually one more person among those who came, which was Zheng Wenjie who was now working in the Ministry of Army. Zheng Wenjie was once Wang Shizhen's subordinate and could be considered a Beiyang person. He didn't say much.

This flower wine was drunk very heartily. Needless to say about the banquet, the dishes were naturally excellent. The courtesans accompanying the wine flattered deliberately, plus there were people singing tunes beside. A group of officers hugged the courtesans and drank heartily. Then the sound of a pipa rang out, and the woman singing the tune sang a song. This song was said to be a tune but not a tune, an opera but not an opera.

"The night is deep, why is the paper window lit. That is not waiting all night, the candle you lit for me. It's just an encounter, that dream of the Red Chamber. My landscape, all faded, like washed by heavy rain. The scenery in the cup is ghostly, forgetting who I am. The mood is like the night cool as water. Holding a 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 torment, made a mistake in the flower field, made a mistake... Like being obsessed with the boredom of flowers in the mirror and moon in the water, made a mistake in the flower field, please forgive my affectionate disturbance." (Lyrics from "Hua Tian Cuo" by Wang Leehom)

The singing woman's voice was clear and high. The song, which was originally very provocative, did not use a gentle and soft way, but a straightforward and crisp voice. The officers came to "make mistakes" originally. Hearing this song, they felt it fit the scene very well, and everyone was extremely happy. An officer laughed, "I have been here many times and heard this song many times. Every time I hear it, I feel endless aftertaste." After speaking, he couldn't help singing along with the tune.

After hearing this, an officer laughed, "Girl, how about sitting in my arms and singing?" These words were rude and heroic, making the group of officers laugh loudly.

After drinking for a while, everyone was a bit drunk and began to lose control of their mouths. An officer said to Zheng Wenjie beside him, "Brother Zheng, you met Chen Ke before. What kind of person is that guy?"

Zheng Wenjie laughed loudly, "That guy looks like a bad person at first glance. I didn't bother to pay attention to him. Chen Ke has pitted our Beiyang miserably. If I had known he was such a rebel, I should have stabbed Chen Ke to death at that time."

The officers laughed loudly after hearing this. An officer didn't know if he was really drunk; he said in a malicious voice, "Brother Zheng, you are really lucky. Lord Yuan was implicated by this fellow Chen Ke and lost his job. You, old brother, were promoted to the Ministry of Army instead. This is really quite different."

Zheng Wenjie's face changed immediately upon hearing this, but he thought about it and didn't flare up.

Sun Yongsheng was very unhappy hearing this. Although he had never met Chen Ke, he felt he was implicated by Chen Ke. Now the Beiyang Army and the Ministry of Army didn't get along. Although Zheng Wenjie came from Beiyang, he was inevitably suspected of becoming an "outsider" at this time. He snorted heavily, and then drank the wine in the cup in one gulp.

There is never a shortage of instigators in this world, let alone after drinking heavily, there are even more people who can't control their mouths. An officer laughed, "Brother Sun, you are now the uncle of that fellow Chen Ke. You have to place righteousness above family loyalty in this troop dispatch."

Sun Yongsheng was angry hearing this, but he couldn't lose his temper at the Beiyang Army brothers. He didn't have enough time to clear himself now. If he made a fuss, in case someone deliberately played dirty tricks behind his back, Sun Yongsheng would definitely not end up well. Unable to vent the pent-up anger in his heart, Sun Yongsheng saw Zheng Wenjie opposite, and immediately felt that Zheng Wenjie first befriended Chen Ke, then joined the Ministry of Army; this fellow Zheng Wenjie was worse than himself. Sun Yongsheng also said drunkenly, "I am just Chen Ke's uncle; I can't decide on relative matters. But when it comes to making friends, I will absolutely not choose the wrong person."

The group of officers knew the meaning in Sun Yongsheng's words and laughed loudly.

Zheng Wenjie heard this, and the anger on his face flashed and disappeared. He piled up an expression like a smiling tiger. "Brother Sun, I toast you a cup."

Sun Yongsheng stood up carelessly and clinked glasses with Zheng Wenjie. After the two sat down, Zheng Wenjie said with a smile, "I indeed made careless friends. This can't be helped; I can't compare with you, Brother Sun. You are lucky, really good. Back then when Chen Ke wanted to propose to the He family, Lord Yuan asked who the object of the proposal was. Chen Ke originally thought of proposing to He Ruming's sister. Later, someone persuaded him, saying He Ruming's daughter was much better than He Ruming's sister. Then Chen Ke changed his mind. I look down on such fickle guys the most. But if Chen Ke hadn't changed his mind and married He Ruming's sister, then I'm afraid Brother Sun would have to call Chen Ke uncle now. Brother Sun, your luck is really good."

Hearing this, there was another burst of laughter among the officers. Sun Yongsheng didn't smile. Not only did he not smile, but blue veins popped out on his forehead, and his face became hideous.

Zheng Wenjie just wanted to see such a scene. He showed a fake smile and continued, "Brother Sun, I heard that when He Ruming's daughter got married back then, the eldest lady of the He family was actually very unhappy. I don't know if the eldest lady of the He family said anything to you about your troop dispatch this time, Brother Sun."

The officers at the same table were originally watching the fun, grinning foolishly one by one. But after hearing these words, some guys who were still somewhat upright lost their smiles. Someone said, "Brother Zheng, you drank too much."

But not all officers were so upright; some laughed loudly instead. Zheng Wenjie also knew how to join in the fun. After fiercely fighting back against Sun Yongsheng's provocation, he was in a great mood, so he followed the pole and laughed, "I drank too much, drank too much. Haha." Then he picked up the wine cup, but found there was no wine in the cup. Just as he was about to take the wine pot to pour wine, he heard Sun Yongsheng say loudly, "Come, I'll pour wine for you."

Everyone's eyes fell on Sun Yongsheng, only to see his face had turned iron blue. He grabbed a wine pot in his hand and was about to go around the table to Zheng Wenjie. Everyone knew something was wrong. Some people hugged the courtesans preparing to watch the excitement. Some officers felt uneasy. Zheng Wenjie knew Sun Yongsheng was not coming to pour wine for him at all, but to beat him up. Zheng Wenjie was very confident in his skills, and Sun Yongsheng had many flaws in his fury. Fighting was nothing to Zheng Wenjie, but Zheng Wenjie was now the person providing information to Chen Ke. If a fight broke out, the matter would definitely blow up. At that time, after the Beiyang Army was defeated, there might not be people who would wag their tongues baselessly. This would be unfavorable to Zheng Wenjie instead. As long as Zheng Wenjie fought with Sun Yongsheng, winning or not winning was bad. Although he was happy to gain an advantage in speech. Zheng Wenjie secretly pulled the sleeve of the officer Wu Yongfu beside him.

Wu Yongfu had a good relationship with Zheng Wenjie; this time he dragged Zheng Wenjie to drink together. As soon as Zheng Wenjie pulled Wu Yongfu's sleeve, Wu Yongfu knew what it meant. He hurriedly stood up and stopped Sun Yongsheng who was walking over with the wine pot. "Brother Sun, don't be like this." Several other officers who didn't want to make things big also stood up hurriedly and stopped Sun Yongsheng together. Seeing he couldn't go over to beat Zheng Wenjie up, Sun Yongsheng cursed loudly, "Zheng Wenjie, what kind of thing are you?"

Seeing the fight couldn't start, Zheng Wenjie also stood up and bowed to everyone in a circle. "I drank too much; I'll take my leave first. I'll pay for Brother Sun's wine." After speaking, Zheng Wenjie left a stack of silver dollars on the table, and then walked out of the flower hall leisurely. Sun Yongsheng looked at Zheng Wenjie's back and wanted to smash the wine pot at Zheng Wenjie with all his might, but was stopped. He had to curse at Zheng Wenjie loudly.

Listening to Sun Yongsheng's curses, Zheng Wenjie didn't care at all. He came this time originally to spy on specific intelligence, and he already knew what he wanted to know during the banquet. Originally Zheng Wenjie still had some thoughts; he really might not want to notify Chen Ke of the news of the Beiyang Army's dispatch so timely, but now he changed his mind. If Sun Yongsheng was killed by Chen Ke in Anhui, Zheng Wenjie would be very happy.
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Chapter 69: Preparations Before the Second Counter-Encirclement (1)

When the intelligence provided by Zheng Wenjie was transmitted to the Confidential Section of Fengtai County, Chen Ke was in a meeting. The first phase of the election work was basically completed, and the heads of district committees of various counties and districts returned to the base area first for a summary meeting. Chen Ke should not have been easily disturbed at this time, but the classification of this intelligence was very high. Not only did Zheng Wenjie's report come, but also the report from the Beijing Station. The Beiyang officers who had gathered at the Ministry of Army in Beijing had returned to Tianjin or the Beijing barracks. Moreover, the requisition of ships also appeared in the canal shipping.

The confidential clerk sent the document to the venue, and the staff passed the intelligence to Chen Ke. At this time, Lu Huitian was speaking. "The situation facing Fuyang is mainly that we haven't been able to take root in the countryside. There are still too many areas that cannot be effectively managed. This takes time and cadres. Even in the areas we can enter, many areas have not undergone land reform; only a work team entered the area. Most of the work that can be done is still some health and education. The local people do not cooperate..."

This was actually not just the situation in the Fuyang area. Except for thoroughly controlling the area of Fengtai, Shouzhou, and Wuhe County, the situation in other areas of the People's Party was very complicated. It presented a situation quite similar to the Manchu rule. It was a situation of gradually expanding outward with the county seat and prefecture seat as the center. Now it is not the countryside surrounding the cities at all, but the cities radiating to the countryside. What is most lacking is nothing but cadres.

Yuwen Badu listened to the report and felt fortunate in his heart. If he hadn't taken up the work in Fengtai County but gone to a new area to undertake work like Lu Huitian, he knew he absolutely couldn't do it. Lu Huitian was already a quite capable one in the base area, with seniority and high status, so he dared to frankly admit that the work encountered great problems. But Yuwen Badu thought again; who among those who can be county-level cadres now has shallow seniority and low status?

Because he didn't have the same work experience, Yuwen Badu didn't resonate much with Lu Huitian's work. Chen Ke's act of silently flipping through the stack of newly transmitted documents attracted Yuwen Badu's attention. Watching Chen Ke looking through the documents expressionlessly, Yuwen Badu was very curious about what was written in the documents. Just then, "Cough, cough!" Ren Qiying beside Yuwen Badu coughed twice again.

The meeting level was high, so the doors and windows were closed. Since the base area could produce cigarettes, a considerable number of leading cadres with high work pressure had developed the hobby of smoking. Now the venue was filled with smoke, and Ren Qiying, who didn't smoke, was choked and coughed repeatedly.

Chen Ke raised his hand to ask to speak. Lu Huitian paused to let Chen Ke speak first. "Comrades, let's smoke during the recess. The venue is rolling with thick smoke; what if someone comes in to fight a fire? Either open the windows, and comrades who don't smoke sit upwind."

A burst of good-natured laughter came from the venue. "Which of the two methods do you choose?" Chen Ke asked next.

"The second one." Smokers expressed one after another. Smoking was to relieve pressure. Being so busy all day long, smoking a cigarette to refresh oneself was also a habit hard to get rid of. Comrades who didn't smoke didn't oppose either, so everyone stared at Chen Ke.

"Don't look at me; hurry up and open the windows and change seats." Chen Ke laughed.

After everyone changed seats, due to air circulation and movement, the mood also became much livelier. Chen Ke laughed, "I got news that the Beiyang Army will arrive in Xuzhou within a month at the latest. There's going to be a war."

A loud uproar rang out in the conference hall. Having fought big battles several times, the comrades were no longer as sensitive as before. The tense atmosphere no longer existed. The reason for such a big reaction was that the Beiyang Army disrupted the upcoming People's Congress election work.

Chen Ke laughed, "Comrades, we can't control when the Beiyang Army comes, but we can always control ourselves. Work still has to follow the plan. The matter of the People's Congress continues. If we follow the plan, the People's Congress meeting will have been held before the Beiyang Army arrives in Xuzhou."

Lu Huitian looked at the wide-open windows. "Chairman Chen, should we pay attention to confidentiality work?"

"What we are discussing now is not internal Party work, but administrative work like elections. What is there to keep secret? In the future, when conditions permit, I think these meetings should allow the people to observe. Since we serve the people, the people have the right to know how we serve the people."

Comrades looked at each other in dismay. In a meeting of this level, if some common people sat in to observe, no comrade could accept this practice.

"Observing must have rules; observers certainly cannot speak, and not all content can be observed. Please rest assured about this. Okay, let's not talk about this first. Let me talk about the work of this counter-encirclement campaign. First, the locality and the army cooperate to strengthen walls and clear fields (*Jianbi Qingye*). Help the masses hide grain, and valuable things should also be hidden well. Including where the masses hide after the Manchu Qing comes to avoid Manchu harassment. These all need to be prepared. Of course, *Jianbi Qingye* is voluntary. If the masses are willing to believe that the Manchu Qing will not commit the slightest offense against civilians, let them go. But what should be said, what should be told, what should be advised, we must do ourselves."

When Chen Ke spoke, many people began to record in their notebooks. Those who wrote fast were okay; some were obviously unskilled in writing and recorded very incompletely. They wrote while thinking, their faces red with difficulty.

Slowing down a bit, Chen Ke continued, "Second, land reform and election work must continue to be propagated. We must mobilize the masses and let the masses understand that these policies are sincerely serving the masses and can bring real benefits to everyone."

After saying these, Chen Ke suddenly remembered some words he had neglected before. "Let me add a point. Regarding *Jianbi Qingye*, the Manchu Qing won't come to some areas, so *Jianbi Qingye* doesn't need to be done so urgently. However, we must explain the matter of the Manchu Qing besieging the base area to everyone clearly."

This statement was very surprising. Not too long ago, less than a year ago, when the People's Party first started fighting against the Manchu Qing, Chen Ke paid great attention to blocking news. Not to mention the Manchu Qing attacking, even after a great victory, commendation meetings were only held in the core base area. This time Chen Ke actually asked to inform about this matter throughout the base area. Comrades whose thinking couldn't quite keep up with the situation inevitably began to be confused. The main leaders knew Chen Ke's meaning, especially Lu Huitian, who couldn't help showing a cold smile.

During the noon recess, Lu Huitian found Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I want to ask you for a person."

"Who?" Chen Ke asked.

"Can you transfer Comrade Ren Qiying to me to be the Director of the County Party Office?"

"Hehe," Chen Ke laughed, "Why don't you discuss it with Yuwen Badu?"

Lu Huitian also laughed, "Discussing with Yuwen Badu is like asking a tiger for its skin. If you are unwilling to come forward for this matter, then I won't say anything."

"I definitely won't come forward now; there are also many things in Fengtai recently. Moreover, it's not just Fuyang that lacks cadres in our base area. And I am also considering one thing: whether to move the command post to Hefei. If passed through discussion, I will take Comrade Ren Qiying to Hefei."

"Sigh..., it is easy to get a thousand soldiers but hard to find one general." Lu Huitian also sighed.

"Yes, we all have to step up cadre training." Chen Ke expressed profound agreement.

"Chairman Chen, I want to say something. I never understood why you have to be so tired. We are all relieved about the things you handle, but..."

"But I am a bit too dictatorial, right?" Chen Ke laughed.

"I never thought so." Lu Huitian said seriously. "Originally, I thought that when I arrived in Fuyang, the conditions were much better than when we first arrived in Fengtai County. When I really started working, I found it was much harder than when we were in Fengtai County. I really wish there could be a flood in Fuyang now."

"Haha, Comrade Huitian, I know your feeling. When we first started working in Fengtai County, with you comrades here, the work was indeed much easier to do. I look dictatorial now, actually because many comrades still don't know how to work. If I let them do it freely, they will make mistakes. How about your side?"

Lu Huitian didn't think there was anything wrong with Chen Ke's words. He had a rare look of frustration on his face. "Same on my side. Not to mention comrades don't know how to do it; I don't know how to do many things either. Letting them do it freely, they definitely caused trouble. The current situation is very different from when we were in Fengtai. Criticism and self-criticism; I criticize myself every day now. Where is the problem?"

"The problem is that land reform is originally an extremely difficult task. When we were in Fengtai County, the timing, geographical location, and human harmony were all with us, so land reform looked very easy. In fact, it's not like that. I failed to analyze this matter clearly to comrades; this is my work error." Chen Ke spoke his heartfelt words. For Chen Ke, land reform was just a result. Land reform had been completely finished decades before he was born. Discussions and reflections on the Republic's policies were all new policies implemented after the complete completion of land reform. Under such inertial thinking, plus the land reform in Fengtai County encountered no decent resistance at all, Chen Ke forgot with what superior force the Party forcibly promoted land reform after the founding of the People's Republic back then. Later, after local situations were constantly fed back, Chen Ke realized he had made this mistake.

Lu Huitian seemed to have really realized how difficult things were. He laughed, "If land reform cannot proceed, we cannot win over the people. I used to be responsible for the work of the labor camp and felt I was very capable. I could manage tens of thousands of people in perfect order. After arriving in Fuyang and letting me do this job myself, I knew I really couldn't hold on..."

Chen Ke knew exactly what Lu Huitian wanted to say. He immediately responded, "Don't ask me for Comrade Ren Qiying. Even if you ask me, I won't give her to you. Comrade Ren Qiying is particularly good at organizational work; I know it as well as you. When I promoted her, I didn't discuss it with the Organization Department. Now many comrades in Fengtai County still have knots in their hearts. If I give her to you, something will happen. It's not guaranteed that someone will say strange things; I can't do this."

Seeing he couldn't get Ren Qiying, Lu Huitian refused to give up. He said, "Then you have to transfer two more crack soldiers and capable generals to me, otherwise I can't hold on."

Chen Ke was also extremely embarrassed. Where were there so many excellent cadres now? Those who performed well had long been divided up by various departments. If he demanded people forcibly, various departments would absolutely refuse to release people. After thinking for a while, he suddenly remembered a person. "Huitian, are you afraid of Mr. Yan Fu?"

Hearing Yan Fu's name, Lu Huitian was a little timid, but at this time, getting people was the most important thing. He mustered up courage and said, "If I can get people, Mr. Yan Fu can beat or scold me as he pleases."

"He should have outstanding people under him, but they haven't done specific work. High quality doesn't mean work can be done well immediately. You have to understand this point. Also, whether Mr. Yan Fu is willing to recommend to you, I can't guarantee either."

Yan Fu was in charge of the Ministry of Education. The Ministry of Education in this era paid special attention to personal morality and quality levels. The only problem was that most of Yan Fu's subordinates were women. But Lu Huitian could ask for Ren Qiying by name, indicating that he didn't care about gender issues at all. That's why Chen Ke recommended Yan Fu to Lu Huitian.

With this connection, Lu Huitian couldn't sit still anymore. After bidding farewell to Chen Ke, he left happily. As soon as Lu Huitian left, Qi Huishen came in and said as soon as he opened his mouth, "Wenqing, transfer people to me. It's unrealistic to ask you for ten or eight; just give me Comrade Ren Qiying."

Ren Qiying didn't know she was already hot property. She was eating with Yuwen Badu. Yuwen Badu had a question in his heart and couldn't ask it in public, so he pulled Ren Qiying back to the County Committee for lunch. After getting food, he called Ren Qiying to his office to eat and talk. "Director Ren, does our Fengtai County also need to strengthen walls and clear fields (*Jianbi Qingye*)?"

regarding this "question" of Yuwen Badu, Ren Qiying felt it was too childish. Chen Ke actually made it extremely clear long ago, just short of assigning specific work. Although *Jianbi Qingye* is to let the people suffer less loss, there is a real purpose that hasn't come out. Chen Ke hoped to distinguish who followed him and who refused to follow him. Ren Qiying even suspected that Chen Ke planned to start killing on a large scale after winning the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign. Yuwen Badu only understood what was said and didn't understand what Chen Ke didn't say.

But Ren Qiying dared not guess wildly. After all, this might involve killing people, and large-scale killing at that. The order in Fengtai County had been established, and executing counter-revolutionaries on a large scale again was unrealistic. The only ones who could be executed on a large scale were those who had been locked in jail for a year. Ren Qiying knew this matter involved too much, so she refused to guess on her own initiative. But since Yuwen Badu asked to such an extent, she couldn't say nothing. After thinking about it, Ren Qiying hinted, "If the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign is won, it must be properly propagated in the base area. At that time, we can do a lot of things."

"Yes, many tasks including conscription, the masses will definitely cooperate more." Yuwen Badu replied.

Ren Qiying knew Yuwen Badu was just at the level of a magistrate in peaceful times, but she couldn't say much more. When Ren Qiying followed the People's Party back then, she really had the consciousness of putting life and death aside. For the interests of the family, Ren Qiying even had the mental preparation to lose her life. Yuwen Badu was not like that. Although he joined the Party early, Yuwen Badu followed the People's Party only because he had nowhere to go. He hadn't experienced the ideological struggle of facing death and stepping forward like Ren Qiying.

"Secretary Yuwen, since there is this task, let's propagate this task. After all, the Manchu Qing knows that Fengtai County is the base camp of our People's Party; they definitely want to fight into Fengtai County. It's not wrong to be prepared. There are so many people here now; retreating is not a simple matter." Ren Qiying said following Yuwen Badu's train of thought.

"True, Director Ren has to work hard with me on this matter." Yuwen Badu said with a slight frown. Thinking of carrying out *Jianbi Qingye* on the scale of hundreds of thousands of people in Fengtai County, Yuwen Badu felt a lot of pressure.

"I will work hard." Ren Qiying replied. Although saying so, Ren Qiying felt very helpless in her heart. If Fengtai County really wanted to *Jianbi Qingye*, how could it be Yuwen Badu's turn to come forward? Chen Ke would have issued orders personally long ago. Fengtai County gathered many units that were directly under the central government. Not to mention anything else, the arsenal of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission was in Fengtai County. And You Gou, the person in charge of the National Defense Science and Technology Commission, was also a member of the Standing Committee of the Central Committee, whose status and influence were only above Yuwen Badu. If *Jianbi Qingye* was really needed, who would lead whom was not certain yet. But these words could absolutely not be spoken. Ren Qiying cleared all thoughts irrelevant to work from her mind and then buried her head to start eating.

After hearing Ren Qiying's explanation, Yuwen Badu felt much more settled in his heart. After relaxing, he could also focus on eating. Of course, if Yuwen Badu knew that during the time he got food and ate, the persons in charge of three counties had already run to Chen Ke to ask for Ren Qiying, he would immediately feel like sitting on pins and needles now.

The reason Ren Qiying became famous was because of work. She improved the workflow of the County Party Office. As a member of the bureaucratic system, Ren Qiying's practice was unanimously praised and valued by revolutionary comrades, which was not easy.

The bureaucratic system has never received any good reviews, which is basically the same in countries around the world where the central government can effectively lead the local government. Bad reviews of bureaucrats are not divided by political stance. People in socialist countries scold bureaucrats, and people in capitalist countries scold them too. Even in this Manchu era, scolding bureaucrats is also the most basic norm.

Bureaucrats actually felt quite wronged. In fact, every bureaucrat doing specific work didn't have absolute power in their hands; power was dispersed in the entire bureaucratic system. Not to mention other political systems, just in the government system of the People's Party, power was also quite dispersed for effective management. Taking the housing application problem Ren Qiying encountered most frequently recently as an example, it was impossible for Ren Qiying or the staff of the department responsible for housing management to decide who to give a house to and who not to give a house to with a slap of the table. The current land system has determined that apart from the three *mu* of land for the people, the remaining land is directly owned and controlled by the state. Whether you have a rural *hukou* or an urban *hukou*, you live in concentrated housing after the state builds houses. Houses cannot be wasted there after building a lot. Leaving aside those with unit housing, those whose units do not provide housing have to apply to the government for housing.

Applying for housing must meet the application standards. Bureaucrats sitting in offices cannot follow the common people everywhere to investigate like detectives, so stamping official seals has become a necessary means.

Moreover, with the economic development of the base area, other departments also have their own scope of authority. The so-called bureaucratic style cannot but be established. The People's Party also tried its best to propagate government functions, but when the common people didn't use this knowledge, who would listen to you talking about a lot of content fundamentally unrelated to themselves like fantasy tales? Not preparing at ordinary times, naturally not knowing who to find when handling affairs.

And the essence of the bureaucratic system has never been responsible to the people. The bureaucratic system is responsible for state power, so the construction direction of the bureaucratic system is "to provide the highest service efficiency for the operation of state system regulations." The proportion of people in this system is not particularly large. So the style of the bureaucratic system is meticulous and rigorous, and it simply does not exist to make the people feel happy and comfortable. Even an organization like the People's Party cannot make any essential changes to this.

Now that the government is in its infancy, the bureaucratic systems everywhere have suffered a lot under the program of "serving the people." To improve work efficiency, Ren Qiying formulated new regulations for the Fengtai County Party Office. All office personnel must take turns doing front desk reception work. And leading cadres take double shifts.

The reason for this regulation is simple. Office personnel are more familiar with the organizational structure of the county committee and know which departments need to be responsible for which work. Their responsibility for reception can greatly improve reception efficiency. Ren Qiying grasped the main point. Now not only the common people don't know the operation mode of this new government, but in fact, including various government departments themselves, they are not completely clear about what exactly they should do and shouldn't do. After rotating reception, the understanding and comprehension of government comrades on their own work deepened greatly, and persons in charge at all levels could also experience the hardships of grassroots comrades when facing the people directly.

Not only improving the bureaucratic style, Ren Qiying also effectively improved the efficiency of meetings. Comrades faced tedious work and ignorant people all day long. Doing too much reception work would naturally make one irritable.

Every time Ren Qiying held a meeting, she discussed with comrades how to fight against irritable mentality. Naturally, she wouldn't talk about bullshit like "carrying forward revolutionary enthusiasm" at the meeting. Ren Qiying said clearly, "It is impossible not to be upset. Only by solving the masses' life problems more effectively can comrades' work be easier. To solve the masses' life problems, we have to rely on propaganda and guidance."

In addition to encouraging comrades ideologically, caring for comrades, and cheering up comrades. Ren Qiying further improved the bureaucratic working methods. Originally, comrades sat in offices. Now, except for personnel who must stay in the office, other county government staff began to personally lead the masses to handle various procedures. After the physical work intensity increased, Ren Qiying adopted the method of shortening working hours. Reception of new work would be terminated one hour in advance every day. After solving the problems of the people who had already been numbered, there would still be some time before getting off work. Everyone had to summarize the work content handled that day. In addition to summarizing the work content of the day, see what work was more today, and what work was more a few days ago. Why did these things related to people's life and work increase recently? Was a new factory opened? Or was some new policy implemented? In general, members of the bureaucratic system could basically grasp the relationship between policies and the people.

This was a remarkable thing. Not only was it a direct link between policies and their impact on people's lives, but it also gave the Party a more scientific basis for summarizing the influence of its own work. The statistics department could even use charts and curves to calculate the development direction after policy formulation. Although this curve needed to be constantly modified, having a relatively scientific prediction was always better than having none by several streets.

After establishing this train of thought, comrades working in the government could even effectively predict what would happen based on experience. After knowing in advance what annoying things they would encounter, people would always be more likely to be calm. Coupled with targeted advance organization and guidance propaganda, the operation speed and efficiency of Fengtai County's bureaucratic system greatly improved. People's satisfaction also improved greatly.

The People's Party stresses practical work. After Ren Qiying's practice was made into a document and released to various regions for propaganda, the persons in charge of various regions praised it greatly. At this time when excellent cadres, especially bureaucratic cadres, were extremely scarce, there was not just one or two people who had designs on Ren Qiying.

Ren Qiying didn't know she was being targeted. She finished eating and washed the bowl. There was still a while before the afternoon meeting. She went back to the dormitory to set the alarm clock. This was an alarm clock she bought with nearly a month's salary. A new product launched by the base area. The timekeeping was definitely not accurate, but the twenty-minute nap time could be guaranteed relatively accurately. Setting the alarm clock, Ren Qiying lay down and fell asleep.
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Chapter 70: Preparations Before the Second Counter-Encirclement (2)

Chen Ke implemented many new policies in the base area. Whether it was land distribution, state-owned enterprises, or providing compulsory education, most comrades understood them well. These policies were not unprecedented innovations in Chinese history and did not exceed the comrades' imagination. Only one policy had caused indescribable confusion among comrades up and down the base area, and that was the monetary policy of the base area. Chen Ke had explained the essence of currency as a "general equivalent" in detail in Party classes. Renminbi had been circulating in the base area for some time, but many comrades still felt amazed when buying various commodities with reasonably pretty small pieces of paper.

During the afternoon meeting, Chen Ke began to discuss financial issues.

"Comrades, since we already have the People's Congress (NPC), financial budgeting and accounting are key issues. Specific financial work is responsible by the Ministry of Finance, but the NPC holds the power of reviewing the financial budget." Speaking of this, Chen Ke also wavered slightly in his heart about whether to really give the NPC such great authority. So Chen Ke couldn't help adding a sentence, "At least now the NPC holds this authority."

Even though the level of attending cadres was not low, at least half of the cadres had absolutely no concept of finance. Chen Ke knew this situation. Let alone these comrades, even Chen Ke himself felt quite tricky about this work. Glancing at Zhang Yingchen sitting next to him, Chen Ke said, "Now Comrade Zhang Yingchen, the Minister of Finance responsible for financial work, will give a report to everyone."

The comrades' eyes focused on Zhang Yingchen. Zhang Yingchen didn't react to these gazes at all. He stood up coldly and walked to the blackboard. The People's Party stressed "treating comrades as warm as spring," so this frosty attitude was not common. However, neither Chen Ke nor Zhang Yingchen cared. Before Zhang Yingchen took over the position of Minister of Finance, the two had a deep talk. Chen Ke told Zhang Yingchen clearly that the Ministry of Finance adopted military law. Inside, no matter who maliciously embezzled state property, the final death penalty was almost inevitable. Zhang Yingchen replied expressionlessly at the time: "Including me, we will not disappoint the organization. We welcome organizational supervision."

Standing on the podium expressionlessly, Zhang Yingchen explained the latest financial budget plan of the base area. Finance might involve profound theories behind it, but the guiding principles of fiscal expenditure at the practical level were actually very simple. The current financial budget was aimed at those eating financial rice (government employees). The army was managed by the Party, and its finance was independent. How many state administrative personnel were there in each county? After making a register, apply for a budget. As long as the NPC could pass these budgets, the Ministry of Finance would give money according to the number. As long as there were no deductions and interceptions in the middle, there would be no problems causing conflicts.

The trouble did not lie in these "fixed wages," but in the local construction issues of each county. For example, infrastructure construction cannot requisition people's labor for free. So every year or even every quarter, the locality has to submit a financial budget. For projects to be built locally, the labor force needed to be mobilized, and the required expenditure, a detailed financial budget report must be submitted.

The persons in charge of the Party committees of various counties understood. They couldn't help frowning. The situation in each county was very complicated. Except for the core base area, other counties hadn't even completely mastered the local political power. In such a chaotic situation, wanting to submit financial reports systematically was a fantasy. This required strong management capabilities over the government. Not only relying on military background to promote government construction, but also needing to conduct effective surveys of population, environment, and resources in areas already included in the management system. At this point, the persons in charge of the county committees really understood one point: why Chen Ke built professional teams including surveying and mapping and civil engineering so early back then. And why strengthen cultural education. Without surveying and mapping troops, without a large number of comrades who could read and carry out statistical work, just census registration and land measurement would make the locality overwhelmed.

"What if the financial budget report can't be made?" Lu Huitian asked.

Zhang Yingchen replied coldly, "Now a financial budget report is submitted once every quarter. If you can't catch up this quarter, you have to wait for the next quarter."

"Then who manages taxation?" Qi Huishen asked.

"Taxation is now managed by the Ministry of Finance." Zhang Yingchen gave a clear answer.

All persons in charge of county committees showed dissatisfied looks. If taxation was managed by the Ministry of Finance, then the Party committees and governments close to the tax departments could not command the local tax departments. Instead, they had to rely on the Ministry of Finance to remotely control the local tax departments.

Zhang Yingchen saw everyone's expression. He continued, "Now the tax revenue of each county is basically zero, so local tax revenue has little impact on the county."

Hearing this, Yuwen Badu was also very dissatisfied in his heart. The financial resources of the People's Party were now basically concentrated in the old base area dominated by Fengtai County. That is to say, the old base area had to bear the financial expenditure of the entire base area. This might be a glorious task, but it was definitely not a happy task. The problems encountered in building the base area were even more than when conquering the base area. Thinking of this, Yuwen Badu couldn't help glancing at Ren Qiying sitting next to him, only to see Ren Qiying recording rapidly in her notebook. Yuwen Badu relaxed in his heart; as long as Ren Qiying could figure it out, there would be no problem with Fengtai County's finance. This relaxation only lasted for a moment. Yuwen Badu suddenly thought of something. If all work relied on Ren Qiying to complete, what about Yuwen Badu himself? Just wait helplessly until the next election to be voted out?

Thinking of his future, Yuwen Badu felt lost in his heart, and actually didn't listen to the subsequent meeting content.

What Lu Huitian wanted to learn most was how Chen Ke built the base area almost empty-handed in Fengtai County. After his biggest competitor Shang Yuan went north, Lu Huitian felt that as long as he did a good job in the revolution in Fuyang, he could sit in the position of Governor of Anhui Province sooner or later. After listening to Zhang Yingchen's introduction on the financial budget, Lu Huitian was very unhappy. Before he could display his skills, he was already shrouded by the shadow of the Ministry of Finance. Lu Huitian felt he must fight for a better situation for himself. "There will be many unexpected problems when carrying out work locally. If finance relies entirely on approval, what should we do when facing emergencies? Robbing Peter to pay Paul (*Chaidongqiang buxiqiang*)?"

"Then what problems does Comrade Lu Huitian think will be encountered?" Zhang Yingchen asked.

Lu Huitian was immediately speechless. Yes, what problems would be encountered? The troops were not under the jurisdiction of the county committee. Before completing land reform, any state-owned enterprise construction was completely out of the question. The People's Party had occupied Fuyang not long ago, and Renminbi didn't have much credibility at all. Lu Huitian was very smart. He knew his most important work recently was to complete land reform in the entire Fuyang and promote the new system. And these jobs happened not to need money most. Knowing is one thing, but being constrained by the Ministry of Finance, Lu Huitian felt he couldn't swallow this breath no matter what.

The persons in charge of other county committees more or less had some thoughts similar to Lu Huitian's, but seeing that Lu Huitian couldn't even outtalk Zhang Yingchen, everyone was unwilling to stick their necks out again.

Since the financial budget matter had been accepted by the comrades, Chen Ke began the next topic: the proportion of People's Party seats in the People's Congress (NPC), and the NPC's approval power over the financial budget. Being suppressed by the Ministry of Finance, who were comrades, everyone could still accept. But the NPC was not opened by the People's Party; it was elected. There were quite a few NPC representatives from non-People's Party backgrounds inside. Everyone was suppressed within the Party, so they absolutely refused to be suppressed by people outside the Party again. Lu Huitian said, "Since we have already given up positions like village heads and town heads, there is no need to give up NPC seats. I think it is best for the NPC to be all our own comrades of the People's Party."

This view was agreed upon by a considerable number of comrades. No one wanted to ask for trouble. After seizing power with hard work, being dictated to by others again, no one could be willing.

Chen Ke looked at the excited comrades and suddenly thought of other problems in his heart. One of Grandpa Mao's most famous sayings back then was, "Fighting with heaven is endless joy, fighting with earth is endless joy, fighting with people is endless joy." Back then, Chen Ke felt these words were too aggressive and had a murderous flavor. Unknown if his state of mind changed, or just because his work experience was enriched, Chen Ke now agreed with this passage very much. Various reactionary forces in the locality had not been purged at all, and reactionary forces and old forces still occupied an advantage in many places. If these people were not lured to the big stage of revolution to let them perform, how could the people see through the true faces of these people, and how could they agree with the new system promoted by the People's Party?

But many comrades seen now didn't want to promote the revolution through profound and meticulous struggle at all, but hoped to obtain superficial victory through a mode of eagerness for quick success and instant benefits. Chen Ke didn't know if comrades in the Party in Grandpa Mao's era also had the same problem. It is impossible to win people's hearts by violence and killing. In-depth and meticulous work is the only way to revolutionary success. This is like going upstairs; from the first step to the last, not a single step can be missing. But the comrades now looked like they wanted to jump directly to the roof from the ground. This attitude made Chen Ke very worried.

The meeting became more difficult as it went on. Originally, comrades' understanding of the NPC was that the People's Party obtained legal tradition through the NPC. Now looking at it, it wasn't like that at all. As the future highest authority organ of the base area, the NPC possessed powers everyone had never thought of before. It was impossible to act independently bypassing the NPC. This was originally nothing. If all or the vast majority of NPC representatives were People's Party members, the NPC would still be not worth mentioning. But Chen Ke's meaning was actually to use the NPC as a stage for political struggle, and this NPC was not simply "luring snakes out of holes." The NPC also had to truly play the role of the People's Representative Assembly. Just thinking about such unheard-of complex work gave many comrades a headache.

The high-level cadres of the People's Party had relatively high education. Everyone knew the idiom "drawing a cake to satisfy hunger." After establishing legal tradition through the NPC, the regime could be nominally stabilized. But everyone knew clearly that what really fought for this new regime was the army, state-owned enterprises, and governments at all levels. And these struggling comrades hadn't seen this "big cake." Looking at this unknown big cake, many people felt mostly boredom in their hearts. The NPC could certainly establish legal tradition, but many comrades strongly suspected whether establishing the NPC would become "cocooning oneself" (spinning a cocoon around oneself - getting trapped in one's own trap).

Lu Huitian said again, "Chairman Chen, I think the people in the base area are still used to the government mode now. Our government is definitely much better than the Manchu Qing. Propaganda is certainly important sometimes, but we can't let propaganda restrict ourselves, right?"

These words received a lot of agreement. Zheng Tairong, Secretary of the Hefei Municipal Committee, followed Lu Huitian's words and said, "Now the Manchu Qing is about to attack. Solve the Manchu Qing first, and many enemies can be solved along the way. After eliminating internal and external enemies, it will be much more efficient to promote these elections then. I think we should pay more attention to priorities."

Chen Ke asked, "Comrades, I want to ask, if we do this, what is the difference between us and the Manchu Qing? The Manchu Qing also wants constitutionalism now. The Manchu Qing at least keeps saying in propaganda that they love the people like children. Sometimes they even punish some corrupt officials who failed in political struggles."

Zheng Tairong replied, "We sincerely serve the people. The work we do now is enough to prove that our People's Party is different from the Manchu Qing."

Chen Ke scanned the senior cadres in the venue and then continued to ask, "Since we are sincerely serving the people, since we firmly believe that we are different from the Manchu Qing, then why should we be afraid of struggling in the NPC? Also elections, may I ask everyone, have you ever been afraid of elections within our Party? Have you ever been afraid of the election of soldiers' committees in the army? At least I haven't seen any comrade in our Party who has been afraid. Then everyone says they want to serve the people; why should we be afraid of the people's election? What promotes historical progress is struggle, not drawing a so-called blueprint for thousands of generations and then standing still and stagnant. Whoever did this, which one had a good end?"

No one dared to speak again in the venue. Chen Ke rarely lost his temper. Now Chen Ke was obviously angry.

After calming his emotions, Chen Ke continued, "Comrades, establishing the NPC is not the goal, and establishing the NPC is even less to let anyone ride on the head of our People's Party. I can make this point clear to everyone."

After saying this, Chen Ke scanned the comrades again and saw that everyone's expression had calmed down a bit.

"Comrade Lu Huitian, I want you to answer, what are the two pillars of the socialist system?" Chen Ke called his name and asked.

Lu Huitian stood up reluctantly and replied, "Science and democracy."

"Please sit down." Chen Ke said.

After Lu Huitian sat down, Chen Ke continued, "Democracy can be interpreted as the people being masters of their own house. But I think the essence of democracy is led by the interests of the people. One of the ways to be led by the interests of the people is to let the people participate in the revolutionary cause, rather than shutting the people out. Establishing the NPC is not the goal; the NPC is just a tool, a platform, allowing the people to participate in democratic construction. Through this platform, the people know that they are the main body of the country. Let them know that there is a better system that can guarantee a better life for the people. This NPC election will definitely elect some bastards, and even elect some counter-revolutionaries. But this election will definitely elect many people's representatives. Who do you think these people's representatives will fight with in the NPC? If the people recognize the essence of our People's Party clearly and know that our People's Party represents the interests of the people, will these people's representatives fight with our People's Party? They will definitely fight with those bastards and counter-revolutionaries. On the platform of the NPC, we won over the people with maximum efficiency. Science is to develop productive forces and improve efficiency. Establishing the platform of the NPC is to improve our efficiency. For the current stage of the socialist system, the NPC is the most scientific choice."

The comrades of the People's Party still didn't speak. Chen Ke wasn't sure if these words could make everyone understand thoroughly, but he didn't hold too high expectations himself.

He had to continue, "The purpose of establishing soldiers' committees in the army is not to let soldiers override officers. The Soldiers' Committee is also a tool to let soldiers participate in army building and make army work run more efficiently. If political commissars and commanders lead everything in the army, and soldiers just follow political commissars and commanders without knowing anything, then how can our soldiers understand what nature of army our army is, and what is the purpose of our army's fighting? If soldiers don't understand the essence of our army as the people's sons and brothers, if they don't understand that the purpose of our revolutionary war is to make everyone's life better, then how can soldiers go to fight, and even bleed and sacrifice together with our People's Party comrades to defend this better life?"

Chen Ke reasoned with his mouth, but he also paid close attention to observing the comrades' expressions. He could see that these words actually didn't move all comrades; even a considerable number of comrades were not moved at all. This made Chen Ke very disappointed. He could actually understand the thoughts in the hearts of many comrades now. For these comrades, what they hoped to get was success, and the status, promotion, and honor brought by success. Revolution was merely a means for them to achieve these goals. It was unknown whether these comrades had profound enough cognition of themselves to clearly understand the thoughts in their own hearts. They chose revolution for success, not struggling hard for revolution.

In this awkward atmosphere, Lu Huitian stood up instead. "Chairman Chen, I was wrong. Although I don't know exactly where I am wrong, I know I am wrong. I will work hard and find my mistakes. In this NPC election, I firmly support your opinion, Chairman Chen."

These words were not what Chen Ke wanted to hear most. If Chen Ke scored Lu Huitian's statement, it would only be a passing grade of sixty. But Ren Qiying applauded at this time. With her taking the lead, many comrades also hurriedly followed to applaud. Amidst the applause, comrades who opposed Chen Ke just now stood up one after another to express their stance, firmly supporting Chen Ke's leadership. Those comrades who originally supported Chen Ke couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief. In any case, ensuring unity within the Party was the first priority. But Chen Ke could see that even if they expressed maintaining Party unity and supporting Chen Ke's leadership, some comrades were sincere, and some comrades were far less sincere.

This was not the time to pursue responsibility. Chen Ke waved his hand to silence everyone, and he began to continue the next topic.
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Chapter 71: Preparations Before the Second Counter-Encirclement (3)

Pu Guanshui had met Yuan Shikai. He admired Yuan Shikai's bearing of keeping his back straight at all times; this was a bearing that a soldier must persist in. As Pu Guanshui, who was determined to become a professional soldier, naturally imitated this practice. But at this time, Pu Guanshui was not sitting straight like Yuan Shikai. He rested his elbows on the table, fingers crossed, chin resting on his thumbs together. On the wall opposite Pu Guanshui hung a military map of Anhui Province. Although Pu Guanshui's gaze fell on the map, he turned a blind eye to it completely.

From the moment the war against the Manchu government started, everyone in the Military Commission knew clearly that the war between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Beiyang Army was only a matter of time. From that time on, the Military Commission began to collect intelligence on Beiyang and make various targeted operational plan estimates. Pu Guanshui came from the Beiyang Army and provided a considerable amount of intelligence.

This morning, the news of the Beiyang New Army's dispatch had been sent to the Military Commission. Seeing those familiar names on the copied document, Pu Guanshui felt an extreme sense of boredom for no reason. Although he wanted to continue working, Pu Guanshui was emotional and couldn't calm down no matter what. After trying reluctantly a few times, he still couldn't continue working. Pu Guanshui simply sat here in a daze.

Pu Guanshui now served as the Deputy Division Commander of the 104th Division. Seeing him dazed, everyone didn't disturb him.

"Commander Pu, what are you thinking about?" Finally someone said beside Pu Guanshui.

Pu Guanshui looked up and saw He Zudao standing beside him. Although he wanted to cheer up, Pu Guanshui's voice was still somewhat weak. "Commissar He, is there anything?"

"You received the notice of the Beiyang Army's dispatch, right?" He Zudao asked.

Pu Guanshui nodded but didn't speak.

Looking at Pu Guanshui's performance, He Zudao was somewhat puzzled. Other comrades in the army were high-spirited because they were going to fight a big battle. Pu Guanshui's low mood was very special. "Does Commander Pu have any concerns?" He Zudao asked. He looked at the gazes around looking at their side. "Why don't we go out and talk?"

Pu Guanshui didn't want to move originally, but thinking that his worries would have to be said sooner or later, talking to He Zudao about this matter was actually the most appropriate. He stood up reluctantly. "Commissar He, let's talk outside."

The two stood in a secluded place. Pu Guanshui said, "Commissar He, I don't plan to talk about my understanding of Beiyang at this military meeting."

He Zudao didn't show any surprise, but listened to Pu Guanshui seriously. This attitude made Pu Guanshui feel much better. He continued, "I have left Beiyang for almost two years. I don't understand many situations in Beiyang anymore. Especially some intelligence I provided later, there was a lot of content I speculated and summarized. This may not conform to the actual situation of Beiyang. I have to consider problems from the perspective of the Revolutionary Army now; I can't always simulate Beiyang."

"Mn." He Zudao nodded. "What you said makes sense. Our strategy and tactics and war guidance mode are different from Beiyang. Beiyang fights Beiyang's way; we fight ours. I support your idea. How about this, at this Military Commission meeting, I will raise this question first. What do you think, Commander Pu?"

Pu Guanshui thought for a moment before answering, "It's better for me to say it first."

"Then I will follow to express my stance and support Commander Pu." He Zudao laughed.

Pu Guanshui breathed a sigh of relief and felt much better.

He Zudao continued, "However, Commander Pu, if you have any concerns and ideas about fighting Beiyang, you can communicate with me first. Pre-war preparation is to solve everyone's ideological problems. When fighting, there won't be time to think so much."

Pu Guanshui touched his forehead. He did have thoughts in his heart. "I feel now that I really want to fight Beiyang. I sincerely want to fight a battle with them and win against them."

He Zudao nodded. Although the political commissar was in charge of the military and political work of the army and was also the person in charge of the Party branch in the army, he didn't have a combat target he particularly wanted to target. He Zudao didn't particularly understand Pu Guanshui's enthusiasm for war. But he wouldn't dampen this enthusiasm either. "Then let's fight out the style of our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. We will definitely win."

Talking about military issues, Pu Guanshui immediately became enthusiastic. "We must apply the tactics mastered by our troops reasonably. Beiyang is unlike the Hubei New Army. In general battles, they still dare to risk their lives with you."

"Then let's go back to the conference room to talk." He Zudao suggested.

When the two returned to the conference room, several senior military and political cadres were already sitting at the table, discussing the upcoming war enthusiastically. Seeing He Zudao and Pu Guanshui, everyone stood up and saluted. After He Zudao and Pu Guanshui returned the salute, everyone's topic went straight to the war.

He said he wouldn't talk about Beiyang's military situation, but Pu Guanshui just didn't want to report to everyone like interrogating a prisoner. And he also knew that his report would not be regarded as a real strategic backbone before it could be verified. In this kind of normal discussion now, he still unknowingly told the situation he knew. "Beiyang is fed by silver. Whether enough money can be issued during war actually determines Beiyang's fighting will. On this point, the Beiyang Army is very similar to the Hubei New Army. The will of the commanding officer has a great influence on the troops. Li Yuanhong's original attitude was very passive, so the march relied entirely on the trained mode. We deployed for combat specifically, and Li Yuanhong was immediately beaten passively."

The military academy training in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army only reached the platoon level training now, and the platoon level training was not completely finished either. In terms of military literacy and theoretical analysis, Pu Guanshui now ranked after Chen Ke. Yan Fu was navy. In terms of army command alone, Pu Guanshui was absolutely not below Yan Fu. Other comrades had their own strengths in specific combat command, but when analyzing before the war, they still listened to Pu Guanshui more.

"Then what kind of commander is this person Duan Qirui?" Deputy Chief of Staff Gao Yujie asked.

"Actually, I'm not worried about Duan Qirui. I'm worried about Wang Shizhen. I don't know what performance Wang Shizhen can have facing a strong enemy, but this person is meticulous and knows how to observe very well. He will absolutely not act emotionally when doing things, and he is extremely decisive. Duan Qirui will definitely lead the vanguard. With Wang Shizhen supporting him behind, this battle is not easy to fight."

Deputy Chief of Staff Gao Yujie frowned and thought for a while. "Mn... Then why don't we let Duan Qirui into the base area first, and then concentrate forces to eliminate Wang Shizhen. After all, we have so many ships and have advantages in inland river maneuvering. The old troops also have experience in long-distance raids by water. We could march on a large scale in the Manchu-controlled area. Now we are on our own territory; marching efficiency will only be higher not lower."

Pu Guanshui's mind was full of thinking about how to solve Duan Qirui's 3rd Division. Originally he considered how to complete "closing the door and beating the dog" against Duan Qirui's 3rd Division. The military plan proposed by Gao Yujie made Pu Guanshui's eyes light up. The tactic the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army focused on training now was mobile warfare. Using large-scale water maneuver to conduct long-distance mobile warfare, Duan Qirui would absolutely not expect such a situation. Once Wang Shizhen was annihilated first, Duan Qirui would be trapped deep in the base area without reinforcements. This would be out-and-out closing the door and beating the dog.

"The farther the distance, the lower the degree of controllability." He Zudao expressed a relatively cautious attitude. This was not denying the strategic deployment proposed by Gao Yujie, but asking Gao Yujie to come up with more detailed ideas.

Gao Yujie knew this well. He laughed, "At this time you know how to make things difficult for our Staff Department. There is absolutely not only one military contingency plan. Formulating each contingency plan takes a lot of time. Looking at the notice, Beiyang will arrive in Xuzhou within a month. This battle is estimated to be fought in 40 days. There must be fifteen days of preparation time. You wait for our Staff Department to risk our lives with you first. If you still have a breath, the Logistics Department will continue to risk their lives with you."

"Beiyang is not easy to fight." Pu Guanshui said this again.

Other comrades couldn't help nodding. The Beiyang Army was the trump card in the hands of the Manchu Qing after all. If they could annihilate Duan Qirui's 3rd Division and destroy the troops of Admiral of Jiangbei Wang Shizhen at the same time, then the vast area from Anhui to Xuzhou would be completely open to the People's Party. Especially the canal grain transport (*Cao Yun*); the People's Party could completely control a section of it. The Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal includes multiple sections: 1. Tonghui River. (2) North Canal; (3) South Canal. (4) Lu Canal; (5) Middle Canal; (6) Inner Canal; (7) Jiangnan Canal. The Ming and Qing dynasties maintained the foundation of the Yuan Canal. In the Ming Dynasty, the river section in Shandong that had been silted up at the end of the Yuan Dynasty was re-dredged. From the middle of the Ming Dynasty to the early Qing Dynasty, canal projects such as Kaijiaokou Canal, Tongji New River, and Middle River, which separated the Yellow River and the Canal, were carried out between Xiazhen (now Weishan County) of Weishan Lake in Shandong and Qingjiangpu (now Huai'an). And the Moon River was excavated between the Yangtze and Huai Rivers, carrying out the project of separating the lake and grain transport. After the victory of the People's Party, fleets departing from Yangzhou shouldn't even think of going north without the consent of the People's Party. This blow to the Manchu Qing would be fatal.

While Pu Guanshui and others were talking, other comrades of the Military Commission arrived continuously. Soon the Military Commission members including Hua Xiongmao and Yan Fu were all present. Hua Xiongmao clapped his hands. "Comrades, Chairman Chen is holding a Politburo meeting now and won't attend the Military Commission meeting first. We formulate the military combat plan now, and examine and approve it together after Chairman Chen arrives."

Although Gao Yujie jokingly said the work of the Staff Department was heavy, in fact, the Staff Department had already had several preliminary plans long ago. The strategic layouts were similar, all luring the enemy in deep and adopting the mode of mobile warfare to close the door and beat the dog. The difference between these plans lay in to what extent the People's Party allowed the enemy to penetrate. The combat of the Manchu Qing had a core characteristic, which was relying on traffic lines for combat. Railways, main roads, and shipping were the combat core of the Manchu Qing. The People's Party was different. Due to mastering the countryside, the People's Party had a broader space for movement. If the Manchu Qing didn't leave the main road, then their traffic lines and supply lines were extremely fixed and fragile. If they left the main road, they could only adopt the mode of small unit action. It was impossible for the Manchu large troops to march into the countryside at will. Tens of thousands of people in the wild with unknown conditions, let alone fighting, just drinking water was a big problem.

After speaking a few basic ideas first, the comrades' eyes fell on Yan Fu in unison. Inland river shipping was the key in this battle. Anhui had dense waterways, plus capturing the ships of the Hubei New Army, the People's Party's inland river force was strong. So Duan Qirui either had a decisive battle with the People's Party on the inland river first to eliminate the inland river troops first. Leaving aside whether the Beiyang Army had this naval strength, many ships were not small in size. Once the inland river fleet sank in large numbers, even without man-made obstacles by the People's Party, just clearing the river channel would be enough to keep the Beiyang Army busy for a few months.

Those from the army occupied the majority in the Staff Department, but after several meetings, everyone had discussed these details of the navy. If Duan Qirui wanted to fight quickly, he had only the land route to take. Then as a naval expert, Yan Fu's opinion was particularly important.

Looking at the gazes of the young comrades, the old handsome man Yan Fu laughed, "If I were Duan Qirui, I definitely wouldn't attack the base area."

Listening to the old handsome man's joke, the young comrades couldn't help laughing out loud.

Yan Fu had a very serious personality originally, but since joining the People's Party, the smiles on his face increased day by day. In fact, Yan Fu was not a rigid person. The old handsome man was also quite active when he was young, but the surrounding environment forced him to be "serious and rigid." In the base area, the army stressed "serious, earnest, tense, lively." The old handsome man was with these vigorous young revolutionary soldiers; everyone had consistent ideals, and there was no internal strife or factional struggle. Yan Fu could originally achieve the first three of these four articles. Since he didn't need to bother with officialdom problems anymore, the fourth article also naturally emerged in Yan Fu.

Hearing Yan Fu's words, Hua Xiongmao laughed, "Then in the final analysis, we still have to discuss the enemy's strategic deployment?"

Saying lively, it wasn't comrades talking nonsense indulgently. Although they laughed, neither Hua Xiongmao nor Yan Fu spoke nonsense.

Yan Fu nodded. "So reconnaissance work must be done well. Moreover, our army cannot let the Manchu Qing block us in the Huai River now. The enemy is not stupid either. They know we captured the gunboats of the Hubei New Army; they will definitely worry about our fleet problem too. If the Beiyang Army marches along the river, it's not guaranteed when they will be shelled by our gunboats. They cannot accept this happening. So the Beiyang Army must at least consider blocking us in the Huai River so we won't cut off their rear. Duan Qirui is not an incompetent person, and Wang Shizhen is even known as the Dragon of Beiyang, considering problems very meticulously. They won't fail to think of this point."

The comrades of the Military Commission nodded in agreement. Predicting the enemy's action is a very troublesome thing, unless there are our own people inside the enemy, or we know the enemy very well. Otherwise, underestimating the enemy's ability is definitely not okay, and overestimating the enemy's ability is even less okay. And the less incompetent the enemy is, the more they know how to collect intelligence and observe and judge changes in the battlefield situation. It is not easy to make such an enemy fall into the trap pre-set by the People's Party easily.

"Then how did Chairman Chen predict Li Yuanhong?" Someone asked this question.

Hua Xiongmao replied, "Chairman Chen emphasized this repeatedly. He didn't predict, but made Li Yuanhong have only one choice to make. Now the Beiyang Army has quite a few choices."

"I know the Beiyang Army has many choices. Then we analyze them carefully one by one and exclude them one by one."

This suggestion was approved by the comrades.

Gao Yujie saw that everyone was about to discuss this issue immediately, and this issue could definitely not be solved in a short while. He hurriedly said, "Please wait a moment; I have a strategic idea. We don't fight Duan Qirui first, but wipe out Wang Shizhen behind Duan Qirui first. No matter how they imagine, the enemy will think we fight Duan Qirui at the front end first. Wang Shizhen is behind, so prevention is relatively less. We don't care what tricks Duan Qirui plays, or even whether Duan Qirui leads the vanguard or Wang Shizhen leads the vanguard. As long as we annihilate the Manchu troops located behind, the Manchu troops leading the vanguard will be trapped deep in the base area, and destruction is only a matter of time."

This idea opened up the thinking of many comrades at that time. Yan Fu and Hua Xiongmao both showed smiles of approval. Pu Guanshui hurriedly added a sentence, "I came from the Beiyang Army. At least when I was in the Beiyang Army, I absolutely didn't know what People's War meant. If I were the vanguard, even if I couldn't win and wanted to retreat, I would also think that the vast countryside is free to pass."

Hearing this, almost all comrades laughed. Yes, before everyone learned People's War, everyone also thought that the vast countryside could be passed at will. Uninhabited fields, villages and towns where supplies could be obtained. Although one wanted to retreat, the enemy couldn't grow wings and fly ahead. But now, the revolutionary soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were all clear. When a non-people's army entered the vast countryside, in front of the People's War, they just fell into a death trap. If they broke out relying on traffic lines regardless of life and death, there might be a slight possibility of survival.

"We don't know what the Beiyang Army will do, but does everyone have ideas on which strategy to choose?" Seeing his suggestion received praise, Gao Yujie continued to ask.

"What about the Hubei New Army and the Jiangnan New Army?" Pu Guanshui asked. He was very concerned about the dynamics of these two troops.

Hua Xiongmao replied, "Although we also have to guard against them, Chairman Chen's meaning is very clear. The Hubei New Army will absolutely not repeat the same mistake this time. Through small unit attacks, the Hubei New Army will probably make a show of attacking Anqing this time. The Restoration Society has great power in the Jiangnan New Army. Chairman Chen has sent people to contact the Restoration Society. He doesn't want the Restoration Society to stop the Jiangnan New Army from moving out, nor does he want the Restoration Society to incite the New Army to rebel. He only wants the Restoration Society to propagate one thing in the Jiangnan New Army: wait for the opportunity to move."

Hearing these arrangements, the comrades of the Military Commission nodded repeatedly. Chen Ke's attitude was actually very clear, which was to knock out the strongest Beiyang Army route. As long as the Hubei New Army and the Jiangnan New Army could be stabilized temporarily, after the People's Party annihilated the Beiyang Army, these two armies would immediately choose to retreat. This was inevitable.

"So, what do you think?" Gao Yujie continued to ask.

The comrades of the Military Commission looked at each other. Yan Fu spoke first, "I approve of Comrade Gao Yujie's plan."

"I also approve." Hua Xiongmao followed to express his stance.

After voting, the Military Commission passed Gao Yujie's plan to hit the rear first and then the front.
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Chapter 72 The Collapse of the Tongmenghui

While the Military Commission formally determined the campaign model for the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign, the envoy sent to visit the Guangfu Society had arrived at his destination, Shaoxing.

Shaoxing now had the flavor of a revolutionary center in Jiangnan. There were many slogans of "Down with the Manchu Qing, Create a Republic" on the streets, and revolutionaries shouting themselves hoarse doing propaganda on street corners. It must be explained that this was not a strange sight in the late Qing. Historically, after Qiu Jin was arrested, the Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu killed Qiu Jin. Local gentry raised protests, striving to "rehabilitate" Qiu Jin. The gentry's reason was simple: "Qiu Jin was only inciting revolution, not actually rebelling. And without a confession, the Manchu Qing killing Qiu Jin was killing an innocent person indiscriminately." Leaving aside whether Qiu Jin was innocent, posting slogans and doing revolutionary propaganda in the city was really quite a common thing.

The reason Shaoxing city was different was that those guarding the city gates and patrolling the city in formation all had short hair. Moreover, from a military perspective, the deployment of these people had quite a few commendable points.

The People's Party envoy was named Cheng Mingmiao. Before he arrived in Shaoxing, Chen Ke had already contacted the Guangfu Society through the liaison station. Guangfu Society comrades welcomed Cheng Mingmiao early on. Originally, the Guangfu Society comrades wanted to take Cheng Mingmiao directly to the Guangfu Society headquarters, but Cheng Mingmiao proposed to go look at the gate of the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen.

"Mr. Cheng, what is there to see?" Although saying this with his mouth, the voice of Chen Boping, who was responsible for reception, had a feeling of pride. Arriving at the gate of the Prefect's Yamen, they saw that those guarding the gate were no longer Qing soldiers, but armed personnel with short hair.

Cheng Mingmiao smiled and asked: "This Prefect is still inside, right?"

"That's right. Because the Lord Prefect is in poor health, government affairs are now handled by deputies." Chen Boping answered very appropriately.

Hearing this, Cheng Mingmiao nodded vigorously.

In the few months in Chizhou, the main cadres of the Guangfu Society had personally experienced how difficult it was to operate a local government. A few months of arduous practical experience was more effective for those willing to learn than studying books for a few years. This uprising of the Guangfu Society on its own turf showed considerable progress. Although they still hadn't been able to deepen their strength into the countryside, at any rate, before the revolution, the Guangfu Society had already built corresponding departments in a tit-for-tat manner and actually controlled a considerable part of the real power in Shaoxing city.

There was also some luck in the success of these actions. Before the start of the Second Counter-Encirclement, the Manchu Qing troops in Jiangnan had already begun to contract comprehensively. This wasn't the local troops slacking off; because once the Ninth Town of the New Army in Nanjing crossed the river north, Jiangnan would be completely empty. The Manchu Qing's military strength could at most be used to guard strongholds. At this time, the Guangfu Society took the lead in seizing control of Shaoxing and encountered basically no resistance.

Cheng Mingmiao felt the Guangfu Society had a bit of the flavor of learning from the People's Party. The development of the People's Party in Fengtai County also seized control of the county town first. Thinking this in his heart, Cheng Mingmiao didn't make any comments. He came to visit the Guangfu Society to request cooperation, not to inspect as a high official. Dictating to the Guangfu Society was a very impolite action.

Tao Chengzhang received Cheng Mingmiao in the Datong School. As the "Cadre School" of the Guangfu Society, the status of the Datong School was quite critical now. After the two sides met, there was no superfluous nonsense. Cheng Mingmiao handed Chen Ke's handwritten letter to Tao Chengzhang and then waited quietly.

After reading the letter, Tao Chengzhang passed the letter to Zhang Taiyan beside him. He looked at Cheng Mingmiao with burning eyes. "Mr. Cheng, your party's Chairman Chen is always so polite."

Cheng Mingmiao smiled: "Everyone wants to overthrow the Manchu Qing; such matters still need the cooperation of Guangfu Society comrades."

Chen Ke didn't make excessive demands in the letter. He only hoped that the Guangfu Society personnel in the Jiangnan New Army would vigorously propagandize "waiting for the opportunity to act," letting these people incite a "bystander mood" among officers and soldiers. Ever since the People's Party annihilated the seven thousand Hubei New Army troops in Hefei and Anqing, the various Qing armies lost their arrogance when facing the People's Party. What Chen Ke wanted to utilize was this attitude. Historically, the Qing army didn't coordinate operations to begin with. Chen Ke only hoped they would maintain this tradition; when the People's Party dealt with the Beiyang New Army with full force, other New Armies could just watch the battle.

The current Qing army was like the troops of various warlords and the Kuomintang later; if one wanted to fight a tough battle, one had to give rewards. The Kuomintang scattered silver dollars widely before moving out back then, and the current New Army was about the same. Chen Ke didn't plan to use too much strength to deal with the Jiangnan New Army. Besides military action, if this bystander mood could be strengthened and incited in the New Army, the effect would naturally be better.

Tao Chengzhang didn't understand Chen Ke's plan too deeply. He just felt Chen Ke's style of never making excessive demands was very satisfying. The only thing that made Tao Chengzhang regretful was that the request Chen Ke made was a bit too simple. Sending someone specifically for such an easy thing casually showed Chen Ke's degree of importance, but the Guangfu Society couldn't claim any kindness to the People's Party because of this favor.

"I wonder if Chairman Chen has other words for Mr. Cheng to bring?" Tao Chengzhang asked.

"The things Chairman Chen wanted to say are all written clearly in the letter; there are no other matters for me to handle." Cheng Mingmiao confirmed his mission again.

While speaking, the main cadres of the Guangfu Society had already finished reading the letter. Zhang Taiyan said: "Does Mr. Chen not want us to send troops to help?"

"If the letter didn't say it, then there isn't. I'm only responsible for delivering the letter." Cheng Mingmiao laughed.

Although the Guangfu Society cadres were deeply impressed by the People's Party, the only ones who had truly dealt with Chen Ke were Tao Chengzhang, Xu Xilin, and Qiu Jin. Chen Ke's request was so low that quite a few Guangfu Society cadres couldn't quite believe it. Even if Chen Ke didn't send someone specifically to contact them, the Guangfu Society would have done this anyway. They could all distinguish the basic situation. If the People's Party were crushed, the pressure on the Guangfu Society would definitely increase sharply. The Guangfu Society wouldn't shed blood and sacrifice for the People's Party; they could only try their best to prevent the Jiangnan New Army from attacking the People's Party with full force.

Seeing the doubtful gazes of the Guangfu Society cadres, Cheng Mingmiao smiled: "Gentlemen, there is another matter I should mention. Some time ago, Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren of the Tongmenghui arrived in our base area and invited us to join the Tongmenghui. Chairman Chen has already rejected this matter. Although this matter has nothing to do with the war about to happen, since the Guangfu Society has already withdrawn from the Tongmenghui, we can't fail to tell everyone about this matter."

"Hmph hmph." Tao Chengzhang gave a cold laugh. He knew the People's Party would absolutely not join the Tongmenghui, so he just gave a cold laugh. "Mr. Cheng, let me introduce you. These are our Guangfu Society comrades."

After the introduction, everyone naturally had to talk to each other. The Guangfu Society cadres began to ask about the People's Party base area, either intentionally or just out of curiosity. Cheng Mingmiao explained everyone's questions in words the Guangfu Society could understand. During this Q&A, Cheng Mingmiao realized that Chen Ke's evaluation of the Guangfu Society before he came really hit the mark. Chen Ke's original words were: "The Guangfu Society is a very unprofessional organization."

Where the difference between "professional" and "unprofessional" lay, Cheng Mingmiao didn't understand. Cheng Mingmiao was just a not very outstanding mid-level cadre in the People's Party. He also felt there were many problems in his daily work; he hadn't learned many things of the Party organization, let alone understood them effectively. He originally thought he might not be able to see through problems like Chairman Chen, but shortly after talking with the Guangfu Society, Cheng Mingmiao felt where the gap between the two sides lay.

Regarding practical problems, the Guangfu Society only saw what could be seen with the naked eye. Regarding the conflicts and contradictions hidden under the appearance, the Guangfu Society rarely paid attention. Cheng Mingmiao felt the Guangfu Society cadres considered conflict and contradiction a problem that couldn't be put on the table for discussion. The People's Party was completely different; the People's Party's work was to find contradictions, then analyze contradictions, and finally find methods to solve contradictions.

This difference, which seemed like the People's Party focused on "abstract principles" and the Guangfu Society focused on "practical matters," when really applied to specific problems, the superiority was immediately decided. After the People's Party encountered a problem, through analysis of internal contradictions, various specific methods to solve the problem came out immediately.

For example, the rural issue the Guangfu Society cared about considerably; they hoped the People's Party could give various suggestions. But the reason Cheng Mingmiao was considered "not outstanding" in work was that his performance in rural work wasn't good. Even Cheng Mingmiao, who wasn't highly evaluated in the People's Party, hearing the Guangfu Society talk big about going to the countryside to propagandize revolution, uniting gentry, and forcibly cutting queues, also felt these Guangfu Society members full of enthusiasm in front of him were a bit too childish.

Cheng Mingmiao could be selected as a messenger not because the People's Party treated this job as a "demotion" post. Acting as a messenger required the ability to tell lies with eyes open, and Cheng Mingmiao happened to have this aptitude. Although this aptitude couldn't effectively promote work at the grassroots level, it was a rare advantage in diplomacy. Although he had many thoughts in his heart, Cheng Mingmiao could answer or refuse to answer the Guangfu Society's questions with a serious and sincere attitude, politely and appropriately.

The People's Party had many meetings. Cheng Mingmiao didn't need to rack his brains to think of anything; he just needed to take out those words comrades said in his memory that had been proven wrong, and it was enough to make these people of the Guangfu Society resonate. regarding such a matter no different from deception, Cheng Mingmiao had no inner condemnation. He was originally delivering a letter; it was the Guangfu Society who wanted to pull him to chat idly. Since it was so, Cheng Mingmiao had absolutely no reason to spread the People's Party's political concepts. How good it was to let everyone be happy.

While the Guangfu Society comrades and Cheng Mingmiao "chatted happily," the Tongmenghui representatives Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, who had basically completely broken with the People's Party, returned to Tokyo to report work to the Tongmenghui. The withdrawal of the Guangfu Society actually dealt a bigger blow to the Tongmenghui than imagined. Since the Guangfu Society was a local force in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, it had close relations with the gentry. And among the students in Japan, those from Jiangsu and Zhejiang who leaned towards the Guangfu Society were quite large in number. Moreover, at this time, there was another big problem: Sun Yat-sen accepted funding from the Japanese government without public discussion.

The Japanese government's shelter and support for Sun Yat-sen had a long history. According to credible historical materials, Sun Yat-sen established contact with the Japanese government in the first year he swore to overthrow the Qing court. In the years since, Sun Yat-sen traveled to and from Japan as if entering an uninhabited land. But at this time, perhaps because the Japanese government needed help from the Manchu Qing government on the issue of the Three Northeast Provinces, or perhaps because the constitutional movement led by the Qing government proceeded smoothly, giving the Japanese government new hope, they resolutely abandoned Sun Yat-sen.

Of course, the Japanese government didn't completely accept the Manchu Qing government's request to "deport" Sun Yat-sen. Actually, they were betting on both sides. They were unwilling to offend the Manchu Qing government just like that, nor were they willing to make things too difficult for Sun Yat-sen and the revolutionaries. Who knew what the situation would be like in ten or twenty years? So the Japanese government was unwilling to use coercive means to oppress Sun Yat-sen. Instead, through Toyama Mitsuru, a Japanese person close to Sun Yat-sen and the revolutionaries, they persuaded him to leave voluntarily, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and a commercial institution each provided 18,000 yuan in funding. For the Japanese government, this method of pleasing both sides offended no one. They could explain to the Qing government: after all, you asked Sun Yat-sen to go, and he left. It was also easy to talk to Sun Yat-sen: look, there's really no way, avoid it for a while. Anyway, Japan's door is open to you; Mr. Sun can still come back when the environment changes in the future.

In history, this event directly led to the Guangfu Society announcing its withdrawal from the Tongmenghui. But in this era of Chen Ke, the Guangfu Society was because they couldn't accept Sun Yat-sen's attitude of hiding overseas to make revolution. Plus the Yue Wang Hui, which bore the name of the Tongmenghui at the time, once occupied Anqing and had many conflicts with the Guangfu Society, so there was no cooperation to speak of. These things all led to the Guangfu Society's utter disappointment with the Tongmenghui.

Now Sun Yat-sen still took this funding from the Japanese, and the Japanese spoke so sincerely, so Sun Yat-sen had to leave Japan. But Sun Yat-sen was unwilling before leaving; he made a final effort, letting Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren go to Anhui, hoping to pull Chen Ke into the Tongmenghui. Figures like Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren were forced to be lobbyists, also completely out of helplessness. If the People's Party joined the Tongmenghui, then Sun Yat-sen would have many means. Whether for external propaganda or even bargaining with the Japanese, there would be room. Learning that the People's Party cleanly refused cooperation, Sun Yat-sen was very disappointed. After a moment of silence, Sun Yat-sen said: "I have already ordered Hanmin to build the Tongmenghui headquarters in Nanyang (Southeast Asia). Let's go south temporarily. Since there is Beiyang in the north, the People's Party in Anhui, and the Guangfu Society in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, our Tongmenghui should still go to Liangguang (Guangdong and Guangxi)."

Because Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary party lacked armed forces under its own control, it naturally couldn't be like the People's Party, raising the banner first and then attacking cities and seizing land. Sun Yat-sen and the others' uprisings were a bit like doing business: first raising capital, buying firearms, spending money to smuggle them back, and also spending money to buy participants, from secret societies to New Armies and even Defense Battalions. Even the activity funds for uprising backbones, from transport and accommodation to money for food, had to be prepared in advance. Quite a few revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen were originally professional revolutionaries who had to rely on donations to support themselves; money was loose for a while and tight for a while. Raising a large sum of rebellion funds was really not easy. Whenever party members had property, most of it couldn't be kept. Sun Yat-sen's brother Sun Mei bankrupted his family to support his younger brother's revolution. And another revolutionary rich man, Zhang Jingjiang—it is said that the secret codes for his remittances to Sun Yat-sen were A, B, C, D, E representing 10,000, 20,000, 30,000, 40,000, and 50,000 respectively. And Sun Yat-sen frequently sent him a C or E, leaving him struggling to cope. However, the biggest financial source for the revolutionary party was still Nanyang. After all, the revolutionary party soliciting donations could only rely on overseas Chinese, and the place with the most Chinese was Southeast Asia. Europe and America had to rank second. And among the people in the Tongmenghui, the one with the most overseas resources and strongest fundraising ability was still Sun Yat-sen. Only Sun Yat-sen had the most connections among overseas Chinese. What needs to be mentioned is that the donations back then were not entirely out of the revolutionary consciousness of overseas Chinese. Quite a few donations were actually a bit of betting investment by Chinese people in the revolution. When revolutionaries solicited donations, they often promised donors some official titles after the revolution succeeded. Of course, the vast majority of these official titles had no possibility of being honored after the revolution succeeded.

Whenever money was involved, disputes were inevitable. The outspoken Zhang Taiyan tore face and made a big scene with Sun Yat-sen over the *Min Bao* funds; behind this was actually the long-term dissatisfaction of some Tongmenghui members from the Southeast and Central regions with Sun Yat-sen. In their view, investing too much capital in Sun Yat-sen's hometown area of Liangguang was obviously due to regional bias. However, considering the source of funds, Sun Yat-sen probably could only choose this way. After all, Chinese overseas in Nanyang mostly came from Liangguang. If they could occupy a piece of land in Guangdong, it would also be convenient to strive for overseas aid. In Sun Yat-sen's eyes, a place like Wuhan, a battleground of four directions, was especially not to be considered. Therefore, after the Zhang Taiyan incident, the Tongmenghui was actually in a state of partial split. Some former Guangfu Society members acted on their own in the Southeast region. And former Hua Xing Hui members from the Central region also did their own thing. Of course, they couldn't count on Sun Yat-sen's fundraising relief.

After the Guangfu Society withdrew from the Tongmenghui, Sun Yat-sen had already made such a decision. Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren both knew it. Hearing Sun Yat-sen mention this matter again, the two looked at each other, as if making a great determination. Huang Xing said: "Mr. Sun, I don't plan to go to Nanyang. I want to go back to Hunan with Jiaoren and comrades from the Hua Xing Hui to have a look."

"Why?" Sun Yat-sen felt very surprised.

Song Jiaoren took over the conversation. "Since the People's Party can fight out Anhui relying on their own strength, we can also return to Hunan and start from the foundation; we may not necessarily be inferior to the People's Party. Moreover, the Manchu Qing's encirclement this time is menacing; if it fails, the world will be shaken immediately. Officials everywhere, to protect themselves, won't dare to persecute the revolutionary party so ruthlessly, and we can also have more room for maneuver."

Sun Yat-sen looked at Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. The forces once gathered under the banner of the Tongmenghui really had a bit of a "national" flavor: Jiangsu-Zhejiang, Lianghu (Hunan/Hubei), Guangdong, plus overseas students from all over the country. Everyone engaged in the Tongmenghui in Japan, plus the Royalist Party Kang Youwei and others in Japan; it actually became a confluence area for various Chinese political forces.

But now, this situation had changed greatly. First, the Royalist Party Constitutionalists began to lean towards Beiyang's Yuan Shikai, while the Guangfu Society clearly raised the banner of cooperation with the People's Party. Now if Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren of the Hua Xing Hui in the Lianghu region withdrew again, what remained of the Tongmenghui would be the overseas Chinese and the Guangdong region.

Is this the end of the Tongmenghui? Sun Yat-sen thought.
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Chapter 73: Repatriation (1)

The plaques at the gate of the Anhui Governor's Yamen had been replaced by two new ones: "Anqing Municipal Committee of the People's Party" on the left and "Anqing Municipal People's Government" on the right. However, both plaques were very crude, just logs casually brushed with varnish and then written with names by someone with good handwriting. Zhang Yu, the Mayor of Anqing, didn't take these two plaques too seriously himself. As the most forward outpost of the People's Party, Anqing City now had only one battalion stationed. This battalion was a full-strength four-four system unit with a total of one thousand people. Including Zhang Yu, no one in the unit felt that these one thousand people could hold Anqing by force. It was no secret that the Hubei New Army would attack again. The troops knew this very well. But the troops didn't have the idea of quitting. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally had its own practices and style. The troops had already formulated retreat routes and plans. After determining the retreat route, the troops carried out their work without any worries.

Under Zhang Yu's organization, this battalion was not so much a garrison as a work team. Restore order and operate city life. Zhang Yu and the comrades worked enthusiastically and with relish. Since returning to Anqing, the first thing restored was urban hygiene, and then the dock resumed operation at least. Although the number of merchants decreased greatly, the life order in Anqing returned to normal anyway. Next, the People's Party opened cooperatives and established the Anqing Municipal Bank. Relying on grain transported from outside and the issuance of Renminbi, life in Anqing could also be maintained. Anqing City, which had experienced war three times in the past six months, finally managed to operate normally.

Now within the People's Party, Zhang Yu undoubtedly had the largest office. The office of the Anhui Governor was now occupied by Zhang Yu and the Municipal Party Secretary. Early in the morning, Zhang Yu arrived at the office. He had an important job today, which was the task of handing over the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army. In the Battle of Hefei, the People's Party captured many wounded soldiers. Those who couldn't hold on had died, and those who could hold on were completely out of danger. Now that a war was about to break out, the People's Party sent these wounded soldiers to Anqing, and then Zhang Yu sent them across the Yangtze River, thus completing the repatriation work.

Although Anqing claimed to have complete Party and government teams, in fact, no one took this seriously. Zhang Yu served as the Mayor of Anqing and the Minister of the Armed Forces of Anqing, while the Municipal Party Secretary was Battalion Political Commissar Lu Zhengping. These two sets of teams were completely the military team putting on the title of civil institutions. Since the main leaders were all soldiers, there was naturally no such tenderness when discussing repatriation issues.

"There is only one company of troops escorting the captives. Should we keep this company?" Lu Zhengping asked. Although his current status was actually higher than Zhang Yu's, Lu Zhengping was still not used to giving orders to his old boss. When discussing problems, he involuntarily centered on Zhang Yu.

Zhang Yu replied, "I have already sent a report to the Military Commission. We will know when we wait for the Military Commission's reply." When war could break out at any time, even just one more company might have a different impact on the war situation.

"In addition, it is said that some ashes of the war dead were sent this time. Where should the families set up the mourning hall?" Lu Zhengping was engaged in political commissar work after all, and he had sufficient sensitivity to these civil affairs works. The People's Party didn't hide anything. Before this repatriation of captives, the People's Party specially sent several captured Hubei New Army officers and soldiers to Wuhan to notify Zhao Erxun, the Governor-General of Huguang who had only been in office for a few months. And let them inform Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Eighth Division of the Hubei New Army. Hoping they could send ships to pick up these New Army officers and soldiers.

Neither the military nor the government of Hubei responded. Instead, many families of captured Hubei New Army soldiers rushed to Anqing, preparing to pick up their relatives. The People's Party arranged for them to live collectively in the Ma Ying barracks in the west of the city. Of course, many spies of the Hubei New Army mixed in with these people. The People's Party had caught many people carrying guns, but these people insisted they were relatives after being caught. After confiscating their guns, the People's Party still allowed them to live in the barracks.

Facing this memorial problem, Zhang Yu replied, "Let them set up their own mourning halls in Ma Ying. By the way, notify the merchants in Anqing who engage in funeral business to prepare to sell paper money, incense, and candles. They are not allowed to raise prices."

After discussing some details for a while, the two felt there were basically no problems, so Lu Zhengping went out to arrange work.

In Anqing city, besides the People's Party, there was another political force. They were the Yue Wang Society returning to Anqing. Now the reputation of the Yue Wang Society in Anqing was very low. The people of Anqing remembered the trouble brought by the Yue Wang Society vividly. Except for brothels and casinos, no one was willing to pay attention to them. And this time Chen Duxiu and others strictly enforced the discipline of the Yue Wang Society. Any member of the Yue Wang Society was absolutely not allowed to visit prostitutes or gamble. As a result, the Yue Wang Society was completely ignored in Anqing now. Chen Duxiu was not discouraged; he actively asked to undertake work. So he was assigned the task of guarding the families of the Hubei New Army temporarily living in Ma Ying.

More than four hundred people of the Yue Wang Society were divided into three shifts, guarding the key points of Ma Ying and patrolling day and night. It was Chen Duxiu's shift in the morning. He led the patrol team out for inspection. Halfway through, Bai Wenwei and Fan Chuanjia joined the team with a few people. Chen Duxiu knew they must have something, so he slowed down his pace. Sure enough, Bai Wenwei pulled Chen Duxiu. "Mr. Chen, news came from the Tongmenghui. Mr. Sun has gone to Nanyang, saying he wants to rebuild the Tongmenghui headquarters in Nanyang."

"Rebuild?" Chen Duxiu was very surprised by this word. Literally speaking, this word meant that the headquarters of the Tongmenghui was destroyed. Even if the headquarters of the Tongmenghui no longer remained in Japan, it could only be said to be a "transfer." Did the Tongmenghui really fall apart? Although the Yue Wang Society withdrew from the Tongmenghui, Chen Duxiu still paid close attention to the Tongmenghui. "What exactly happened?" Chen Duxiu asked.

Bai Wenwei's face looked very bad. He took out two letters. "This is what I received today."

The first letter was from Sun Yat-sen. In the letter, Sun Yat-sen vigorously praised the contribution of the Yue Wang Society in "initiating revolutionary forces to occupy the provincial capital," followed by some words about continuing sincere cooperation.

The second letter was jointly signed by Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. The letter said that the Huaxinghui originally active in Lianghu was re-established. As "neighbors," they hoped to cooperate fully with the Yue Wang Society.

Chen Duxiu was a smart man. He had guessed that Sun Yat-sen had parted ways with Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Sighing slightly, Chen Duxiu put away the letters.

"Mr. Chen, what does the letter say?" Xu Youfeng, who was following Chen Duxiu, asked.

"Read it yourself." Chen Duxiu didn't want to speak ill of the Tongmenghui. He handed the letter to Xu Youfeng.

"Mr. Chen, if the Tongmenghui moves to Nanyang, what should we do? Cooperate with Mr. Huang Xing?" Fan Chuanjia had read the letter and asked somewhat anxiously.

"Company Commander Fan, since we decided to cooperate with the People's Party, let's not provoke other forces." Chen Duxiu replied. His words were already very impolite. And Bai Wenwei simply glared at Fan Chuanjia. After returning to Anqing this time, some people in the Yue Wang Society were originally quite honest. But seeing that the People's Party only left one battalion of troops in Anqing, and the number of people in the Yue Wang Society reached four hundred again. Those who were originally unconvinced with the People's Party began to have thoughts in their hearts again. Fan Chuanjia was a representative of them.

"Grand Commander, why should we be under the People's Party?" Although Fan Chuanjia knew this was unrealistic, he couldn't help complaining, "Grand Commander, you have outstanding prestige in Anhui; you should be the Mayor of Anqing anyway."

"What if I become the Mayor of Anqing? Let the Hubei New Army drive me away again?" Chen Duxiu asked.

Now Fan Chuanjia was silent. The Hubei New Army would attack sooner or later. This news was not a secret. If the People's Party withdrew, the Yue Wang Society would absolutely not stay alone to defend Anqing to the death. When there were thousands of people, the Yue Wang Society couldn't hold Anqing; now with four hundred people, it was even more impossible to hold.

While talking, a messenger of the People's Party ran over from a distance. The messenger brought news that the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army had arrived in Anqing, and Zhang Yu asked the Yue Wang Society to prepare to receive the wounded soldiers. After the messenger ran away, Xu Youfeng returned the letter to Chen Duxiu. Everyone didn't say much anymore and went towards Ma Ying. At the camp gate, Xu Youfeng took an opportunity to leave Chen Duxiu's side. He called over a member of the Yue Wang Society and instructed him for a while. That person quietly left Ma Ying.

Zhang Yu might be the only person in the entire People's Party who cared about the fate of the Tongmenghui. He had been collecting news about the Tongmenghui. This was not because Zhang Yu cared about "revolutionary comrades." The Yue Wang Society once joined the Tongmenghui. Even today when they announced their withdrawal from the Tongmenghui and cooperated fully with the People's Party, there were still many people in the Yue Wang Society who had illusions about the Tongmenghui. And although the current Yue Wang Society was spurned by the citizens of Anqing City, Zhang Yu, as the Mayor of Anqing City, still dared not underestimate the Yue Wang Society. After all, the People's Party had only one battalion in Anqing, while the Yue Wang Society now had nearly four hundred people.

Since the Yue Wang Society returned to Anqing, many people who had left the Yue Wang Society returned. Those who defected to the People's Party were sent to Hefei by Zhang Yu. Some former Yue Wang Society members were unwilling to go, so these people chose to rejoin the Yue Wang Society. The number of members of the Yue Wang Society recovered somewhat. Of course, some members of the Yue Wang Society "returned to the Yue Wang Society" under Zhang Yu's arrangement. Their task was to provide information to Zhang Yu. Xu Youfeng was the person in charge among this group of people. Sending someone to deliver the latest news to Zhang Yu, Xu Youfeng found Chen Duxiu again and began to get busy.

Some of these families waiting for the Hubei New Army soldiers had arrived for five or six days, and some had just arrived. Hearing that their relatives were about to arrive, everyone gathered at the camp gate with apprehension. The People's Party provided a list to the Hubei military and government, but obviously, Hubei did not publish these lists. The families learned the news that their relatives were captured and repatriated through those soldiers. But as to who survived and who died, they only saw the roster after arriving in Anqing.

Seeing the names of relatives who were still alive on the roster, their families were naturally overjoyed. Those families who saw that their relatives had died in battle cried loudly at that time, but they held the hope that the People's Party made a mistake. Hearing that relatives were coming, no matter whose family they were, they had anxious looks on their faces and stretched their necks to look.

When the long queue of wounded soldiers finally appeared in sight, the families couldn't help but want to rush up. The members of the Yue Wang Society immediately lined up to block the families preparing to rush out. "Don't be chaotic, don't be chaotic." The soldiers of the Yue Wang Society shouted. They managed to block the families with difficulty, but dense running sounds came from behind. The people of the Yue Wang Society turned their heads and saw the officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army running quickly. After entering the city, they were told that some people's families came to meet them. Most of them thought this was a joke played by the People's Party. Unexpectedly, seeing the figures of familiar relatives from afar, the soldiers were ecstatic in their hearts. After experiencing that cruel and bloody battle, they really didn't expect to see their relatives so soon. Seeing some people with guns blocking their relatives, they couldn't care about so much anymore, and everyone ran towards their relatives.

"Make way." Seeing the situation was uncontrollable, Chen Duxiu shouted hurriedly.

The people of the Yue Wang Society hurriedly dodged to the side. The two streams of people rushed together directly like this.

Everyone was looking for their relatives. Relatives reunited were happy, calling father and mother, calling brother, calling pet names, jumping and laughing. Those who didn't find their relatives temporarily couldn't help walking around in the crowd, asking if their family members had come when seeing acquaintances and neighbors.

In this jubilant atmosphere, someone suddenly began to cry loudly. Those were the relatives who confirmed that their loved ones had died in battle beginning to cry bitterly. Watching this scene where pain and joy coexisted, both the people of the Yue Wang Society and the comrades of the People's Party had mixed feelings.

Those who could run from Hubei to Anhui were from families not short of money. Their number was actually limited. At least more than half of the New Army soldiers had no one to pick them up. Watching others' family reunions, these Hubei New Army soldiers felt extremely uncomfortable in their hearts.

Seeing everyone had met almost enough, the leader of the People's Party shouted with a megaphone: "Brothers of the Hubei New Army, elders of Hubei. We have sent people to notify the Governor-General of Huguang and Commander Zhang Biao of the New Army Eighth Division, asking them to send ships to pick everyone up. Now the ship has not arrived yet. But we cannot let everyone stay here for long. Those who want to cross the river now, we have ships to send you. If you want to go back via Jiangbei, please hit the road."

Hearing this, the faces of many New Army families changed. They hurriedly grabbed their newly reunited relatives. The leader of the People's Party thought everyone misunderstood his statement, so he shouted again: "Everyone, we ask everyone to leave quickly not meaning to harm you. A war is about to be fought again soon; it is really inconvenient for everyone to stay here. Please understand our difficulties."

"Comrade, can we rest here for a while?" A Hubei New Army soldier shouted.

"Resting here is allowed. We also provide you with food. Although not much, seven days of dry food for each New Army brother is available. In addition, if there are relatives who want to pay homage to the relatives killed in battle here, we also sell incense, candles, and yellow paper. Because our troops don't have these things to use, everyone has to pay money to buy them from merchants. Don't worry, we will absolutely not raise prices to cheat everyone."

Hearing such humane treatment, the faces of the New Army and their families looked much better. At this time, someone was heard shouting: "Everyone, we don't want these rebels' things. They killed many of our brothers; we absolutely cannot let it go with them."

Hearing this, everyone was stunned. The people of the Yue Wang Society all carried guns, and many people prepared to raise their guns to aim at the crowd. Seeing the situation was wrong, Chen Duxiu immediately shouted loudly: "No one is allowed to move guns. Our Yue Wang Society comrades return to the city."

Hearing Chen Duxiu's order, the Yue Wang Society crowd suppressed their anger and began to retreat. During the retreat, someone shouted from the crowd of captives and families: "Who are you? You are not our brother; why are you shouting randomly?" Listening to this, it was obvious that the newly released captives caught the person who shouted randomly just now.

A moment later, several released captives had dragged a person out of the crowd. Under the supervision of the People's Party, the Yue Wang Society had searched the bodies and luggage carried by these families. At that time, both Zhang Yu and Chen Duxiu strictly ordered that body searches were allowed, but absolutely no property of the common people could be taken; violators would be killed without pardon. So many weapons were found. Everyone saw the person dragged out clearly and had an impression. This person carried a very nice pistol. The pistol had been confiscated and now belonged to Chang Hengfang of the Yue Wang Society.

Seeing he was dragged out, the person obviously failed in his action to incite the captives. He simply stiffened his neck and shouted: "Are you blind? Look who I am!"

The officers among the captives looked carefully, and someone couldn't help shouting: "He is a Regiment Commander (*Guandai*) of the Manchu Battalion."

As soon as these words came out, the New Army and families were stunned.

There was a Manchu Battalion in the Hubei New Army, responsible for searching for revolutionaries. Equivalent to supervising the army, these Manchus regarded themselves as superior and were usually very arrogant. Now seeing people from the Manchu Battalion appear, and an officer at that, the New Army already knew clearly in their hearts. Although the Hubei official side did not send ships, they were actually prepared.

Seeing his identity exposed, the Manchu Battalion Regiment Commander sneered, "Don't believe the words of these chaotic bandits buying people's hearts. When we fight back another day, we will definitely take these people's lives."

But the families obviously didn't believe this. Suddenly someone shouted: "Everyone go back to Hubei by yourselves; never go with him. The New Army soldiers who returned to Hubei a while ago were tormented miserably by these people."

The difference between new and old sources of soldiers inevitably affects the inherent quality of soldiers. Old troops "are all rabble, come and go without constancy," "residence is uncertain, good and bad are hard to distinguish," "inveterate bad habits, incurable," so the "New Army" adapted from this inevitably carried strong bad habits of the old army. Zhang Zhidong also tried to adapt the old army at first, but after finding that the Guard Army Central Battalion adapted from the Wu Armor Left Battalion "showed no improvement in training," he immediately "ordered complete abolishment." Since then, he basically gave up adapting the old army and concentrated on "recruiting other strong and robust men." When recruiting new soldiers, in addition to requiring physical strength and health, it was stipulated that the family address must be reported, clans and neighbors must guarantee, and "those who are usually restless and have committed crimes" were rejected. The new recruits raised in this way must be mostly simple and robust young people. That is to say, compared with the Beiyang New Army adapted half from the old army, the Hubei New Army composed basically of new recruits had relatively simple soldiers with fewer prejudices and habits.

However, Hubei's implication and punishment of the New Army had not relaxed at all. The purpose of these families rushing here was to take their relatives away from the New Army quickly.
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Chapter 74: Repatriation (2)

After the Battle of Hefei, the People's Party released captives in two stages. The first stage was the collective release of uninjured Hubei New Army soldiers after the battle. The second stage was the collective release of injured Hubei New Army soldiers after treatment before the Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign began. Since some injured New Army soldiers had suffered permanent disabilities, the People's Party notified Hubei, hoping they could send ships to pick them up.

The People's Party's policy of lenient treatment of captives determined that only such a method could be adopted. So the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army did not expect that the Hubei New Army's attitude towards wounded soldiers was complete distrust.

After the Manchu Battalion officer who disguised himself and infiltrated the team of family members was exposed, there was fear in his eyes when looking at the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers, but when he turned to the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army, he immediately became arrogant. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army naturally didn't care about this. Zhang Yu ordered that no bloody conflict should occur during the release of captives. To avoid accidents, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army strictly searched the family members, confiscated illegally carried weapons, and strictly controlled the temporary residential camp. Although the Manchu Battalion officer had his own ideas, he didn't have the guts to launch an attack on the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army with his unarmed subordinates.

Chen Duxiu strictly ordered the people of the Yue Wang Society not to use force. Not only that, Chen Duxiu even mobilized the people of the Yue Wang Society to stand behind the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't move, the Yue Wang Society would never take the initiative either. Chang Hengfang didn't agree with this. He said, "Grand Commander, why act like this?"

Chen Duxiu knew he couldn't explain it clearly in a short time. He asked back, "Are you going to disobey military orders?"

Since returning to Anqing, the Yue Wang Society had strengthened discipline up and down. When Chen Duxiu asked this, Chang Hengfang dared not say anything more. He shouted, "Comrades of the Yue Wang Society, line up and follow me." After all, they had undergone serious training for a month. The troops lined up almost habitually and left this place of trouble.

Seeing no one stopped him anymore, the Manchu officer looked much more relaxed. "Everyone, line up quickly and follow us back to Wuhan."

Seeing an officer issuing orders, the released New Army officers and soldiers were about to lean over, but they were held tightly by their relatives. "Come home with me. We are not soldiers anymore."

These New Army officers and soldiers were stunned on the spot. They didn't understand what their relatives meant.

Seeing their relatives stupidly wanting to follow the officer back to Wuhan, the family members couldn't care about so much anymore. Someone shouted loudly, "Do you know what suffering the last batch of people sent back suffered? Many of them were beaten to death."

Hearing this, all the released officers and soldiers were stunned.

With someone taking the lead to tell the truth, the families of the New Army naturally had no more scruples. More families grabbed their relatives and shouted, "Don't go back to the New Army; go home quickly."

Seeing their relatives so anxious, the New Army officers and soldiers also knew something was wrong. And the family members also began to explain to them what exactly happened.

The first batch of captives released by the People's Party naturally would not choose to join the revolution, let alone defect to the "Anhui guys." They all chose to return to Hubei. These Hubei New Army soldiers knew that what awaited them would naturally not be a welcome. But they never expected that after returning to Hubei voluntarily, the Hubei side didn't think these people were loyal. On the contrary, both the Hubei military and government began a large-scale investigation of the first batch of captives.

The disastrous defeat in the Battle of Hefei made Zhang Zhidong feel extremely dissatisfied. As a Grand Councilor, he actually suffered a disastrous defeat when serving the country. If the People's Party had killed all the captives, the Hubei New Army could still say "fought to the end, all loyal." But the People's Party released all the captives, so this statement of "loyalty" couldn't be used. Historically, killing captives was a tradition of the Manchu Qing. Since these Hubei New Army soldiers were not "loyal," the Hubei authorities had to "figure out" why these Hubei New Army soldiers were so "disloyal."

So the first batch of captives who went back suffered. First, their pay was stopped, followed by various interrogations and torture. The first batch released two or three thousand people, which was a huge number. To interrogate these people, the Hubei side was exhausted. In the interrogation process, the Hubei side had to use some special people, that is, the "Manchu Battalion." Since 1904, the Eight Banners stationed in Jingzhou served as soldiers in the Hubei New Army, and mainly concentrated in the 30th Regiment of the Eighth Division. Their commander was also a bannerman. After the first Battle of Anqing in early 1907, Beijing sent many bannermen to various New Armies. These people acted as "supervisors" and "spies."

Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Eighth Division, originally thought of interrogating these New Army soldiers and sending them home, but these bannermen thought they should be strictly investigated to the end. Although Zhang Biao didn't lead the troops personally, he was the commander-in-chief of the Hubei New Army. After this disastrous defeat, he couldn't say much more. So the Banner Battalion took on the interrogation work. These people originally wanted to gain credit by "finding out the revolutionaries." Now there was an opportunity. For these "disloyal captives," the bannermen naturally tried every means to prove that these people colluded with the Revolutionary Party. For a time, a bloody storm was set off in the Hubei New Army. More than three hundred captured officers and soldiers who had grievances with the Manchu Battalion became "rebels."

What added fuel to the fire of this action was that the Hubei side sent the first telegram of "reporting rebels" to Beijing, which actually received strong praise from the Ministry of Army. Moreover, the Ministry of Army issued a notice to Hubei that anyone who reported ten rebels with conclusive evidence could be promoted one level. The Ministry of Army was just encouraging this practice of reporting rebels. But when this telegram document reached Wuhan, the people below really wanted to "report ten rebels," and they definitely wanted to get conclusive evidence.

Ten heads could be exchanged for a promotion of one level. These two or three thousand captured New Army soldiers could let two or three hundred people be promoted one level. No one could resist such temptation. The Manchu Battalion immediately worked overtime to fabricate charges. They tried their best to induce confessions from the captives. As long as they got the "confession" and waited for the captives to sign, they immediately took the captives away and threw them into the death row. After gathering a certain number, they would be executed collectively.

By the time Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Eighth Division, discovered something was wrong, more than seven hundred captured New Army soldiers had died unnaturally. Zhang Biao was also decisive. He immediately led people to snatch all the captured New Army soldiers over, and then kicked them out of the New Army on the charge of "disloyalty." Zhang Biao was not entirely out of public justice either. If the Manchu Battalion was allowed to continue unscrupulously like this, after killing the captured personnel who returned to the team, heaven knows what else they would do.

After listening to their families' narration, these injured and cured New Army soldiers turned pale with fright. These families who could run from Hubei to Anqing to meet their relatives were not poor people and had more knowledge. They actually discussed these days, and the relatives understood one thing: free treatment was absolutely abnormal in this era, let alone providing free treatment to the enemy.

The People's Party treated the wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army, and the families worried that the People's Party did something to the wounded soldiers. Even if the People's Party really healed the wounded and saved lives, these wounded soldiers couldn't explain clearly now. The wounded soldiers now owed the People's Party a great favor. Without the treatment of the People's Party, they wouldn't be alive now. In this era, even if the government ordered the New Army to "go die," the government knew clearly in its heart that the grace of saving lives was greater than the grace of the government. After these wounded soldiers returned to Hubei, they would absolutely not be spared.

Hearing their families explain the stakes, many wounded soldiers were trembling with fear. They knew they didn't defect to the People's Party at all, but now they indeed couldn't explain themselves even with a hundred mouths. "I'm going home, I'm going home. I won't be a soldier anymore." Some wounded soldiers were already shouting repeatedly in fear.

The commander of the Manchu Battalion never expected that the families of these wounded soldiers dared to tell the truth directly. But since the truth was told, he also knew that he couldn't take these wounded soldiers back easily anymore. The commander shouted hurriedly, "Brothers, these are all rumors. We are all brothers of the New Army; who wants to kill whom? Isn't it normal for officers to ask questions after returning to camp? Not to mention officers ask questions after you fought a battle; don't officers ask questions on normal days?"

The New Army officers and soldiers also felt this made sense, but how could the families let their relatives go back to die in vain? Someone shouted immediately, "We won't be soldiers and won't eat rations anymore."

The Manchu Battalion commander suddenly sneered, "I risked such great danger to come to meet you, but you suspect me of having bad intentions instead. You know the rules of our Hubei New Army; families must guarantee each other (*Lian Bao*). If you don't go back, I won't say more."

After speaking, the Manchu Battalion commander greeted his subordinates and actually left just like that.

Most of the Hubei New Army were children of good families, and they needed the joint guarantee of the village to be soldiers and eat rations. This was originally a means adopted by Zhang Zhidong to wash away the old atmosphere in the New Army, but when it was used as a threat now, both the officers and soldiers of the New Army and their families were scared.

Seeing that it was impossible for any mutiny of the New Army to occur, the commander of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army began to return to Anqing with the troops. Seeing the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army taking action, Chen Duxiu didn't act on his own either, taking the troops of the Yue Wang Society to withdraw into the city together.

As soon as they entered Anqing, the troops closed the city gate immediately. Chen Duxiu went to the Municipal Committee to report back to Zhang Yu.

After introducing the situation and what he heard, Chen Duxiu asked, "Mr. Zhang, are you going to let such a good opportunity go?"

Zhang Yu knew what Chen Duxiu was referring to. He laughed, "Mr. Chen, do you want to mobilize these New Army soldiers? If you want to develop in Hubei, I have no objection."

"If we raise our arms and shout at this time, I'm afraid these Hubei officers and soldiers will rise up against the Manchu Qing for their own lives." Although he wanted to do this very much in his heart, Chen Duxiu had already made up his mind that he would absolutely not do things that the People's Party dared not do.

Looking at Chen Duxiu's eager look, Zhang Yu asked, "Mr. Chen, the revolutionary comrades we want to unite cannot be people who are greedy for life and afraid of death. At least they must be people who dare to turn their weapons around because they don't want to die. Even if we kill that Manchu Battalion commander now and incite these Hubei New Army people. So what? They just take shelter with us, and what those people think in their hearts is not just their own survival. They sincerely want us to save their families who might be implicated. Do we have this strength?"

Chen Duxiu fell silent. Although Zhang Yu's words were a bit philistine, they indeed penetrated the true thoughts of the Hubei New Army. If the People's Party was powerless to save the families of those Hubei New Army soldiers who defected to the People's Party, then once these Hubei New Army soldiers learned the news that their families suffered, they would naturally resent the People's Party. Now, although watching the Hubei New Army go to die, at least the Hubei New Army wouldn't transfer this resentment to the People's Party.

Zhang Yu was only in his twenties, yet he could be so unenticed by immediate petty profits. This firmness and coldness made Chen Duxiu have to admire. "No wonder Chairman Chen appointed Mr. Zhang as the Mayor of Anqing; I am indeed inferior."

Regarding Chen Duxiu's praise, Zhang Yu acted as if he hadn't heard it. He asked, "Mr. Chen, the Hubei New Army will come to attack Anqing before long. We might retreat. I also hope Mr. Chen makes preparations early."

"Retreat to where?" Chen Duxiu asked.

"Just near this Anqing. If the Hubei New Army occupies Anqing and is still not satisfied, and wants to continue attacking the base area, then we will fight them. We absolutely cannot let them continue north."

Chen Duxiu knew that the People's Party didn't care about Anqing. After taking Anqing last time, the People's Party left as they said. Zhang Yu giving up Anqing this time was not a surprise. But he didn't expect that what Zhang Yu wanted to give up was only Anqing city. Chen Duxiu asked, "Mr. Zhang, since you gave up Anqing, why not retreat to other places conducive to sticking to?"

Zhang Yu replied, "This is my task. The Hubei New Army must absolutely not be allowed to go north."

Seeing Zhang Yu replying to him so decisively, although he still didn't understand Zhang Yu's thoughts, Chen Duxiu asked, "Then how can I help?"

"If we give up Anqing, we need other strongholds in the locality where we can station troops. Mr. Chen is a local. I want to ask Mr. Chen if there is any intelligence to provide. We don't want to persist for too long either. Once the Hubei New Army occupies Anqing, we only need to use those places for two months."

Chen Duxiu was confused by Zhang Yu's statement.

Just then, a communicator ran in. He saluted Zhang Yu and said, "Commander Zhang, dozens of Hubei New Army officers and soldiers want to see you."

Zhang Yu knew that there would definitely be wounded soldiers of the Hubei New Army who refused to go back, but he didn't expect someone to make up their mind so quickly. "Bring their leader over." Zhang Yu said.

Naturally, it was impossible for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to let dozens of people see Zhang Yu together. Before long, three New Army soldiers had arrived in front of Zhang Yu. They all looked excited. "Lord Zhang, my life was saved by the People's Party. If Chairman Chen Ke hadn't transfused blood to my younger brother, my brother would have died. Now if we go back to Hubei, it is certain death. Lord Zhang, I have dozens of brothers asking you to take us in. Can you write a booklet saying we didn't survive? This can protect the safety of our families."

"Are there any seriously injured among you who cannot move?" Zhang Yu asked.

"No, not a single one." The Hubei New Army soldiers answered hurriedly.

Zhang Yu replied, "Then your names are not there. We don't have ships to transport these people who are inconvenient to move. So we only notified Hubei of their names and total number, asking them to send ships to pick them up. As for others, we didn't make a roster. If you want to pretend to be dead, I can hide it for you, but if you want us to write a letter to Hubei specifically, wouldn't that be covering one's ears and stealing the bell (deceiving oneself)?"

The New Army officers and soldiers felt it was reasonable, but they couldn't fully trust Zhang Yu. Chen Duxiu beside him saw this and had to agree that Zhang Yu's judgment of the matter was indeed very correct. But he felt it was a pity. If he could incite the New Army, Hubei might not be that difficult to take.

Chen Duxiu actually didn't think wrong. The Wuchang Uprising in history broke out because of such a relatively accidental reason.

In 1911 in history, for Hubei revolutionaries, October 10 began with an ominous sign—Liu Yaochheng and two other young revolutionaries were executed early in the morning.

When citizens speculated on the nature of the Manchu officials' search and arrest, rumors spread in the markets and barracks. Most people were convinced that the authorities had mastered the roster of revolutionaries and would slowly arrest those on the list. Some believed that officials were compiling a fake roster of all Han soldiers. A more widespread rumor was: anyone who did not keep a long queue, no matter who, had to be arrested and beheaded according to law. The three people including Liu Yaochheng killed that morning all had no long queues. This fact made this story even more credible.

The rumors flying in the strong wind made the leaders of the revolutionary grassroots organizations realize that it was necessary to execute the uprising plan that had been aborted the day before again that night. Unless acting quickly, the search and arrest would eventually fall on their heads. In this way, the revolutionary cause and even their own lives would come to an end.

When rumors were rife, any Han soldier in the New Army, especially those who had removed their queues during the queue-cutting wave at the beginning of the year, could easily believe that risking everything to join the revolution was less dangerous than simply sitting and waiting for death.

The fact was that the revolution was ripe in Wuchang. The measures ordered by Rui Cheng were carefully considered and very wise, but they couldn't stop the rolling torrent.

They searched the revolutionary organs, closed the city gates, and cancelled the leave system of the troops to prevent revolutionaries from communicating with each other. These measures were logical, and they tried to avoid provocative arrests among soldiers. But these minor palliative measures were enough to create an atmosphere of fear and distrust, creating an idea—everyone thought the Manchus were arresting and slaughtering Han people indiscriminately.

For soldiers and civilian officials who did not understand the scale of the revolutionary party in Wuchang, the arrest of 32 people and the execution of 3 people created a large-scale and retaliatory terror. Whether you were guilty or innocent, you were equally threatened. The mood in Wuchang on October 10 was a mixture of fear and sympathy (sympathy for the young people sacrificed under the Manchu suppression).
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Chapter 74: Old Revolution vs. New Revolution (1)

Chen Duxiu left Zhang Yu's place and walked towards the new station of the Yue Wang Society. Since many people had returned to the Yue Wang Society these days, their original station was no longer enough. Moreover, under the governance of the People's Party, Anqing gradually restored order, and the common people also began to return to Anqing gradually. After negotiation, the People's Party allocated an area in the military camp currently stationed to the Yue Wang Society for stationing.

As soon as he entered the military camp, he saw the People's Party troops busy as usual. Since new troops escorting wounded soldiers had arrived in Anqing, the People's Party was arranging for these soldiers to be stationed. The rooms for these soldiers to live in the military camp were prepared long ago, and the soldiers lined up to be assigned rooms. The only thing that seemed a bit underprepared was some equipment carried by these troops. To transport the wounded soldiers, the troops carried stretchers and other spare items. These things had to be sorted out and stored. Moreover, some wounded soldiers needed to change gauze and so on. Before sending them away this time, they changed their gauze for the last time and did bandaging and finishing. And the removed gauze also needed to be washed and dried for reuse.

The People's Party was short of manpower. The hired female laborers were ready long ago, and they had already started their work. Steam filled the air above the boiling cauldrons, and women stood by the cauldrons holding long poles stirring the gauze. The boiled gauze was picked out with long poles, cooled slightly, and then washed.

Chen Duxiu had always attached great importance to observing the People's Party. He wanted to figure out what was different about the People's Party. In these days, Chen Duxiu didn't see the People's Party do anything shocking. Just eating when it's time to eat, sleeping when it's time to sleep, washing clothes when it's time to wash clothes, taking a bath when it's time to take a bath. Patrolling the streets, moving supplies, various military training and drills. In short, this organization, this army, was all very normal. Busy from morning to night every day.

After watching for a while, Chen Duxiu turned back to the area where the Yue Wang Society was stationed. Before entering the gate, he heard the noise inside. Although the People's Party had more people than the Yue Wang Society, the two sides were almost completely different. When there was noise in the People's Party camp, it was mostly during collective actions. On weekdays, they didn't speak loudly. Especially the officers; Chen Duxiu had never seen officers shouting loudly at soldiers. This was diametrically opposed to the Yue Wang Society. In the Yue Wang Society, whoever had a loud voice and sufficient volume must be of higher rank, or at least thought he was not of low rank.

The people of the Yue Wang Society disapproved of the quiet style of the People's Party. They even ridiculed the People's Party privately as "like women." The playground of the People's Party dedicated to drying clothes was always full of clothes. Although during tense periods, such as this time when there were a large number of medical items that needed to be washed and dried, the People's Party also hired laundry people, but usually, the cadres and soldiers of the People's Party washed their own clothes. Big men washing clothes themselves was rare in this era, let alone thousands of big men doing this. Chen Duxiu had seen the scene of Zhang Yu and people from the People's Party government departments washing clothes together in the evening.

But the Yue Wang Society was different. No one liked to do these small things personally. Even if there were, except for a few people who could persist, the others gradually stopped washing under the ridicule of their companions. So the two camps were close at hand, but the smell in the air was very different.

As soon as he entered the camp gate, he saw people from the Yue Wang Society gathering in groups bragging. The content was naturally about this handover. Nearly a thousand family members came to pick up the wounded. The Yue Wang Society had never had the experience of managing so many people's eating, drinking, and sleeping at one time. Talking about these families, almost everyone in the Yue Wang Society had a superior expression on their faces. Some mocked the "Hubei guys" for speaking unpleasantly, some said the "Hubei guys" were relatively rich, and some maliciously ridiculed the mourning of the deceased's families as too unruly. There were also some who talked lustfully about the few pretty young wives among these families.

"Yue Wang Society is good, Hubei guys are bad!" This was the core view of the conversation. On this point, the grassroots personnel of the Yue Wang Society were quite consistent.

Entering the conference hall, the main cadres of the Yue Wang Society had already gathered together. Seeing Chen Duxiu come in, Bai Wenwei hurriedly came up. "Mr. Chen, what did those surrendered Hubei New Army soldiers say?"

Chen Duxiu replied, "Mayor Zhang let them think clearly for themselves, whether to choose to stay with the People's Party or choose to go home by themselves. Those Hubei New Army soldiers are still considering. What's wrong?"

"Mr. Chen, why don't we go and contact those Hubei New Army soldiers now? They are desperate now. Without joining the revolution, there is absolutely no way to live. This time we can definitely persuade many Hubei New Army soldiers to join us." Bai Wenwei proposed the result of these high-level discussions to Chen Duxiu.

Chen Duxiu had not failed to consider this issue. He asked Bai Wenwei, "Leaving aside whether the Hubei New Army can join us, what will they eat after joining? We don't have grain for them to eat."

The People's Party provided grain to the Yue Wang Society, but the supply method was supplying three days' grain at a time. This was calculated per capita, neither more nor less. Now if the grain for the Hubei New Army was suddenly increased, the Yue Wang Society would have to apply to the People's Party in advance. Otherwise, the Yue Wang Society would have to pay to buy grain themselves. And in the current Anqing, except for the People's Party's supply and marketing cooperative which could still supply grain cheaply, those grain shops had either closed long ago or sold grain at extremely expensive prices.

Chang Hengfang immediately said habitually, "The People's Party is guarding against our Yue Wang Society in their hearts."

If it were before, someone would definitely echo Chang Hengfang's words, but now that these words were said too much, everyone was tired of it long ago. No one paid attention to Chang Hengfang at all. Shi Dekuan even looked at Chang Hengfang with disgust. "Mr. Chen, if we want to pull people in now, we don't have enough grain at all."

Chen Duxiu knew what Shi Dekuan wanted to say. He said, "Dekuan, the Hubei New Army simply won't recognize our Yue Wang Society. We are the defeated opponents of the Hubei New Army, while the People's Party is the victor now and saved the lives of these New Army soldiers. If they defect, they will also defect to the People's Party. Impossible to defect to our Yue Wang Society."

Chang Hengfang saw that his instigation just now didn't get everyone's response at all, and hearing Chen Duxiu explain the matter clearly, he knew Chen Duxiu was right. He felt even more unhappy in his heart, and he started talking about how the People's Party didn't talk about morality. Shi Dekuan ignored him completely. He asked, "Mr. Chen, the People's Party lets us live in this Anqing and also gives grain supply. They also let us do some things together, but why don't they mention cooperating with us? I don't see you mentioning this matter either, Mr. Chen."

Chen Duxiu smiled bitterly. "Everyone sit down first." He waved his hand.

The cadres of the Yue Wang Society sat down in turn. Chen Duxiu then said, "It's not that I don't want to mention it. When marching to Anqing this time, everyone said on the road that we should learn from the People's Party properly. But after arriving in Anqing, having a house to live in and grain to eat, I see everyone slacked off immediately. A few days ago, you still washed your own clothes. Now? Except for drill being somewhat punctual, where else has everyone learned from the People's Party? That drill is not our own credit either. Every day when the People's Party blows the wake-up call, we follow to move. Calling people to get up is not that easy either; every day there are always people unwilling to get up. The People's Party has the Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for Attention (*San Da Jilu Ba Xiang Zhuyi*). We also learn to sing this song like others, but in reality? How much have we truly achieved ourselves?"

Listening to Chen Duxiu analyze specific work item by item, the people of the Yue Wang Society lowered their heads one by one and stopped speaking.

Chang Hengfang reacted fastest. He looked up, "Mr. Chen, our discipline is indeed not good. But comrades are always not fighting now and have nothing to do; this morale can't be maintained either. I know some people are not good at doing things, but we only have this few people. If we drive some people away, what do we have left? If we only have one or two hundred people left, who will still take us seriously?"

Chang Hengfang's words resonated with many Yue Wang Society cadres. After experiencing painful lessons, the Yue Wang Society had completely lost faith in things like "raise an arm and shout, and eight directions respond." The people did not echo the revolution launched by the Yue Wang Society. The secret societies that echoed the Yue Wang Society ran away without a trace after making a big profit. Now that the People's Party retook Anqing, not a single secret society member appeared. Moreover, the People's Party itself seemed to have no interest in secret societies either and didn't recruit troops on a large scale at all.

The Yue Wang Society had no money anymore. If not for the supply from the People's Party, plus earning some wages by working for the People's Party, the Yue Wang Society would have fallen apart long ago. In fact, Chen Duxiu was very surprised that these comrades could gather until now without completely disintegrating.

After listening to this, Shi Dekuan didn't refute Chang Hengfang anymore. He said, "Mr. Chen, I think we should formally propose joining the People's Party. I know everyone originally wanted to rectify the team first, and then joining the People's Party would have confidence. Looking at it now, if our own rectification is tight, the comrades below are unhappy. If it is loose, it is like now. I think if it really doesn't work, then simply join the People's Party first, and then talk about rectification. I wonder what Mr. Chen thinks."

Before Chen Duxiu could speak, Chang Hengfang spoke up, "Dekuan, listening to you, if Mr. Chen doesn't mention joining the People's Party, are you going to defect to the People's Party yourself?"

Hearing Chang Hengfang question his stance, Shi Dekuan was not angry. He said, "If our Yue Wang Society is still like this now, I will go to the People's Party myself. This is obviously not the appearance of making a revolution. What's the use of everyone muddling along like this? At this point, I think we also have to figure out whether we want revolution or maintain our Yue Wang Society. If we want revolution, we might as well follow the People's Party to revolutionize vigorously. If you gentlemen just want to maintain the Yue Wang Society, then I quit."

If someone said this before, internal strife would definitely break out immediately in the Yue Wang Society. But this time Shi Dekuan made it clear, and even Chang Hengfang didn't have the energy to refute. He just sighed deeply and didn't continue to say anything. Chen Duxiu saw that none of the cadres opposed it. He laughed, "If everyone has no objection, then I will go talk to Mayor Zhang about this matter. Dekuan, come with me."

Everyone didn't expect that Chen Duxiu didn't let backbones of the Yue Wang Society like Bai Wenwei and Chang Hengfang go with him this time, but found the young Shi Dekuan to go with him. Astonished looks appeared on their faces. Chen Duxiu didn't care so much; he got up and left with Shi Dekuan.

The two didn't walk very fast. Shi Dekuan could see that Chen Duxiu had something to say to him, so he also slowed down and followed Chen Duxiu.

"Dekuan, what do you think is the difference between the People's Party and our Yue Wang Society?" Chen Duxiu asked. He thought about this question for a long time, but he hadn't been able to come up with an explanation that convinced himself.

"Looking everywhere is the same, but everywhere is different. Letting our Yue Wang Society do what the People's Party is doing now, if it's a few days, maybe it's okay, but we will absolutely not do it for months or even years like this. But the feeling the People's Party gives me is that if they decide to do something, they will definitely do it for years or even a lifetime. And they seem to be more and more energetic as they do it. I have contacted the People's Party a lot these days. Their revolutionary principle is actually based on how to live a good life, and this good life actually looks harder than ordinary life. It's really puzzling."

Chen Duxiu knew what Shi Dekuan was talking about. The fastidiousness of the People's Party's style really exceeded Chen Duxiu's imagination too much. Everything the soldiers did, from maintaining personal hygiene, washing clothes, cooking, purchasing, or operating the city and issuing currency. From top to bottom, they could actually attribute things to themselves. Officers and soldiers all believed that making their lives more regular, cleaner, and tidier was an important part of revolutionary work.

As for fighting, from soldiers to officers, they knew the purpose of those battles they had fought. Everyone spoke logically, but in the final analysis, it was to eliminate "bad guys" and give the common people a bright sky. An army that can attribute everything to itself, yet fights for the people. This kind of thinking made Chen Duxiu feel incredible.

Confucius did mention such people, but those were all gentlemen (*Junzi*). Few cadres and soldiers of the People's Party had read the *Analects*, yet they acted like Confucius. This couldn't help but make Chen Duxiu feel a strong sense of unreality.

"I must ask clearly this time what is different about the People's Party. Dekuan, don't talk too much." Chen Duxiu instructed.

Shi Dekuan nodded. "I know."

Chen Duxiu had always done his best to observe the actions of the People's Party. From the execution level, Chen Duxiu could completely understand what the People's Party was doing. In fact, not only Chen Duxiu, ordinary people could also basically understand what the People's Party was doing. In fact, whether patrolling or cleaning, the daily work that the common people had to do, the People's Party was doing. But Chen Duxiu completely didn't understand why the People's Party did certain things at a certain time. Chen Duxiu already understood that this was the reason why the People's Party could continue to win, but he couldn't understand how the People's Party came up with this order of doing things.

Chen Duxiu was very puzzled about the captives this time. An army of benevolence and righteousness naturally wants to save people; this is a matter of course. Not forcing others to join one's own team, this is also the attitude that benevolent people should have. However, the enemy seemed to try every means to cooperate with the People's Party, messing things up first themselves. Originally, after the base area released the captives, the Hubei New Army got a batch of soldiers who knew the reality of the base area. If propaganda was organized well, it could have allowed the Hubei New Army to fight better when facing the People's Party again. But the Hubei New Army insisted on persecuting these released New Army officers and soldiers.

After persecuting the first batch, if the Hubei New Army sent ships openly to pick up the second batch of people, at least it wouldn't cause unrest in the second batch of New Army soldiers, and they could still transport these people back to persecute slowly anyway. But the Hubei New Army could forcefully force its own troops to the point where some people defected to the People's Party.

When Chen Duxiu arrived at the municipal government again, after Zhang Yu arranged those soldiers who came to surrender, Chen Duxiu frankly asked Zhang Yu why the People's Party arranged the wounded soldiers like this.

After listening to Chen Duxiu's question, Zhang Yu looked at Chen Duxiu with some confusion. After thinking for a long time, Zhang Yu said, "Mr. Chen, you and the Hubei New Army both committed a fault, which is thinking too much. You only see the result, you only want to get the desired result, you never care how difficult it is to do one thing."

Being criticized by Zhang Yu like this, Chen Duxiu completely couldn't understand what Zhang Yu was saying. Fortunately, Zhang Yu didn't mean to be pretentious. He continued, "Mr. Chen, you only see that the Hubei New Army is unstable internally now, and we can repatriate the wounded of the Hubei New Army on a large scale. That is because we cured so many wounded. Being able to cure so many wounded is because we built military hospitals early, so we could save so many people. Building military hospitals was because we opened the Shanghai Renxin Medical College in Shanghai two years ago, so there were teachers, and there were various technologies and knowledge accumulated gradually. Otherwise, even if a bunch of people were pulled in temporarily, they wouldn't know how to treat injuries. If you don't look at these processes, what's the use of just looking at the result?"

Chen Duxiu was an extremely smart person. As soon as Zhang Yu said this, he felt as if he could grasp the vein that he could feel before but had never been able to see. Lowering his head and thinking about Zhang Yu's words repeatedly for a while, he suddenly realized and said, "Could it be that from the moment the People's Party arrived in Anhui, this victory was already destined?"

"What do you mean by destined?" Zhang Yu could roughly understand Chen Duxiu's thoughts at this time. "Chairman Chen often educates us usually. If there are one hundred steps in a matter, then you cannot miss a single one of these one hundred steps. The problem is that whether it's your Yue Wang Society or the Manchu Qing, you only know to run for the result. As long as you have the result you want, you don't care what the process is at all. This is putting the cart before the horse."
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Chapter 75: Old Revolution vs. New Revolution (2)

Since the Yue Wang Society started dealing with the People's Party, Zhang Yu hadn't thought much of the Yue Wang Society. Moreover, Zhang Yu had a strong aversion to Chen Duxiu. This was not just Zhang Yu's attitude alone. In the People's Party, including government cadres and staff throughout the base area, everyone's understanding gradually tended to be unified. Anyone who reaped without sowing could be classified as an enemy.

The Yue Wang Society believed that it had given the People's Party "immense help," but in the eyes of the People's Party cadres, the Yue Wang Society was a group of bastards who relied on the power of the People's Party to act wildly. But everyone was busy and had no time to think so much, and Zhang Yu had to deal with the Yue Wang Society frequently due to work reasons. He had to pay attention to the Yue Wang Society he looked down upon.

Zhang Yu knew he was not a magnanimous person. Even after volunteering to Chen Ke and finally taking office as the Mayor of Anqing, Zhang Yu didn't think he had made any progress in compassion. He didn't attack the Yue Wang Society, firstly because Chen Ke had instructed that the Yue Wang Society was a local snake after all, and letting the Yue Wang Society exist was more valuable. Secondly, since Chen Duxiu returned to Anqing, he had also begun to rectify the style of the Yue Wang Society. Although that rectification seemed like nonsense to Zhang Yu, at least the Yue Wang Society no longer dragged the People's Party back casually.

Now Chen Duxiu ran to find Zhang Yu with a modest look of asking for advice. Zhang Yu found that he actually had no idea of reprimanding Chen Duxiu. It wasn't that his view of Chen Duxiu or the Yue Wang Society had changed; Zhang Yu still thought the Yue Wang Society was incompetent and Chen Duxiu was an unqualified leader. If he had to say there was any change, Zhang Yu felt he could actually understand these "revolutionaries" including Chen Duxiu.

Chen Duxiu didn't know Zhang Yu's true thoughts; he could only clearly feel Zhang Yu's hidden dissatisfaction. Despite this dissatisfaction, Zhang Yu spoke with genuine advice and explanation, without making things difficult at all. This magnanimous act made Chen Duxiu admire Zhang Yu somewhat. He said, "Mayor Zhang, I admire the achievements of the People's Party very much. I very much hope that the Yue Wang Society can be like your party."

If it were before, even if Zhang Yu didn't scold immediately after hearing this, he would at least scold secretly in his heart. If the Yue Wang Society succeeded, what would happen to the People's Party? Now Zhang Yu not only didn't want to scold, he even couldn't help laughing out loud. "Mr. Chen, you have taken a fancy to what we the people have achieved. If you were really asked to repeat what we have done, I personally don't think you would still have such an idea."

What Chen Duxiu wanted to know most was the specific execution process of the People's Party. Seeing Zhang Yu meant to introduce it, Chen Duxiu's eyes lit up immediately. "That's not necessarily true."

Zhang Yu originally wanted to talk about the hard work of the People's Party in the past two years, but he felt it was meaningless. If Chen Duxiu heard it, his first thought would probably be to find a flooded place to try. In fact, in the rise of the People's Party, the Anhui flood certainly played a great role, but even without this flood, Chen Ke and the comrades would still succeed. Thinking of this, Zhang Yu felt he still made a mistake. He knew he didn't actually want to introduce the work of the People's Party to Chen Duxiu, but just wanted to gain a sense of psychological achievement by stating his hard work.

After sorting out his thoughts, Zhang Yu managed to pull his thoughts back to reality with difficulty. "Mr. Chen, I want to ask you one thing now. What exactly do you want to do here this time? If you just want to hear the history of our People's Party, I can find an old soldier to tell you. Everything I have experienced, the old soldiers have also experienced."

A look of disappointment appeared on Chen Duxiu's face, and he was even more disappointed in his heart. Even now that he decided to sincerely defect to the People's Party, once there was an opportunity to understand the experience of the People's Party, Chen Duxiu still didn't want to let it go. This experience contained success, victory, glory, and an infinite future. Anyone with ambitions to make contributions and establish a career would not let go of the opportunity to learn "success science." If Chen Duxiu hadn't truly realized that the gap between the Yue Wang Society and the People's Party was too large, he wouldn't have been forced to give up the interests of his own group.

Forcing himself to suppress his mood, Chen Duxiu said, "Mayor Zhang, I came here this time to talk about the Yue Wang Society joining the People's Party."

"Do you have the ability to make the Yue Wang Society join the People's Party?" Zhang Yu couldn't help blurting out the truth.

"..." Chen Duxiu was speechless for a moment. Zhang Yu's truth made Chen Duxiu feel extremely embarrassed. Zhang Yu was telling the truth. Everyone in the Yue Wang Society wanted to learn from the People's Party's success, but no one wanted to give up what they had obtained.

"Then what is Mayor Zhang's opinion?" Shi Dekuan interrupted seeing the situation was wrong. Shi Dekuan sincerely wanted to join the People's Party. He had a low rank in the Yue Wang Society, so he had fewer worries.

Zhang Yu looked at Shi Dekuan's clean clothes up and down. He laughed, "Comrade Shi Dekuan, if it were you, I think you could join our People's Party, and I think a few others are okay too. But for the vast majority of the rest, I don't think they can join our organization. What everyone wants is different."

Hearing Zhang Yu's recognition of himself, Shi Dekuan felt relaxed in his heart. He always felt that the People's Party suited his temper very well, but he couldn't say exactly where it suited his temper. Shi Dekuan asked, "Where exactly is this difference?"

"What is the reason for your Yue Wang Society's revolution?" Zhang Yu asked.

Chen Duxiu never forgot the purpose of the Yue Wang Society. He replied, "Emulating Yue Wumu resisting the Liao and Jin, unchanging until death. We must inherit his will and do our best to expel the Manchus."

Zhang Yu nodded. Revolutionaries of this era were all the same; they had nothing except "righteousness." Zhang Yu was also annoyed. As the Mayor of Anqing, his work piled up like a mountain every day. Talking nonsense with Chen Duxiu like this was just delaying work.

"Let me put it this way, Mr. Chen. Your Yue Wang Society wants to join our People's Party now; I cannot agree. Because you group of people want to come and be masters (*Daye*). Letting you collect taxes, you dare to play corruption on me. Letting you do physical work, you feel your talents are wasted. Letting you do government department work, you will criticize the common people arbitrarily. Everything you do is for one result: to make the common people admit that you are capable, admit that you have ideals and morals. And then willingly push you to high official positions..."

Chen Duxiu felt Zhang Yu was a bit too harsh. Just as he wanted to refute, Zhang Yu raised his hand to stop Chen Duxiu's thought of speaking. "Mr. Chen, don't say anything. I'll just ask you a question: what aspect of work does your Yue Wang Society want to undertake in Anqing City?"

"This..." Chen Duxiu hadn't thought about it either. Recently, apart from guarding the camp for the families of the Hubei New Army, the Yue Wang Society hadn't actually done any work.

"If you haven't thought about it, I also think I should give you job opportunities. I want you to be responsible for the municipal sanitation work of Anqing City."

"Municipal sanitation?" Chen Duxiu's face became ugly. Municipal sanitation means sweeping streets, transporting garbage, and especially cleaning toilets. In Chen Duxiu's view, this was a rather lowly job. If the cadres and soldiers of the People's Party hadn't done these jobs personally, Chen Duxiu would have rejected Zhang Yu's request on the spot.

"If you want to join our People's Party, you have to pass the test. Do you think sweeping and cleaning manure pits is shameful? When in Fengtai County, Chairman Chen personally led us to sweep the floor and clean manure pits. Officials of our People's Party from top to bottom have all swept floors and cleaned manure."

Chen Duxiu looked at Zhang Yu with doubtful eyes. The credibility of these words was actually not low. Although he hadn't seen Zhang Yu clean manure personally, Chen Duxiu had seen Zhang Yu personally lead soldiers to sweep the streets more than once. As long as there was no urgent work, Zhang Yu would lead the cleaning of the streets at the facade of the Anqing Municipal Government on time.

"Do it or not." Zhang Yu asked.

"If it is as government personnel, we can do it." Chen Duxiu drew the final bottom line. Without the identity of government personnel, Chen Duxiu knew he could absolutely not persuade the comrades of the Yue Wang Society to do these "menial" jobs.

"Then our Anqing government will hire you for three months first. These three months are a probation period. If you can pass this three-month probation, then you can be hired long-term. If unqualified, then we will not bear any responsibility for the personnel dismissed by the Yue Wang Society in the future." Zhang Yu proposed his own idea. He had long wanted to kick the Yue Wang Society people out of Anqing. If the Yue Wang Society just stuck together and lingered in Anqing like this, Zhang Yu would have to provide grain to them every day. If they chose to become government employees, it would be much simpler; unqualified people could be told to scram.

"Is this how your People's Party treats revolutionary comrades?" Chen Duxiu sensed this trap.

Zhang Yu laughed, "I don't ask you to do any amazing big things; I only ask you to do some small things within your capacity. I ask you to treat yourselves as ordinary people, work and live honestly. Mr. Chen, do you think living seriously is easy?"

Chen Duxiu indeed felt living seriously was easy, and he simply nodded in admission.

"Living seriously is not easy at all." Zhang Yu replied, "Living means eating, wearing clothes. Learning, working, resting. But in this era, wanting to live like this is actually very, very difficult. To eat, you must first have land to grow grain. The common people didn't have much land originally, plus one *mu* of land can only harvest more than one hundred *jin*. Encountering a natural disaster or something, the common people will starve to death. To wear clothes, there must be cloth; can the common people afford cloth? To learn, there must be schools; can China now provide these schools? It is not easy to find a business that can make stable money in rural areas; it is not that you can work if you want to work. As for rest, the purpose of rest is for better work and life. When the common people have no work in hand, they sit there and start worrying: where will tomorrow's meal come from? Without secured work, there is simply no rest..."

"So that's why we need revolution..." Chen Duxiu interrupted Zhang Yu.

"Revolution? Being able to let the common people eat, wear clothes, go to school, and rest now, this is revolution. This is the thing I and the comrades rack our brains every day and still can't do well. Mr. Chen, you open your mouth and say revolution, close your mouth and say revolution. As long as specific work is not involved, you can think of anything and say anything. Once specific work is involved, you pick and choose, either headache or ball ache. This is the biggest difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Society."

"Then someone has to fight." Chen Duxiu suppressed his dissatisfaction to the greatest extent and stated the work he hoped to undertake.

"You want to engage in military work?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Yes." Chen Duxiu replied.

"Okay, but I'll say this first. Fighting requires obeying discipline and listening to commands. When I ask you to fight, don't say I, Zhang Yu, am borrowing a knife to kill (*Jie Dao Sha Ren*)."

"It's a deal." Chen Duxiu felt that reaching such an agreement could always be explained to the comrades of the Yue Wang Society.

"However, even if you engage in military work, you still have to clean up." Zhang Yu added a sentence.

Hearing this, Chen Duxiu suddenly remembered that the troops of the People's Party still had to clean up and clean toilets every day. He thought about it again; among the People's Party troops he had seen, it seemed no one could avoid these jobs. This was also where the Yue Wang Society looked down on the People's Party most.

"How about this, Mr. Chen, you go back and discuss it again to see if you are willing to work and live honestly. If you are willing to work and live honestly like us, then we will talk again. If you are unwilling, we can't accept you either. In addition, Comrade Shi Dekuan, if you are willing to come to our People's Party here, I can arrange work for you now."

Shi Dekuan looked at Chen Duxiu in embarrassment. If he followed the People's Party now, it meant he broke away from the Yue Wang Society. This was to bear the reputation of "disloyalty." Shi Dekuan couldn't accept such a reputation yet.

"Comrade Shi Dekuan, if you think reputation is very important, then I won't force you." Zhang Yu laughed.

"I..., I am willing to come here to work now." Shi Dekuan answered hurriedly.

"Then that's it. Does Mr. Chen have anything else to say?" Zhang Yu issued an order to expel the guest.

After Chen Duxiu left the municipal government, Zhang Yu arranged for Shi Dekuan to work in the police department. Shi Dekuan engaged in inspection work in the Yue Wang Society. Zhang Yu knew that Shi Dekuan contributed greatly to the Yue Wang Society being able to maintain current discipline. This was also the reason why Zhang Yu was willing to accept Shi Dekuan. The Chengguan department in Anqing lacked cadres. An outsider like Shi Dekuan, who was impartial and familiar with the situation in Anqing urban area, was instead a suitable candidate to lead the work of the Chengguan department.

Having gained a general and shown his cards to Chen Duxiu, Zhang Yu's mood became much more relaxed. He leaned back in his chair with satisfaction and cast his gaze on the map of Anqing on the wall. A big reason why Zhang Yu could become the Mayor of Anqing was that Chen Ke believed Zhang Yu might have the ability to command a strategic direction. The Hubei New Army would definitely move out again, and Chen Ke couldn't put a regiment in Anqing. The level of Zhang Yu's command ability was of great significance to this front.

Although he hoped Zhang Yu could display his strength, Chen Ke still gave Zhang Yu the authority to give up Anqing freely. For this point, Zhang Yu was very grateful. He didn't want to fight hard with the Hubei New Army, so flexible command authority was of great significance to military commanders.

Staring at the map for a while, Zhang Yu still found that he didn't have enough troops to complete the strategic concept. To make the Hubei New Army stop near Anqing, resisting hard wouldn't work. Not to mention anything else, it was impossible to withstand the shelling of the Hubei New Army Navy on the waterway alone. The only way was to make problems arise within the Hubei New Army. After confirming his idea again, Zhang Yu asked someone to call Political Commissar Lu Zhengping back.

Lu Zhengping was arranging those "Liberated Warriors" of the Hubei New Army. Facing the attack of the Hubei New Army now, Lu Zhengping couldn't completely trust these "Liberated Warriors" either. Since these "Liberated Warriors" had decided to defect to the revolution, Lu Zhengping asked them to cut their queues first. He originally thought these "Liberated Warriors" would hesitate. Unexpectedly, the "Liberated Warriors" agreed carelessly.

After cutting the queues, Lu Zhengping arranged for the new comrades to stay and didn't ask about the internal situation of the Hubei New Army. Such considerate practice moved the soldiers very much. "Lord Lu, we want to tell you about the Hubei New Army." These soldiers actively asked to provide intelligence.

"Comrades, I ask you one thing first." Lu Zhengping said. The "Liberated Warriors" immediately stood at attention, waiting for Lu Zhengping's admonition.

"In our People's Party, there is no distinction between high and low status. I am the same as you; everyone is equal. In the army, we call each other comrades. My name is Lu Zhengping; you can call me Comrade Lu Zhengping, or Commissar Lu. But you can't call me any Lord (*Daren*). Please remember this point."

Hearing Lu Zhengping's words, the new soldiers looked at each other in dismay. They also knew this when they were in the POW camp, but they always felt that was the internal affair of the People's Party. At that time, many people laughed at the People's Party for not understanding hierarchy. Unexpectedly, the People's Party also treated these new recruits equally. The new soldiers felt very wrong.

"Regarding the military discipline of our People's Party, we have a military song called 'The Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for Attention.' I think everyone doesn't need to learn anything else today; just follow our art and literature committee member to learn this song first and be able to sing it as soon as possible. What you should do is sung very clearly in this song."

In this era, there were also military songs in the New Army, and content regarding discipline would also be compiled into songs to sing. At least the Beiyang Army was like this. Just after arranging for the new soldiers to start learning songs, the communicator came to find Lu Zhengping. Handing over the work of new soldiers to the art and literature committee member and the life officer, Lu Zhengping rushed back to the municipal government.

After briefly introducing the situation of the new soldiers, Lu Zhengping made a small summary. "The new soldiers look quite simple. The materials say most of the Hubei New Army are children of good families; it should be true."

"Let's not have too high expectations for these people; it's fine as long as they can become qualified soldiers." Zhang Yu instructed.

"Doesn't Mayor Zhang want to use this repatriation matter?" Lu Zhengping was somewhat puzzled.

"If we intervene now, the intention is too obvious. It will be counterproductive instead. Chairman Chen specifically mentioned this matter when he wrote." Zhang Yu said.

Lu Zhengping came from a reconnaissance background. Reconnaissance soldiers are the troops with the most courage and offensive spirit. Even knowing Chen Ke's arrangement, Lu Zhengping didn't want to be so passive. He also hoped to perform better in the upcoming war.

"I don't want to give up Anqing actively." Zhang Yu said. Hearing this, Lu Zhengping's eyes lit up. Zhang Yu had never expressed any opinion on the war. It seemed that Zhang Yu was finally going to break the long-standing silence now.
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Chapter 76 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 1)

Lu Zhengping never thought he could become the Municipal Committee Secretary of Anqing. The position of Municipal Committee Secretary belonged to civil administration. Lu Zhengping came from the army; he had never thought that one day he would actually engage in civil administration work. So although he was a civil official, his mindset was still that of an army political cadre. Lu Zhengping served as both Municipal Committee Secretary and Political Commissar of the troops. He knew the significance of his position as Municipal Committee Secretary was even thinner; Chairman Chen wanted Lu Zhengping to do the work of the army well. In the upcoming war, Lu Zhengping, who came from the reconnaissance troops, hoped the troops could be more active when facing the Hubei New Army.

Zhang Yu came from being the captain of the Water Detachment and was also Lu Zhengping's old superior. When Zhang Yu talked about military struggle, Lu Zhengping listened to Zhang Yu's views very seriously.

"Regarding the actions of the Wuhan side, we must obey the command of the Central Committee and cannot act unauthorizedly." Zhang Yu's words were simple and clear, full of political correctness.

Listening to this speech which sounded like nonsense, Lu Zhengping really couldn't figure out what Zhang Yu was up to. Fortunately, there was no pretentious atmosphere in the meetings of the People's Party. Zhang Yu explained immediately. The People's Party didn't have enough troops now, and the Anqing side didn't need to count on reinforcements from the Central Committee at all. Without reinforcements, with the current more than 1,200 troops in Anqing, plus the nearly 400 people of the Yue Wang Hui who couldn't be counted on, facing the Hubei New Army which occupied advantages in numbers and equipment, even if the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had small tactical victories, it was impossible to have a major impact on the situation.

"Then what exactly is Mayor Zhang's idea?" Lu Zhengping asked.

"My idea is to see if we can concentrate forces to fight a battle of annihilation. We definitely can't deal with the Hubei New Army's navy. Fighting south of the Yangtze River, it is very likely that the enemy's navy will cut off the route across the river. So except for leaving a small unit guarding the ferry crossing on the opposite bank of the river, our main force should withdraw back to the north of the river. If the Hubei New Army relies on the navy, then we will withdraw from Anqing according to the Central Committee's plan. If a part of the Hubei New Army troops takes the north of the river, we will see if we can annihilate their land forces north of the river."

"I agree with Captain Zhang's plan," Lu Zhengping said. He inadvertently addressed Zhang Yu by his old title, but Lu Zhengping didn't notice the difference at all.

Zhang Yu's entire plan indeed obeyed the Central Committee's established policy: "We can abandon Anqing, but we cannot let the Hubei New Army continue north." Lu Zhengping absolutely supported this plan. If they could annihilate the Hubei New Army troops north of the river, even if the Hubei New Army didn't withdraw troops, or captured Anqing with the navy as the vanguard, their troop numbers wouldn't allow them to continue attacking the base area.

Seeing his plan received Lu Zhengping's support, Zhang Yu just nodded simply. This was actually the first step of Zhang Yu's real plan. "Commissar Lu, I want to ask you a question. Have you ever thought about working in Anqing all the time? I don't mean purely military work, but continuing to work as the Anqing Municipal Committee Secretary."

Lu Zhengping really hadn't thought about this question. He looked at Zhang Yu doubtfully. Was Zhang Yu considering working in Anqing long-term now? "Work arrangement issues still have to be decided by the organization," Lu Zhengping answered.

"The organization's decision is only one aspect; the comrades' own intention is also a very important part," Zhang Yu explained. "If we have the intention to work in Anqing, and our work performance in Anqing is excellent, then we should be able to continue."

Zhang Yu didn't think his whole life should be persisted in as a soldier to the end. The reason he engaged in military work was that the base area lacked military personnel at that time, and he obeyed the organization's arrangement. Zhang Yu came from an official family; his interest in civil administration work was far stronger than engaging in military affairs. Like most other County Committee Secretaries in the base area now, Zhang Yu's life goal and reference was Chen Ke, the Chairman of the People's Party. Chen Ke's outstanding strength in military and political affairs made Zhang Yu admire him extremely. Zhang Yu was also a young man, and his age was not much different from Chen Ke's. If he hadn't met Chen Ke, it would be fine, but the experience of participating in building the Anhui base area together with Chen Ke made Zhang Yu want to try and see if he could reach Chen Ke's level. Zhang Yu didn't want to stand above Chen Ke, but similarly, he didn't want to only be able to look up at Chen Ke's back.

Lu Zhengping didn't have such thoughts. His pursuit in life was very simple: do his own job seriously and well. So he couldn't understand this thought of Zhang Yu. He felt that where exactly he worked, whether in the troops or in civil administration work, would naturally be arranged by the organization. Zhang Yu could understand Lu Zhengping instead; precisely because of this, Zhang Yu wanted to cooperate with Lu Zhengping. Zhang Yu continued to persuade: "Commissar Lu, Anqing is a very thorny place for the entire base area now. Anqing is too easily subjected to military strikes. Moreover, as a commercially developed area, if Anqing cannot be effectively utilized, this city will become a burden to the base area instead. I believe you and I can definitely open up a situation here. Make Anqing a treasure bowl for our base area. I trust Commissar Lu's character and ability. I won't talk about the organization's thoughts; I just want to ask Commissar Lu, do you want to create a situation for our base area or not?"

If he used official position and future to persuade Lu Zhengping, Zhang Yu thought the effect wouldn't be too good. But since Lu Zhengping was loyal to the organization, persuading from the perspective of being responsible to the organization would have the best effect. The situation was indeed as Zhang Yu thought. Lu Zhengping thought for a while before saying: "Captain Zhang, I definitely hope to do more work for the organization. But if the organization has any new arrangements for me, I will also definitely prioritize the organization's intention."

Zhang Yu nodded. "I am not choosing the plan to defend Anqing as much as possible for my own status. If we can defend Anqing at a small cost, it will have the greatest benefit for the revolutionary cause. What does Commissar Lu think?"

Lu Zhengping also expressed agreement with this. Chen Ke gave the Anqing side sufficient freedom of decision, so defending Anqing and destroying the enemy was of course the best. Moreover, Zhang Yu had already stated he wouldn't let the troops fight recklessly, so Lu Zhengping had no reason to oppose.

The two leaders of military command and military administration reached a common combat determination. They first discussed the overall idea, then gathered the cadres of the troops to hold an operational meeting.

Chen Ke was a supporter of Grandpa Mao, so he didn't completely copy Grandpa Mao's way of building the army. In terms of troop construction, Chen Ke proposed the army building idea of imitating a part of the German General Staff. The German General Staff had very distinctive characteristics in personnel arrangement. At least in the various materials Chen Ke saw, the German General Staff didn't adopt a model where military commanders and staff officers were completely separated. Low-level military commanders would enter military academies for further studies after experiencing front-line combat tempering, and then return to work in the troop staff department. After experiencing staff work, they would go to the front line to engage in command work again. Since the founding of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army over a year ago, it had adhered to the program of the Party commanding the gun, and implemented a rotation system for officers and staff officers in troop construction.

Staff officers emphasized planning, while military commanders emphasized grasping opportunities and military determination during combat. Although there would definitely be some people who tried to draw a tiger but ended up with a dog (failed to imitate well), gathering the characteristics of despising preparation that military commanders were prone to commit and the lack of decisive determination peculiar to staff officers, the essence of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the Party commanding the gun. Such people simply couldn't rely on any "connections" to get promoted in the troops, nor could they exist in the troops for a long time. And those soldiers who could combine the commander's determination and the staff officer's emphasis on preparation were all soldiers with strategic vision. Even if only 5% of the commanders in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could reach this realm, Chen Ke could wake up laughing from his dreams.

There were more than 40 main commanders in Anqing, all of whom had participated in short-term military academy training. There were 14 who had served as both military commanders and staff officers. Zhang Yu let them form a Staff Section. Regarding Zhang Yu's plan, the attitude of the Staff Section was very consistent. The People's Party's military academy emphasized military preparation extremely; the slogan "Do not fight a battle without preparation" was written on the most conspicuous wall of the military academy.

"Besides intelligence from the base area, how do we collect intelligence from Hubei?" The first question raised by the Staff Section was this. Before Zhang Yu made up his mind to fight the Hubei New Army head-on, the Staff Section had been formulating a military plan to adopt guerrilla warfare on the periphery after abandoning Anqing.

"Although we don't have enough people, I think everyone can pool wisdom and analyze the war situation ourselves," Zhang Yu answered. He led by example and proposed his own ideas. Before the Hubei New Army persecuted the officers and soldiers captured by the People's Party on a large scale, Zhang Yu actually didn't really want to fight the Hubei New Army head-on. Since the Hubei New Army acted perversely themselves, the thousands of officers and soldiers captured in the Battle of Hefei could no longer become the combat power of the Hubei New Army. The Hubei New Army at the beginning of the year had a force of 16,000 people. After the 7,000 troops participating in the attack on the base area were expelled from the Hubei New Army sequence, the Hubei New Army only had 9,000 people left. In the upcoming battle, the troops the Hubei New Army could send out couldn't exceed 4,000. And once these 4,000 people were divided into two routes, north and south of the river, the number on the north bank would very likely be just over 2,000. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now had more than 1,200 troops in Anqing. With such a force ratio, Zhang Yu was confident in annihilating the enemy.

"Captain Zhang, this is the most favorable consideration for us. If the enemy changes slightly, or if the Hubei New Army lets those captives take the lead, our plan won't be able to proceed. If we must fight, more plans are needed," Operations Section Chief Li Yuanjie said.

Zhang Yu was also very clear about this nature of staff officers. He answered: "I have already made the determination to fight the enemy head-on north of the Yangtze River. I now need the Staff Section to provide military plans in this regard. What is the upper limit of enemies we can handle in a frontal battle? Moreover, what kind of combat means do we need to adopt, and where to engage the enemy? These all need comrades to complete together."

The participating commanders looked at each other. This was the first time they fought independently, separated from the command of the Central Military Commission. Previously, they won every battle because under the direct leadership of Chairman Chen Ke, no matter how big the battle was, everyone didn't worry. Now asking everyone to make decisions and judgments themselves, even the most confident comrades couldn't help feeling a sense of unease.

Zhang Yu knew the comrades' unease; he himself also had a sense of fear. Once separated from the support of the Central Committee, with only 1,200 troops facing the entire Hubei New Army, it would be strange if there was absolutely no unease. But Zhang Yu quickly thought of Chen Ke. Did Chen Ke have no unease in so many campaigns he commanded? In military meetings, Zhang Yu was the person who expressed the most doubts. He knew Chen Ke sometimes didn't have completely fail-safe preparations either, but Chen Ke had unshakable military determination. And facts proved that every command of Chen Ke achieved unprecedented victory. So Zhang Yu forcibly suppressed his uneasy mood and said loudly: "All military responsibilities will be borne by me. I now issue the order, requiring comrades to start formulating plans to annihilate the enemy north of the river."

When the commanders still didn't dare to be completely sure, Lu Zhengping said: "I support Captain Zhang's opinion. We will fight the Hubei New Army head-on north of the river."

Since the leaders of the military command and military administration departments reached an agreement, the commanders stopped opposing. The topic of discussion entered specific execution aspects.

Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping soon personally felt the talent gap between the Central Base Area and Anqing. If it was just executing the plan given by the Central Military Commission to "withdraw from Anqing and fight on the periphery," the commanders in Anqing could still be competent. But to formulate a plan for comprehensive combat with the Hubei New Army north of the river—there were more than forty participating commanders, while the Central Military Commission had no more than twenty people. The comrades in Anqing were double the number of comrades in the Central Military Commission, but the efficiency of formulating plans was several times higher in the Central Military Commission than the comrades in Anqing.

"I indeed can't compare to Chairman Chen." Zhang Yu thought to himself. Chen Ke alone could formulate the overall concept of strategy. Zhang Yu himself could only provide a goal; he himself couldn't straighten out the train of thought for the war. The direct result of being unable to straighten it out was that Zhang Yu involuntarily thought from the perspective of the "best case scenario." He also wanted to "consider problems comprehensively," but grasping the overall war situation was beyond Zhang Yu's ability. The military meeting was held all afternoon, and everyone discussed until late at night, but they still couldn't produce a complete plan.

Exhaustedly announcing the adjournment, Zhang Yu returned to his dormitory. He suddenly suspected whether he was doing a stupid thing. If following the original plan of the Military Commission, the troops in Anqing were absolutely enough. Let alone the Hubei New Army sending out 4,000 people, even if the Hubei New Army sent out 6,000 people, they would have to station at least 3,000 people in Anqing. In the guerrilla warfare on the periphery, Zhang Yu could absolutely use the 1,200 people in his hand to solve these 3,000 people. Wait until the central troops annihilated the Beiyang New Army; if the Hubei New Army didn't flee, they would only end up with the whole army being wiped out. The difference between the two was just Anqing changing hands once more. And his own combat idea might be correct, but this really exceeded the strength of the current Anqing garrison troops.

Tired all day during the day, Zhang Yu felt exhausted. Thinking over and over, Zhang Yu felt his eyelids getting heavier and heavier, and he actually fell asleep unknowingly.

The military meeting continued the next morning. Everyone racked their brains on how to fight this battle. Approaching noon, the duty officer of the intelligence room ran into the conference room. He handed a document to Zhang Yu. This was a communication text written on thin paper made by the People's Party with its greatest effort. Carrier pigeons were responsible for communication. The code above was actually very simple, just Pinyin. However, the nine Pinyin letters "abcdefghi" were replaced by "123456789." Of course, the final pronunciation could only be understood using Putonghua. Without undergoing the People's Party's formal cultural education, no one could crack this code at present.

Since it was a communication from the Central Committee, everyone exerted great effort to start translating. After many discussions, what was finally spelled out was an operational suggestion. The Central Military Commission had learned the news of the Hubei New Army persecuting captives on a large scale. Based on this latest change, the Central Military Commission suggested that the troops stationed in Anqing conduct combat with the Hubei New Army north of the river when conditions were ripe.

Seeing the Central Committee supported Zhang Yu's combat idea which hadn't been reported yet, the comrades in Anqing felt a burst of relief in their hearts. With Chairman Chen's support, everyone was full of confidence in victory. Even Lu Zhengping, who supported Zhang Yu from the beginning, showed a smile on his face.

On one hand, Zhang Yu was satisfied that his adaptability didn't go in the wrong direction, but Chen Ke's quick reaction made Zhang Yu feel disappointed in himself.

This document explained that a more detailed combat plan would be sent subsequently, but the Central Military Commission suggested the main combat mode adopt the "16-Character Tactics" method of guerrilla warfare. Choose areas where the Hubei New Army troops north of the river were separated from the support of the Hubei Navy's naval guns to fight the enemy. Moreover, to allow the troops to fight more effectively, the Central Intelligence Department in Hubei would send people to transmit intelligence directly to Anqing. Specific situations would be contacted with Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping by special personnel arriving in Anqing later.

And the document specifically stated that during this operation, they must be careful of the Yue Wang Hui. If possible, it would be more appropriate to send them away.

Chen Duxiu didn't know the People's Party's evaluation of him. When he left the Anqing Municipal Government, he felt the whole world had changed. The sky was gloomy, and the scenery in his eyes also became unrecognizable. Chen Duxiu had never felt so useless. If the failure of the revolution was still a problem of ability, then being unable to even handle normal life was a problem of character. Zhang Yu used simple words to let Chen Duxiu realize where the essential difference between the People's Party and the Yue Wang Hui lay. Chen Duxiu found there was a gap like a chasm between the two. This gap was simply not something Chen Duxiu could bridge.

Long ago, Chen Duxiu felt that the people of the People's Party, whether officers or soldiers, had extremely alternative temperaments and styles. Now he finally figured it out: in this abnormal era, thousands and tens of thousands of officers and soldiers of the People's Party living a normal life was the biggest abnormality in this era.

Looking up at the surroundings, the common people of Anqing were busy one by one, looking like they also began to gradually live a normal life. Anqing City was an important city along the Yangtze River. Before the People's Party took Anqing twice, this city had experienced tragic siege and defense battles during the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom period. Chen Duxiu was from Huaining County, Anhui. Huaining County belonged to Anqing in the 21st century. So regarding that tragic war, Chen Duxiu had heard his family talk about it when he was young. In 1861, the Taiping Army and the Xiang Army fought fiercely in Anqing. After a series of cruel battles, on September 5, Zeng Guoquan ordered the Xiang Army to resist the attack of Chen Yucheng's troops with a part of the force, while the main force launched a fierce attack on Anqing. The Xiang Army's cannons blasted down the north city wall of Anqing, and the Xiang Army swarmed in. At this time, the Taiping Army inside the city was so hungry they couldn't even hold their guns, but everyone fought to the death and absolutely refused to surrender. The Xiang Army killed and set fire everywhere in the city, slaughtering a total of more than 16,000 soldiers and civilians in the city. Countless corpses flowed down the Yangtze River, densely packing the river channel. Thus, Anqing City fell, and the defending Taiping Army was completely annihilated.

After two wars, the People's Party didn't destroy Anqing but quickly restored the normal rhythm of life. The Yue Wang Hui, on the other hand, made Anqing live through a terrible period. Chen Duxiu felt ashamed just thinking about it.
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Chapter 77 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 2)

After Chen Duxiu told the cadres of the Yue Wang Hui about the plan proposed by Zhang Yu, the upper echelons of the Yue Wang Hui, which were already not very united, immediately fell into a confrontational situation. All cadres who had faced reality and accepted that the Yue Wang Hui simply did not have the ability to promote revolution alone expressed that they could accept Zhang Yu's arrangement. Cadres who still believed the Yue Wang Hui could make a comeback were completely opposed. Even if these hardliners knew that People's Party officers and soldiers had to engage in labor, they still stubbornly believed that they were different from the People's Party, and as cadres, they shouldn't do "menial" work.

The debate went on for most of the day. Cadres including Chang Hengfang and Fan Chuanjia couldn't accept the People's Party's style, and Chen Duxiu couldn't persuade these comrades of the Yue Wang Hui either. Cadres represented by Bo Wenwei had already accepted reality; they simply refused to discuss with the hardliners. The meeting broke up in discord.

The next day, Chang Hengfang and others found Chen Duxiu. As the representative figure, Chang Hengfang spoke first: "Mr. Chen, we are preparing to leave Anqing for Hubei."

Although he knew early on that this conflict was almost inevitable, Chen Duxiu couldn't help feeling a bit sad. The Yue Wang Hui, which had been established for nearly two years, finally reached its end. After Chang Hengfang and others left, those who chose to stay in Anqing would join the People's Party's ranks, and the signboard of the Yue Wang Hui would be no more.

"Are you preparing to go defect to Mr. Huang Xing?" Chen Duxiu asked.

"Defecting to anyone is better than following the People's Party." Chang Hengfang said almost gritting his teeth. This wasn't just Chang Hengfang's true attitude; other Yue Wang Hui cadres also held the same view.

"Mr. Chen, aren't you going with us?" A Yue Wang Hui cadre asked. They still hoped Chen Duxiu could go to Hubei with them.

This was a difficult question to answer. Chen Duxiu felt he couldn't say words of refusal no matter what. In a sense, these Yue Wang Hui cadres who chose to leave Anqing were persisting in the existence of the Yue Wang Hui, while Chen Duxiu, the founder, chose to break away from the Yue Wang Hui instead.

"Forget it, everyone has their own aspirations." Chang Hengfang stopped these cadres who hoped Chen Duxiu would go with them.

Taking this opportunity, Chen Duxiu hurriedly said: "Going to Hubei requires travel expenses. Let's distribute the remaining silver to everyone."

Last time they occupied Anqing, less than three thousand taels remained of the silver the Yue Wang Hui seized from the Anqing silver treasury. This money, kept with great difficulty, was not just a sum of money; it also signified the peak period the Yue Wang Hui once had. Chen Duxiu ordered that all Yue Wang Hui members who didn't want to leave Anqing get one tael each, and those willing to leave Anqing would divide the remaining money equally. Finally, more than one hundred seventy people were unwilling to leave Anqing, and the remaining two hundred people chose to leave. Some of those choosing to leave wanted to go to Hubei, and some chose to leave the Yue Wang Hui. Regardless of the reason, Chen Duxiu distributed the money to them. Although giving money wasn't elegant, at this end, giving money was the most practical approach.

As the money seized by the Yue Wang Hui from the Anqing silver treasury was distributed completely, this organization that was once famous in China completely dissolved.

Chang Hengfang and the others were also unwilling to stay long. The market in Anqing was depressed, and they couldn't even find a hotel to hold a farewell banquet. Moreover, these people loathed the People's Party to the extreme. Since they decided to leave, they didn't want to see the People's Party for even one more glance. They took their luggage and boarded the ferry across the river. After gathering on the opposite bank of the river, Chang Hengfang held a simple meeting. "Since the People's Party doesn't put us brothers in their eyes, we have no need to follow the People's Party and make fools of ourselves. Now that Mr. Huang Xing and Mr. Song Jiaoren have returned to Hubei, we might as well go defect to them."

These people choosing to leave Anqing might not really have any long-term goals; many just wanted to get rid of the current stagnant state but refused to join the People's Party, so they had to choose to leave. Hearing Chang Hengfang say he wanted to take them to Hubei, thinking of the long distance, these people felt great anxiety in their hearts. They were used to spending money lavishly; a dozen taels of silver looked like a lot, but actually, it wasn't enough to spend at all. Relying on this silver for travel expenses might be enough to find Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren, but what then? If they couldn't get a large sum of money again, life would still be extremely difficult.

Chang Hengfang could see these people's thoughts. "Wealth and honor are sought in danger. Now the People's Party has become powerful in Anhui. If we still stay in Anhui, we will be suppressed by the People's Party no matter what. Everyone knows that most of the People's Party leaders are not locals. If we work in Hubei, we may not necessarily be worse than the People's Party."

Even with Chang Hengfang's strong persuasion, more than one hundred people still chose to go home. Finally, more than seventy people chose to go to Hubei to join Huang Xing and Song Jiaoren. Others went in various directions, while this small team of more than seventy people marched towards the west without looking back.

The People's Party's controlled area in Jiangnan wasn't very large to begin with. Chang Hengfang led the crowd and left the People's Party's controlled area in less than two days. While resting, Chang Hengfang reorganized the personnel. The remaining seventy-plus people imitated the military system of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and were organized into a unit of one company and four platoons. Chang Hengfang appointed himself as Political Commissar and appointed Fan Chuanjia as Company Commander. Disliking the People's Party was one thing; learning from the People's Party was another. The Yue Wang Hui troops were reorganized, copying the model to establish "officers and soldiers as one, branches built on the company." These two organizational models came from the People's Party. Politically, since the old purpose of the Yue Wang Hui couldn't be used, and there was no time to create a new political program temporarily, Chang Hengfang took "Expel the Tartars, Restore China" as the current slogan.

After all, it was a team that had experienced war. After some rectification, the remnants of the Yue Wang Hui could be said to have boosted morale. They even imitated the People's Party and sent out advance scouts, and the main force continued all the way towards the southwest.

In Wuhan, further west than the new Yue Wang Hui, the larger-scale and better-equipped Hubei New Army had also moved out at this time. The Manchu Qing strictly ordered the Eighth Town to participate in suppressing the Anhui chaotic party. According to convention, sending troops required giving money. Hubei didn't rely on the court for money at all last time they sent troops; it was completely Zhang Zhidong sending troops out of his own political considerations. Fortunately for the Manchu Qing, the current Huguang Governor Zhao Erxun was an official firmly opposed to revolution. The court agreed to exempt Hubei's tax revenue to offset the cost of sending troops, so Huguang Governor Zhao Erxun agreed to send out the Hubei New Army.

The Commander of the Eighth Town, Zhang Biao, immediately began preparations with gongs and drums. He first ordered the troops of the Thirty-first Regiment to take the lead. This order received the unanimous approval of officers and soldiers inside the New Army except for the Thirty-first Regiment. The Thirty-first Regiment was now called the "Manchu Battalion" (Manchu Regiment); this regiment had the most Manchus and was also the most enthusiastic unit in the so-called "purging the revolutionary party" action. Zhang Biao was extremely disgusted with them, so he took the opportunity of fighting to send them to the front line.

Of course, the reason was also the most sufficient. To block the retreat of the Thirty-first Regiment, Zhang Biao specifically wired the Ministry of Army, claiming the Thirty-first Regiment "purged chaotic parties, has firm will and is loyal and devoted. In the battle against the People's Party chaotic bandits, they will definitely have excellent performance." Even if the Ministry of Army knew Zhang Biao's little calculation, they couldn't openly stop the Thirty-first Regiment from going to the front line. When replying by telegram, they inevitably used a few official phrases like "fight the enemy bravely, repay the court."

With the Ministry of Army's reply telegram, Zhang Biao immediately strictly ordered the Thirty-first Regiment to take the lead, while the Thirtieth Regiment, which also had Manchu soldiers, set off as the follow-up force. As soon as these two regiments moved out, less than fifty *li* away from Wuhan, Zhang Biao began to release the unjustly imprisoned, releasing the surrendered soldiers who had been beaten horribly, forming a new "Logistics Battalion." In Zhang Biao's view, no matter what, these soldiers didn't surrender to the chaotic party but chose to return to the Hubei New Army here; this loyalty could be praised. The Thirty-first Regiment's way of acting recklessly was truly undesirable.

For the Hubei New Army, the "Manchu Battalion" going to fight meant that the reign of terror once blowing inside the Hubei New Army had also come to an end. The officers and soldiers all heaved a big sigh of relief; quite a few officers and soldiers even ran out to drink and celebrate. And this news naturally leaked out.

The intelligence system set up by the People's Party in the three towns of Wuhan quickly got the news. These news were immediately transmitted back through the People's Party's intelligence network.

After Zhang Yu learned the news of the New Army moving out, he heaved a big sigh of relief. It was actually the Manchu Battalion taking the lead; this matter made Zhang Yu feel it was incredible. The Hubei New Army's arrangement was fundamentally out of political calculations, not military considerations. Because the Thirty-first Regiment was sent out in a hurry, the Hubei New Army's most advantageous naval forces didn't even coordinate. What Zhang Yu worried about most was the Hubei New Army navy transporting troops to the opposite side of Anqing, and the army attacking the city while the navy carried out shelling.

The People's Party could certainly use street fighting means to cope, but the Military Commission always opposed turning Anqing into a battlefield now. This wasn't just because they had to consider the feelings of Anqing citizens; using Anqing to lure the enemy to station, and then annihilating the enemy completely—this tactic could bring a huge amount of captured materiel.

The Military Commission had the Military Commission's view; Zhang Yu had Zhang Yu's view. Since he didn't want to evacuate Anqing, what Zhang Yu wanted to see least was the Hubei New Army using their naval advantage to fight.

Now that the Thirty-first Regiment had exited Huangpi Pass and advanced east, it was clear that political struggle dominated military struggle. Regarding the "Manchu Battalion" acting recklessly within the New Army, the Hubei New Army's reaction was to kick the Thirty-first Regiment out first.

The largest-scale military operation Zhang Yu participated in commanding was the campaign where the People's Party attacked Anqing for the first time. In that campaign, the People's Party adopted the war means of exterior line operations. The reason for victory was certainly because the People's warriors were well-trained and brave in battle. But the Anhui New Army completely failed to consider that war would break out suddenly, reacted slowly, and was completely led by the nose by the People's Party; this was also an extremely important reason. In this campaign, Zhang Yu deepened a viewpoint. An army's psychological cognition of the "war zone" was very important.

The Anhui New Army didn't realize Anqing city was a war zone, so they were slack and slow. Facing a sudden war, they had no preparation at all. Failure was also expected.

The Hubei New Army was the same. If they were allowed to reach the vicinity of fifty *li* from Anqing city, the Hubei New Army would naturally think they were in a war zone. Psychologically, they would become nervous first, and naturally, there would be many precautions. If the Hubei New Army marched in an area they considered safe, a slack mood was simply unavoidable.

Zhang Yu's plan was a surprise long-distance march, setting an ambush on the Hubei New Army's marching route to severely damage or even annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment. Once a victorious battle was fought on the territory the Hubei New Army psychologically defaulted as theirs, the follow-up troops would be shaken psychologically and naturally wouldn't dare to act rashly.

To achieve such a military objective, accurate intelligence work was essential. Zhang Yu was very assured about intelligence work because although the troops stationed in Anqing were only one battalion, one company was the Reconnaissance Company of the Water Detachment. In intelligence warfare, and even in outpost skirmishes dealing with Hubei New Army scouts, Zhang Yu had confidence in inevitable victory.
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Chapter 78 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 3)

The two major pillars of the Yue Wang Hui used to be the weapons and silver in their hands. After a series of defeats and retreats, there were still some usable weapons. When Chang Hengfang and the others left, they selected the best weapons, and each person took eighty rounds of ammunition. This was already all of the Yue Wang Hui's ammunition. The less than three thousand taels of silver were also distributed completely.

Having lost military force and financial power, the former Yue Wang Hui members who chose to stay in Anqing City, except for those who eagerly hoped to join the People's Party, inevitably felt empty in their hearts. After living a life without worry about food and clothing for more than half a year, and now having nothing again, this unadapted state was also a normal reaction. Regarding this state, Zhang Yu and the others had actually evaluated it in the Party Committee meeting long ago: "The people of the Yue Wang Hui have always felt they are very formidable. They never thought that in these few months of good life, they spent almost the entire fiscal revenue of Anhui Province for a year. Describing them as prodigals is not excessive at all."

Regarding the matter of the Yue Wang Hui wanting to join, Zhang Yu naturally wouldn't be unconditionally optimistic. Back then, Chen Ke opposed recruiting "bad elements" into the People's Party most. Since the founding of the base area, recruiting "honest family sons" had been a hard standard. Zhang Yu didn't understand it very well originally, but now he finally understood Chen Ke's "foresight." Honest family sons had families and careers; their purpose in participating in the revolution was very clear: "defend the fruits of the revolution." Although they lacked some unconstrained "imagination," honest family sons possessed a strong sense of belonging, and their attitude towards learning was very correct. If looking at the Yue Wang Hui from the perspective of "honest family sons," the Yue Wang Hui belonged to the kind of prodigals whose "hearts have run wild."

Chen Ke had made a very classic analogy between "honest family sons" and "prodigals": honest family sons who come out to revolutionize are great heroes (*Daxia*), while prodigals who come out to revolutionize are wanderers (*Langzi*). Great heroes make their home wherever they are; wanderers have no home to return to. Revolution is a big family, not a shelter. Revolutionary comrades will first have a family-like sense of belonging to the revolutionary team.

As the saying goes, "A prodigal son returning is more valuable than gold." If this saying is interpreted, it means that no matter how much gold the family spends, it is impossible to make a prodigal son truly return to the family. Now in the base area, let alone gold, even paper for making "spirit money" was very scarce. Zhang Yu was very afraid of the terrible job of reforming prodigals.

However, they couldn't just leave the Yue Wang Hui aside unconditionally. Zhang Yu ordered people to first organize the former Yue Wang Hui into a company unit, confiscated their weapons completely first, and then sent a new political commissar and life committee member. He didn't let the Yue Wang Hui undertake any special work either, just letting them learn to clean the camp sanitation first, and also learn to wash their own clothes on time. Good living habits meant identification with oneself. Whether prodigals showed arrogance or inferiority, firstly it was non-identification with themselves and hostility towards social order.

The comrades of the People's Party, especially those developed in Anhui, were not anti-government, let alone anti-society. Their anti-"Manchu" sentiment wasn't even very strong. These comrades' unwavering determination to overthrow the Manchu Qing wasn't because of hatred. After engaging in revolutionary work, these comrades confirmed one thing: "To be able to live a better life, we must destroy the Manchu Qing regime and the old order represented by the Manchu Qing regime. The Manchu Qing regime and the old order absolutely do not represent the interests of the broad masses of people."

As the saying goes, "Cutting off someone's wealth is worse than killing their parents." When the people masses realized that the interests represented by the Manchu Qing and the old order ran completely counter to the interests of themselves and their relatives, the revolutionary spirit that erupted was immeasurable. And this "political consciousness" was completely different from the political consciousness of old-style revolutionary parties like the Yue Wang Hui. The new and old political consciousnesses were even incompatible like water and fire. Zhang Yu felt he wasn't a god who could create the world with just a mouth. Only after the Yue Wang Hui treated themselves as part of the people masses would Zhang Yu have the confidence to persuade these people to walk on the true revolutionary path.

Of course, if the people of the Yue Wang Hui really treated themselves as the people masses, then Zhang Yu wouldn't need to waste his breath instilling revolutionary principles at all; the people masses would spontaneously seek revolutionary theory. When the base area propagandized tax policies, they never talked about nonsense like "paying taxes is glorious." The content of government propaganda was quite simple: "After handing over what belongs to the state, the rest is all your own."

So the common people asked, "How much do we have to hand over to the state?"

The propaganda personnel informed them clearly, "Hand over thirty percent."

The people continued to ask, "Why hand over thirty percent instead of ten percent?"

If they were officials of the old era, they would naturally view the people asking such "treasonous and heretical" questions as "unruly people." Even not necessarily Manchu Qing officials, the people of the Yue Wang Hui would probably also view the common people this way.

The propaganda personnel of the People's Party were overjoyed upon hearing this question. If the people asked this, it meant the people treated the People's Party as their own. They immediately explained the use of taxes. The common people had no patience to listen to these complicated financial statements and number games. What they truly cared about was actually whether the base area's army could guarantee the safety of the common people, guarantee the current life from enemy harassment, guarantee factories continued to open, guarantee income from working in factories, guarantee the continued supply of cheap goods in cooperatives, whether hospitals could treat the common people's illnesses, whether schools and nurseries could continue to let all children enroll like now, and provide a lunch.

After obtaining these guarantees, the common people willingly handed over thirty percent of their grain harvest to the government. This was the great Chinese people; this was the true greatness of the Chinese people. They firmly believed in living a normal good life first. They didn't live for ideals, they didn't live for propaganda; they lived only for life. When the people truly lived a good life with hope, they would sincerely defend the fruits of the revolution.

This was the revolution of the People's Party. Those who thought they stood above the people couldn't possibly understand this, nor could they sincerely defend the people's interests. Zhang Yu was extremely sure of this because when he asked himself, he knew he wasn't fighting for the people's interests. Zhang Yu hoped to realize his life value of "establishing merit and career" through this revolution. To realize his life value, Zhang Yu had to tangibly realize the people's interests first.

Zhang Yu's understanding of the Yue Wang Hui was far deeper than other comrades. In a sense, Zhang Yu and the Yue Wang Hui were fellow travelers. It was just that Zhang Yu knew the path chosen by that bunch of fools in the Yue Wang Hui could absolutely not succeed. Zhang Yu only needed to follow Chen Ke closely, implement the revolutionary theory pointed out by Chen Ke, and carry out the revolutionary methods proposed by Chen Ke to the letter, and then he could easily obtain the great success that old-style revolutionaries envied and were jealous of. So Zhang Yu was very vigilant about the harmfulness of these former Yue Wang Hui members.

But even so, Zhang Yu couldn't put his current energy on the Yue Wang Hui. He had more urgent work; he must take the initiative to attack and repel the offensive of the Hubei New Army. As the former commander of the Water Detachment, Zhang Yu's rank was equivalent to a brigade commander. His level of cognitive understanding of strategy was deeper. To ensure no problems occurred on the Hubei New Army front, Chen Ke stationed the elite of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in Anqing. The main regular army forces of the base area were only twenty thousand now. Once the Hubei New Army could be made to stop sending troops—don't look at Anqing having only 1,200 troops—once these 1,200 elite troops had the opportunity for free action, their influence on the war situation would be considerable. Depending on the changes in the war situation, this elite force of 1,200 could choose to cross the Yangtze River south to seize vast areas, or choose to attack east against the Jiangnan New Army. At critical moments, they could also return to the base area to participate in the battle against the Beiyang New Army. If Chen Ke intended to expand the base area towards Henan, he could even transfer Zhang Yu north to enter Henan for combat.

These various possibilities all meant Zhang Yu could establish greater merit. Of course, to achieve these, he must complete the first combat mission: annihilate or at least severely damage the Thirty-first Regiment, which acted as the vanguard of the Hubei New Army.

Other comrades in the Anqing troops didn't understand Zhang Yu's deepest inner thoughts. Everyone focused on the fact that after annihilating the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army, they wouldn't have to worry about Qing troops from the Hubei direction anymore. And the Thirty-first Regiment just happened to give the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army an excellent opportunity. From the three towns of Wuhan to Anqing, the best way was to take the water route. This was also why Chen Ke's earliest idea was the military plan of abandoning Anqing and using guerrilla warfare outside Anqing to block the Hubei New Army.

But the persecution of surrendered soldiers by the Thirty-first Regiment led them to become the public enemy within the New Army. To banish this black sheep far away as soon as possible, Zhang Biao, the Commander of the Hubei New Army, let the Thirty-first Regiment exit Huangpi Pass and take the route south of the Dabie Mountains. That is to say, the Thirty-first Regiment had to cross continuous mountain ranges to reach the base area. Many comrades stationed in Anqing were old troops of the Water Detachment; they knew the complexity of naval preparation. Zhang Biao doing this probably had another layer of meaning: Zhang Biao, lacking troops, didn't want to send troops in a hurry either. Letting the Thirty-first Regiment dawdle on the road could prove the Hubei New Army had already moved out, and also drag out the time of this dispatch very long. It was truly an excellent bureaucratic trick.

With a major enemy before them, they were still playing such tricks of internal strife; the commanders of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army couldn't understand it. However, they didn't need to understand so much. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now had to fully utilize the opportunity actively delivered by the enemy to complete the victory of the battle.

"Do not fight a battle without preparation, do not fight a battle without assurance." This was the benchmark for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army when establishing combat plans. Ever since arriving in Anqing, the reconnaissance troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had begun reconnaissance of the surrounding areas. The mapping department provided a large number of maps, and the reconnaissance troops relied on these maps to determine the terrain and road conditions around Anqing. Especially regarding land routes, the reconnaissance troops had even sent small reconnaissance teams directly to Huangpi Pass. The paper supply in the base area was relatively good; the reconnaissance troops used up more than four hundred *jin* of paper and more than six thousand pencils in a month. The initial intelligence work for combat was prepared relatively fully.

Now the Staff Section needed to complete their work.

"Report, the marching plan for the Fifth Zone has been drafted."

"Make another plan for passing through the Fifth Zone with light equipment."

"Report, the marching plan for the Third Zone has been drafted."

"Make a plan for temporary stationing and rest in the Third Zone."

"Report, the plan for the Eighth Combat Location has been drafted."

"Report, the plan for the Ninth Combat Location has been drafted."

... ...

To surprise attack the enemy, one must determine how to march and where to fight. The determination of marching routes and stationing locations were all the work of the Staff Section. Whether the battle was conducted during the day or at night required adopting completely different combat methods. Different combat methods required different equipment. "Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat." Leaving aside "knowing the enemy," just "knowing yourself" was absolutely not an easy task. Once the combat plan exceeded expectations, the physical strength and energy of the troops would have different situations. These changes could very likely turn the original combat plan into waste paper.

The Staff Section divided the road between Anqing and Huangpi Pass into twelve sections, and formulated corresponding marching plans for each section. Moreover, quite a few sections had county towns. How to pass through county towns, and pass through county towns without leaking news—whether to attack by force or sneak past—all needed careful consideration.

Most participants in the Staff Section were Party members, and the rest were probationary Party members. The Party Committee meeting was simply held together with the Staff Section meeting. At the meeting, tired comrades asked a question: "This operation and the first Battle of Anqing are both exterior line operations. So where lies the difference between the two operations?"

"Although the first Battle of Anqing was an exterior line operation, for the water route march, Comrade Pu Guanshui was responsible for organizing the official ship fleet. When returning to the base area from Anqing, the more we walked, the closer we were to the base area. For Anqing city where the actual fighting took place, we had sufficient understanding of the city defenses. There were even some insiders. So the many disadvantages of exterior line operations were weakened to the greatest extent. And the element of surprise attack was very high." Speaking of this, Zhang Yu smiled. "Comrades, in terms of formulating strategy and grasping strategic timing, I indeed cannot compare to Chairman Chen."

Zhang Yu told the truth, and everyone took it for granted that Chen Ke's level of warfare exceeded Zhang Yu's. No one laughed along with Zhang Yu at his last joke.

Zhang Yu originally just cracked a joke casually; he didn't feel it was a big deal that no one responded. He stood up and pointed to the marching route map which was already marked densely. Zhang Yu continued: "This operation, we are completely in exterior line operation. Leaving aside that we don't know much about the Thirty-first Regiment, the Thirty-first Regiment is also marching. Their position is also changing at any time. What we need to determine now is where to fight the Thirty-first Regiment. Considering from combat preparation, the combat location is of course the closer to us the better. But the closer the Thirty-first Regiment is to us, the more vigilant they will be. Considering from actual combat, the combat location is actually the farther the better. Because the farther the Thirty-first Regiment is from us, the faster their marching speed, the faster fatigue accumulates, and the formation won't be maintained too well. What choice exactly should we make? Do comrades have any opinions?"

The comrades were also thinking. Whether to consider from combat preparation or from specific tactical implementation was indeed a difficult matter. This was no longer a part that could be calculated with paper and pen and intelligence accumulation. The moment to determine combat determination had arrived.
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Chapter 79 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 4)

Yingshan County is located in the center of the Dabie Mountains hinterland, on the border of Hubei and Anhui. It is the gateway to eastern Hubei, facing Huangshi and Jiujiang across the river 50 kilometers to the south, connected to Hefei City, Anhui Province 200 kilometers to the east, and 170 kilometers to the west is the great Wuhan City, the thoroughfare of nine provinces. It has always been known as the Jing-Yang Avenue, the throat of Wu and Chu, the fortress of Jiang-Huai, and the thoroughfare of Wan-E (Anhui-Hubei). After discussion, the Anqing Party Committee set the battlefield to solve the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army near Yingshan County.

Since the decision was made, Zhang Yu only left a platoon of troops to guard Anqing. Cooperating with this platoon were Chen Duxiu and others. Since Anqing had already built a city operation system, and most of the *Chengguan* (City Management) and sanitation systems hired local common people, as long as no one came out to cause trouble, the normal operation of Anqing City would have no problems.

Because the troops almost turned out in full strength, Chen Duxiu and the others received orders to help transport materials. Although there is a saying "no load is light on a long journey," which probably means that a long march is definitely very tiring, and being a bit lighter or heavier doesn't make much difference. But the People's Party obviously didn't think so; minimizing the burden during the long march of troops was very important. So besides marking the road, the advance troops also had to complete the preparation of rest points along the way as much as possible, including transporting materials to supply points and departure points. The saying "food and fodder go before troops and horses move" referred to this link.

The supply materials of the People's Party were very special. To improve handling efficiency, all materials were packages of almost the same size. These packages were put into customized wooden crates. The size and weight of these wooden crates were relatively suitable for handling. With planning and preparation to such a detailed degree, Chen Duxiu and others really had their eyes opened. Relying on the Anqing Arsenal, the People's Party opened some new factories, one of which was a sawmill. At that time, Chen Duxiu and the others didn't understand what the busy sawmill was doing every day; now they finally knew.

No matter how planned the preparation was, material transportation required many laborers. Zhang Yu also unceremoniously let the Yue Wang Hui people, especially Chen Duxiu, participate in the transportation work. When setting off, the former Yue Wang Hui people were still praising the full preparation of the People's Party's material packaging. After only moving materials for half a day, their physical strength was exhausted. The burden on their shoulders seemed to weigh a thousand *jin*, and those pulling carts couldn't pull the carts anymore. They were all sweating profusely and panting. The cadre in charge of logistics had to let Chen Duxiu and the others stop to rest.

"Time to eat," the cadres shouted loudly. The officers and soldiers of the People's Party were long accustomed to this manual labor. Actually, everyone's daily good diet, rest, and training aimed to enhance physical fitness through good living habits and learn to eliminate fatigue and restore physical strength to the maximum extent. Hearing the order, the comrades immediately stood up and gathered together to start receiving dry rations.

Where had Chen Duxiu and the others experienced such hard work? They sat by the roadside crookedly from the start of the rest. Due to excessive physical consumption, they had no appetite at all. If not for the troop cadres coming over to urge them, plus Chen Duxiu and others reluctantly taking the lead to stand up and set an example, this bunch probably couldn't get up at all.

The meal wasn't hot food cooked on the spot. The troops just boiled hot water and then provided military dry rations. Each person was distributed two salted duck eggs and a rectangular block wrapped in oil paper. It felt a bit heavy in hand. After opening, inside was a square block composed of some small fragments. Seeing the People's Party soldiers biting it in small bites, Chen Duxiu also learned to take a bite. He quickly tasted that this block was mixed with peanuts, walnuts, and flour. Not only these, but this thing was sweet; it should also contain sugar. It actually tasted like a snack.

"What is this?" Chen Duxiu asked the cadre beside him.

"Compressed biscuits," the cadre said while distributing materials. Compressed biscuits were materials Chen Ke had to choose as a last resort. Due to the need for mobile warfare, it would be best if the troops could be provided with luncheon meat. The breeding industry in the base area was relatively developed, so meat wasn't unavailable. But the base area couldn't manufacture can tinplate in large quantities. If glass was used as a container, it would be too heavy instead. Moreover, the development of military fuel in the base area couldn't be put on the schedule at all now. So individual rations adopted compressed biscuits with a high-calorie formula.

Even so, this kind of compressed biscuit was only used during exterior line operations. If it weren't for the original plan that Zhang Yu's troops would fight guerrilla warfare outside Anqing city, they wouldn't have been able to get such high-grade goods as "compressed biscuits."

Since Zhang Yu decided to actively attack the Thirty-first Regiment, stable supplies couldn't be obtained on the road. And obtaining supplies from along the way might not necessarily be a high-efficiency practice. The route to be traversed was the southern foot of the Dabie Mountains, which was a poor place. It was hard enough for the troops to buy grain from the common people, plus getting fuel and making a fire to cook; just to eat a meal, if smooth, would take at least four or five hours of tossing about. This was extremely unfavorable for combat operations. Although compressed biscuits were high-grade goods, Zhang Yu used them without hesitation.

Sweet compressed biscuits, paired with salted duck eggs, could adjust the taste quite well. These were all foods with not low sugar and oil content. The portion didn't look big, but one would feel full easily after eating. Plus hot water, the effect of restoring physical strength was quite obvious.

After eating and resting for twenty minutes, when the troops began to continue moving materials, Chen Duxiu and the others could cheer up again. That night, the transport troops worked until the sky turned completely dark before stopping the advance. Tired after a day, Chen Duxiu couldn't care about that much anymore; he wrapped himself in the marching quilt and lay down to sleep. Even when shaken awake, Chen Duxiu still felt he hadn't rested well.

The sky was still pitch black, and the transport troops had already woken up all members. At this time, hot water had been boiled. After eating breakfast, everyone began to hold torches and continue advancing. After walking for more than an hour, the eastern horizon gradually began to turn white. Extinguishing the torches, the troops continued to march desperately.

After walking for only more than two hours, Chen Duxiu was panting again. He pursed his lips and pushed the cart desperately. If it were a march of the Yue Wang Hui, they would naturally be dragging their feet on the road, but the strength everyone didn't use up on marching would be used on their mouths. The team would definitely be full of "laughter and joyous chatter." But Chen Duxiu discovered that few people spoke when the People's Party troops marched. Now Chen Duxiu fully understood the reason. When all strength was used on marching, where would there be extra strength to joke? Especially when moving materials, it was even more impossible to speak. Chen Duxiu had a rather competitive personality; since he joined the logistics troops, he decided never to slack off before collapsing from exhaustion.

Just as Chen Duxiu was striving to squeeze out his last bit of physical strength, the officer ordered everyone to rest. Hearing this order, the crowd almost immediately collapsed to the ground. Chen Duxiu was the same; he leaned against the cart wheel, feeling weak all over. The vigor of working to death just now disappeared completely in an instant. Although the back of his head was pressed against a protruding part of the wheel, feeling very uncomfortable, Chen Duxiu didn't even have the strength to move his neck. He couldn't help thinking that the purpose of rest was to restore physical strength, and after restoring physical strength, he had to work to death again. If he really died of exhaustion now, perhaps it would be much more comfortable than this constant working to death.

Thinking of this, Chen Duxiu panted heavily, forced himself to cheer up, propped up his body, and stood up. He saw the comrades from the Yue Wang Hui background collapsing on the road one by one really like dead dogs. Looking at the comrades from the People's Party background again, although they sat back to back according to their usual training, their foreheads were also covered with sweat, and there were obvious water stains soaked by sweat on their military uniforms. Since everyone couldn't change uniforms yesterday, there were layers of white salt stains on their dark blue uniforms. This was very normal; when everyone set off yesterday, the materials to be moved were distributed evenly. As the physical strength of the comrades from the Yue Wang Hui was exhausted, the comrades from the People's Party silently took on more work of transporting materials. If not for this, the entire team simply couldn't have persisted until now without anyone falling behind.

"People's Party soldiers are human too," Chen Duxiu said in his heart. They would also feel exhausted and tired, so they put all their energy into fighting against this exhaustion and tiredness. Instead of being like the Yue Wang Hui, with minds full of showing off but unwilling to truly face hard work. The difference in achievements between the Yue Wang Hui and the People's Party, wide as heaven and earth, was gradually pulled apart from every such small link, from every section of marching. By the time the Yue Wang Hui saw the gap, it was fundamentally impossible to catch up.

Although he still wanted to continue observing, Chen Duxiu felt a burst of blackness before his eyes, and his consciousness disappeared along with the darkness surging like a tide.

When Chen Duxiu woke up, he didn't even know what had happened. He only saw himself surrounded by several comrades from the Yue Wang Hui. Chen Duxiu wanted to raise his body, then discovered his strength seemed to have disappeared completely; he couldn't even move a bit. The comrades from the Yue Wang Hui hurriedly helped Chen Duxiu up. Someone brought water over. "Mr. Chen, drink some water."

After drinking water, Chen Duxiu felt much better. Supporting himself on the comrades' shoulders, he stood up, only to see there were more than thirty people with him, but the transport troops were nowhere to be seen. "Where did the transport team go?"

"Mr. Chen, after you fainted, the transport team left the comrades who couldn't walk behind, and they set off themselves. This bunch really doesn't give face," someone said very dissatisfiedly.

Chen Duxiu shook his head. "What kind of talk is this? Since we can't walk anymore, there is no reason to delay the troops from continuing to advance. If they stayed, wouldn't it be much easier? Continuing to advance is even harder."

After being criticized by Chen Duxiu, the comrades from the Yue Wang Hui dared not retort. They asked: "The troop cadres let us wait here. Mr. Chen, what do you think we should do?"

Chen Duxiu looked ahead for a while but couldn't see any trace of the troops at all. It seemed the main force had gone far. "Let's wait here."

Everyone was waiting for this sentence from Chen Duxiu. Since Chen Duxiu also stated his position, everyone helped Chen Duxiu sit down, and they also sat down along the way, or simply lay down. They had never experienced such hard work; at this time, their bodies and mental strength had reached the limit long ago. Quite a few people fell asleep not long after lying down. Chen Duxiu also fell asleep unknowingly.

It wasn't until noon that Chen Duxiu woke up. He didn't wake up naturally but was startled awake. The footsteps of the large troops marching in the distance vibrated the ground. Although no one spoke in this troop, this vibration still stimulated the most instinctive alert nerve of humans. Not only Chen Duxiu, but others were also startled awake.

Chen Duxiu took out his pocket watch and looked; it was 1:30 in the afternoon. He knew the main force set off in the dark early this morning to not disturb the citizens and not leak news. The transport troops walked for a day and a half; the main force completed it in half a day. This speed was truly surprising.

As the main force got closer and closer, Chen Duxiu could see that the main force's physical strength hadn't been consumed too much. The soldiers looked focused and walked briskly, marching on the mountain road without the slightest sluggishness. Exchanging situations with the troop's courier, the main force continued to advance without stopping. The troop of 1,000 people soon disappeared on the mountain path.

It wasn't until evening that the logistics troops came back pulling carts. And the vast majority of those who came back were cadres from the Yue Wang Hui background; most of the logistics troops from the People's Party background continued to set off with the main force.

When Chen Duxiu and the others stumbled on the return journey, the officers and soldiers of the Hubei New Army Thirty-first Regiment had already set up camp. They didn't have the marching mode of carrying compressed biscuits and salted duck eggs, so they brought their own grain when sending troops. Marching on the mountain road every day naturally couldn't be very fast. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't need to make fires to cook, but the New Army had to cook. Just cooking and eating would take at least four hours every day. The tradition of the New Army sending troops was to issue money. The court had no money to give Hubei but could use tax deductions. However, the Huguang Governor had no intention of giving the New Army so much money, just giving a bit of start-up fee symbolically.

The Thirty-first Regiment shouted "loyal to the court, exterminate chaotic parties" the loudest with their mouths, but loyalty to the court was definitely not without a price. This bit of start-up fee absolutely couldn't make the officers and soldiers of the Thirty-first Regiment feel their loyalty received the deserved reward. Thus, the change in the mood of loyalty led to them walking less than twenty *li* a day. Now there was still a distance of more than seventy *li* from Yingshan County. The Commander of the Thirty-first Regiment was even more unwilling to walk so fast, setting up camp early to rest.

With the Hubei New Army marching so swaggeringly, they naturally wouldn't pay attention to passers-by. Anyway, passers-by had long been scared by this large troop into hiding by the roadside, not daring to approach. The scouts of the People's Party disguised as passers-by, closely monitoring the movements of the Thirty-first Regiment.
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Chapter 80 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 5)

Wu Cunxiao was a squad leader of the reconnaissance platoon. At this moment, disguised as a porter carrying a load of tea, he, along with three other soldiers and a group of passersby, was blocked by several New Army scouts in a hollow by the roadside. On the mountain road not far from him, the troops of the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army were marching. From officers to soldiers, no one had any intention of rushing; they walked slowly on the mountain road one by one as if sightseeing. The troop of more than two thousand people was organized into a large column with two people in a row, stretching out for several *li* like a super-long roundworm. Walking at the very front were the logistics troops; mules and horses carried grain, and conscripted laborers carried heavy luggage. Although the marching speed of the logistics troops was already very limited, they could still walk at the front of the team.

After seeing this team, Wu Cunxiao clicked his tongue in his heart. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army dared to march like this, the troop commander would probably have been removed from office long ago. This formation was simply not a marching formation. Although there was the problem of narrow mountain roads, at any rate, the troops should be divided into multiple marching columns according to their units. With this formation, if suddenly attacked, the entire team would be in chaos immediately. Wu Cunxiao knew the Hubei New Army felt the road section they were marching on now was still very safe. When they really got close to the base area, they wouldn't be so careless either. But marching in a safe area, shouldn't they adopt a more efficient marching method? The Hubei New Army claimed to "win by learning" among the various New Armies; this military literacy was a bit too childish.

It wasn't easy to wait for the main force to pass. Just as he was thinking of waiting for the New Army scouts in front to leave, he saw twenty or so officers and soldiers walking towards the direction of the hollow where Wu Cunxiao was. This hollow was a dead end of thirty-some meters formed by rock. Not only Wu Cunxiao was stopped inside, but also some travelers. All were driven here when the scouts of the Hubei New Army were scouting the road. These unfortunate people totaled more than 20. Looking at their appearance, most were merchants. In groups of a few or a dozen, each group had people pushing wheelbarrows and carrying loads on shoulder poles. Wu Cunxiao and the three soldiers disguised themselves as selling tea; Wu Cunxiao carried the load, and the other three pretended to guard the tea load. All four had queues and didn't stand out in the crowd at all.

Seeing the New Army scouts coming this way, almost everyone's face changed greatly. Some timid ones had already started to retreat with their goods. As the saying goes, "common people don't fight with officials," let alone facing several thousand Hubei New Army soldiers now. In this wild mountain ridge, facing a group of Manchu Qing "*Qiu Ba*" (soldiers), it would be strange if everyone wasn't afraid.

"Everyone, what goods are you all carrying?" The questioning officer had a hypocritical smile piled on his face. This kind of weasel-paying-respects-to-a-chicken smile made everyone's face change even more.

"Don't be afraid, everyone. We are the government army; we won't disturb the people." The officer continued to say with a hypocritical smile, "We are going to Anhui to fight chaotic parties. This has delayed everyone's journey. This officer apologizes to everyone here."

These merchants were experienced. If the officer came up and scolded viciously, it would just be extortion; losing some wealth would settle it. Now this officer spoke logically, or rather made conversation when there was nothing to say; that wasn't a matter of extortion and paying a little money. This was a precursor to making everyone bleed heavily. Although knowing they were doomed, no one spoke. This was also human nature; even knowing death was imminent, perhaps not responding would make death come a bit slower.

Seeing no one dared to respond, the officer still smiled fake: "This officer doesn't distrust everyone either, but one must always be careful on the march. Everyone is carrying loads and pushing carts. If there are weapons in these loads and carts, I can't ignore it. I have to say, I have to let everyone suffer a little grievance. We want to inspect everyone's luggage."

As soon as these words fell, a timid merchant already shouted: "Official Lord, we are good people. We are not chaotic parties."

The reason the merchant broke the silence just now was simple. Marching soldiers "inspecting goods" meant robbing openly. At this time, the merchant could no longer continue to be silent.

The officer waved his hand. The New Army soldiers behind him had already lined up and raised their rifles, black muzzle holes aimed at this group of merchants. The officer pulled a long face. "If you don't have ghosts in your hearts, why not let us inspect? This clearly shows there are ghosts in your hearts. Someone, bring those few people out." As soon as the voice fell, several New Army soldiers had already rushed forward, grabbed the merchant who spoke just now, and pulled him out. The merchant's partners wanted to stop it but dared not really shove the New Army soldiers. During this pause, that New Army officer had already raised his hand and pointed to the companion who was obviously in the same group as this unlucky merchant. "Bring these few people out too."

The New Army soldiers answered and immediately started to arrest people. While shoving, a New Army soldier suddenly shouted: "They carry guns on their bodies."

As soon as these words came out, both the officer and the soldiers changed their expressions. In an instant, several more people rushed up, pressed that merchant and his companions to the ground, and tied them up firmly. The soldiers searched the merchant's body and sure enough found two pistols.

"Honestly speaking, where are you chaotic parties from?" the officer shouted.

The merchant was pressed on the ground, with soldiers pointing rifles at his head around him. The merchant shouted hoarsely in fear: "Official Lord, we are decent businessmen."

"Decent businessmen? What guns do decent businessmen carry?" the officer sneered.

"It's unsafe on the road; we carry guns for self-defense."

"Unsafe? In this bright and peaceful world (*Lang Lang Qian Kun*), how can it be unsafe? You are speaking ill of the court; what is your crime?" the officer continued to sneer and said.

Wu Cunxiao pressed his hand over his mouth, as if afraid he would accidentally say the wrong thing. He looked at the other few comrades, only to see everyone either lowering their heads or turning their bodies and heads away like they were afraid. But from the subtle movements of facial muscles, Wu Cunxiao could roughly tell that the comrades were holding back laughter just like himself, afraid of revealing flaws. This was really a "bright and peaceful world"; everything happening before their eyes was enough, where was the need to specifically speak ill of the court?

What happened next was really not worth mentioning; an old-as-can-be drama was staged once. Everyone was searched, and the traveling goods were also opened and rummaged through.

Wu Cunxiao and the others didn't bring pistols, only daggers. And his merchant team all had their own weapons. These various weapons thrown on the ground were everyone's "evidence of crime." Everyone was forced by gun muzzles and dared not move. And these goods were nothing special, just common things like salt, cloth, sundries, and tea. The New Army took all these things away. Even most of the money on everyone was taken away.

The merchants wailed, but what else could they do besides wailing?

The officer gave a cold laugh. "Lord (referring to himself) has killed I don't know how many chaotic parties in the New Army. Sparing your lives today is your blessing." After speaking, the New Army officers and soldiers left swaggeringly with the merchants' items and "captured" weapons.

Merchants running on mountain roads were all doing small capital business; how could they bear being tossed about like this? The owners among them cried as if dead. And other transporters or bodyguards also mourned silently with sad faces. When the New Army "inspected" the goods, they were really "heroic." A lot of salt and tea was spilled on the ground. Although the cloth was taken away, quite a few places were also torn. Some sundries were dropped, but not knowing where the New Army got that "hostility," they deliberately stomped on the sundries with their feet when leaving. The sundries merchant picked up these broken sundries and held them in his arms, crying even more sadly.

Wu Cunxiao had a gloomy face; fire almost sprayed out of his eyes. Is this the usual face of the Manchu Qing army? Although Wu Cunxiao had fought many battles with the Manchu Qing army, everyone settled it on the battlefield; it was either you die or I live, fighting with real swords and guns. As the victorious side, although Wu Cunxiao had sufficient pride, he wouldn't have any special disgust for the Manchu Qing army. Now seeing the evil deeds of the Manchu Qing army against the people with his own eyes, Wu Cunxiao couldn't control his emotions no matter what. A strong sense of abhorrence burned his soul like fire.

Fortunately, in every war, the People's Party didn't give the Manchu Qing a chance to wreak havoc; in every war, the People's Party completely annihilated the Manchu Qing troops. This was just an ordinary march, and the Manchu Qing poisoned the common people so much. If they were allowed to win a battle, heaven knew what these beasts could do. Just imagining it, Wu Cunxiao felt a chill on his back.

"Let's go," Wu Cunxiao said to the comrades. The comrades were equally full of anger; they followed Wu Cunxiao closely and left the crowd. Without carrying the load, Wu Cunxiao felt his steps were also much lighter. After taking a few steps, he turned back again. Bending down to grab a handful of tea mixed with soil from the ground, Wu Cunxiao clenched his fist tightly. He felt his palm stung painfully by the tea stems. I will definitely make you pay back these debts. Wu Cunxiao stared at the back of the long New Army team, swearing secretly in his heart.

When the New Army plundered merchants, the People's Party troops also encountered the problem of merchants. The troops just put them under temporary custody. Large troop marching was different from small team marching. Actually, some small paths might not be un-fast; a few people passing through might be faster. But large troops couldn't do it. Although they often had to detour, generally speaking, marching on the main road was more efficient for large troops overall. So the merchants and mountain people encountered along the way could only have their freedom of movement restricted temporarily. Only after the main force had gone far could they be released.

The comrades left to guard these people were all very good at marching; they could always catch up with the troops. This made Zhang Yu very assured.

However, this measure only lasted for two days according to the plan. Starting from the third day, the troops advanced at full speed. In this march, all soldiers carried their own luggage and dry rations. Calculating from the news constantly sent back by the base area's forward reconnaissance troops, the distance between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army had shortened to less than two days. Moreover, the Thirty-first Regiment was less than thirty *li* away from Yingshan County, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was still more than eighty *li* away from Yingshan. If the Thirty-first Regiment was allowed to enter Yingshan county town, it would cause a huge loophole in the entire combat plan. So the troops accelerated their march; they must launch the attack before the Hubei New Army entered Yingshan county town.

"Full speed ahead," Zhang Yu issued the order.
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Chapter 81 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 6)

"Thirty *li* of mountain road; how long does this Thirty-first Regiment intend to walk?" While the troops rested at night, Zhang Yu and others couldn't rest. Everyone was studying the map carefully. The People's Party marched close to 50 *li* a day. Now they were just over 30 *li* from Yingshan County. Originally according to calculation, the troops were only 40 *li* away from the enemy. According to intelligence sent back by the reconnaissance troops, the actual distance was farther than this. The Hubei New Army actually walked no more than twelve *li* on the mountain road yesterday.

Zhang Yu didn't care exactly how far the Hubei New Army walked; it was useless for him to care about this. He wanted to know how the Hubei New Army could possibly walk only a dozen *li* a day. No matter how hard the mountain road was, it shouldn't be slow to this degree.

"I think there might be several factors. First, the Hubei New Army's clothing is wrong," Political Commissar Lu Zhengping said. The distance between the two troops didn't exceed 50 *li*. The reconnaissance troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had almost turned out in full force. Plus the news collected before, it was much more convenient to grasp the specific situation of the Thirty-first Regiment. "It's cold in the mountains, and the Hubei New Army was still wearing summer clothes when they set off. If they don't camp early, they can't stand it."

This reason was very easy for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to understand. When the comrades set off, they brought marching quilts, and the camp didn't prepare temporary tents. They just found places as sheltered from the wind as possible. In the chilly mountain wind, everyone wrapped themselves tightly in quilts; some soldiers simply wrapped themselves completely in quilts. If the soldiers of the People's Party who had undergone targeted training were like this, and the troops had trained in various field camping methods, it was impossible for the Hubei New Army to pay more attention to these practical technologies than the People's Party.

The Hubei New Army very traditionally used New Army tents. The result was that they had to set up tents every day when camping and pack up tents before marching. Just the consumption of this time was huge. Besides setting up and dismantling tents, transporting these heavy logistics materials during the march, it would be strange if the marching speed could be raised.

"Second, they also don't have too many places suitable for camping," Lu Zhengping said.

Mountains are not like plains; on plains, places to camp are everywhere. Mountain roads cannot provide wide places for thousands of people to rest at the same time. Even if there were such open places, the mountain wind could freeze you to death. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were now divided into many small camping areas along the mountain road. Soldiers wrapped in quilts resting on the mountain road was already the best way for military efficiency and physical health. At least the area "suitable for rest" was much larger. Under trees, behind rocks, or simply wrapped in quilts leaning against mountain rocks to rest; the methods fully utilized imagination. But if these troops lived in tents, there was absolutely no need to consider military efficiency issues.

Lu Zhengping analyzed very well, and the other participating cadres agreed very much. After Zhang Yu understood the reason why the Thirty-first Regiment was so slow, he didn't relax. He said with a cold face: "The biggest problem now is when to fight the Thirty-first Regiment. We don't want to fight a hard battle with them. Fighting a hard battle, we suffer losses."

The Thirty-first Regiment had more than two thousand people, while the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had only one thousand one hundred people. In terms of troop strength and equipment, the Thirty-first Regiment had a huge advantage. Zhang Yu thought he had made up his mind to fight, but when really only one day's journey away from the enemy, with the battle imminent, Zhang Yu felt his preparation for the war was far from enough. At least compared to the standard of absolute victory, Zhang Yu was still far off.

Ignoring Zhang Yu's nervousness, Political Commissar Lu Zhengping asked: "Are we adopting the daytime combat mode or the night combat mode?"

There was a combat plan before the battle, but the situation was unclear at that time, and the comrades couldn't make a final decision then. Now being so close to the enemy, they could finally determine which combat method to use to solve the enemy.

Every commander was under great psychological pressure. This choice determined the future fate of one thousand one hundred Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers. It even determined the development of the war situation on the entire southern line of the base area. Everyone hoped to obtain a decisive victory. However, before the war began, no one could guarantee the inevitability of victory.

Seeing no one spoke, Lu Zhengping said: "I suggest fighting during the day. Our troops can march and intersperse better. When fighting for various commanding heights with the enemy, it's also easier to fight. Besides, the troops' night combat training is still very insufficient. Adopting night combat hastily might not be a good thing."

The participating officers nodded after hearing this. Zhang Yu felt a burst of regret in his heart. Actually, the analysis Lu Zhengping just mentioned was the result summarized when Zhang Yu discussed with Lu Zhengping privately, but Zhang Yu himself failed to propose it first because of worrying about gains and losses. Now hearing Lu Zhengping analyze the war situation clearly and logically, including Zhang Yu himself, had to admit that this choice was almost the only reasonable choice. Precisely because this choice was reasonable, there was a place that couldn't be bypassed at all: even if the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army fell into an encirclement, as long as they gritted their teeth and resisted desperately, it would take several days to completely annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment.

"Exactly how strong can the enemy's resistance spirit be? What do comrades think?" Zhang Yu asked.

"Who cares how they resist? Just suppress them completely and finish them off." As long as it didn't involve things at the campaign design level, the lower-level cadres became active. Up to now, every battle of the People's Party was blade against blade, gun against gun, adopting the way of seeing red with bayonets to finally resolve the battle. From attacking fortified villages to many subsequent campaigns. Every time there was close-quarters combat at the end. Especially in the Battle of Hefei, annihilating Li Yuanhong's troops was like this. To limit the actions of Li Yuanhong's troops, the army consumed huge manpower and material resources and prepared for a long time. Finally resolving Li Yuanhong completely was just that last big charge.

Seeing he had no other choice, Zhang Yu said loudly: "Then let's do it this way."

The troops went to sleep around 8 PM. By around 3:30 in the morning, all troops were woken up. The cadres and soldiers ate breakfast, and then received the news: the troops put down all luggage and advanced with light packs. Everyone was very clear about the meaning of this order. The final battle was finally about to start. The troops from top to bottom became excited and uneasy.

The sky was still dark. Under the illumination of a few torches, political commissars and instructors began to carry out the final mobilization. Why fight this battle? Everyone analyzed very clearly. If the troops stuck to Anqing city, under the attack of the Hubei New Army's naval guns and infantry, the losses suffered by the troops would definitely be very large. As long as the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army was annihilated, then due to lack of manpower and the psychological shock, the Hubei New Army would never dare to attack again. This was the most basic explanation. The troops had fought quite a few battles and held even more meetings. Everyone could understand these explanations.

After explaining the campaign ideological design, what remained was the mobilization of combat determination. "We attack actively, and losses will be smaller instead. If we say we are not adapted to fighting in the mountains, those people of the Hubei New Army are even less adapted. Bring into play the troop's style of daring to fight; the enemy is definitely not our opponent."

The People's Party didn't talk about empty things. After telling the honest truth to the soldiers of the troops, the morale of the troops quickly rose. When the sky was slightly bright, the troops left behind all other equipment except military equipment and began to advance towards the enemy.

The landform of Yingshan County was called "three mountains sandwiching two rivers." The entire territory of Yingshan was dominated by medium and low mountains, known as "eight mountains, one water, and one field." The main peak of the Dabie Mountains in the north, Tiantangzhai, extended to the northeast, forming a series of peaks such as Yunfengding, Shiguzhai, Wufengshan, and Huangmeijian. Then branching westward into three major mountain ridges, sandwiching two rivers in the east and west, running through the entire territory, forming a terrain gradually tilting from northeast to southwest. The highest point, Tiantangzhai, is 1729 meters above sea level, and the lowest point, Chuanxingyuan, is 90 meters above sea level, with a height difference of 1639 meters and an average slope of 17°.

This terrain and landform were very suitable for guerrilla warfare, which the comrades of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were naturally very clear about. Because they were well-trained, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army felt it was a bit too clear. There were many mountain paths in the entire Yingshan area. Even though the reconnaissance troops spent great effort, without the cooperation of local common people, they couldn't figure out many road compositions besides the official roads.

Chen Ke had never revealed the issue of "future history" to the comrades, so the comrades naturally didn't know that Yingshan County was also an "old revolutionary base area." The only thing they could know was that this place, Yingshan, was too poor. This was also something that couldn't be helped; due to the lack of land, although Yingshan was a strategic pass, the entire area was poor to death.

Yingshan is a piece of red land, which has nurtured a large number of fruitful people with lofty ideals. Jin Guangti, the Minister of Justice who presided over the corruption case of Heshen in the Qing Dynasty; Fu Huichu, a veteran of the Xinhai Revolution; Wang Shuwen, the Siberian investigation commissioner who provided exact basis for Sun Yat-sen to determine the three major policies of "Allying with Russia, Allying with the Communist Party, Assisting Peasants and Workers"; Li Cishan, the president of the Shanghai Bar Association who organized the rescue of the "Seven Gentlemen" during the Republic of China period; Fu Weiyu, who succeeded Zhou Enlai as the Secretary of the Central Military Commission of the CPC; Peng Ganchen, who succeeded Zhu De as the Garrison Commander and Public Security Bureau Chief of Nanchang, etc., occupied a place on the stage of Chinese history. Among the students of the first, second, and third terms of the Whampoa Military Academy, the number of people from Yingshan ranked first in the country. Yingshan is an old revolutionary Soviet area. The CPC party organization was established as early as 1927, and the Soviet regime was established in 1931. The Fourth Front Army of the Red Army marched west from here, the Twenty-seventh Army of the Red Army was formed here, this was the guerrilla base of the Twenty-eighth Army of the Red Army, and also the starting point of the Long March of the Twenty-fifth Army of the Red Army. The Liu-Deng Army leaping thousands of *li* into the Dabie Mountains used Yingshan as a main military passage, fighting fierce battles here in a roundabout way. During the Red Army period, 22 leaders above the division level were created. Among the population of only 180,000 at that time, more than 30,000 children were sent to the main forces, and more than 7,000 sacrificed their lives. It was known as the red Soviet area where "blood dyed the red earth three feet deep."
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Chapter 82 The Third Battle of Anqing (Part 7)

After Reconnaissance Platoon Squad Leader Wu Cunxiao and three comrades rushed back to the troop station, they reported the collected intelligence to the troop intelligence department. It wasn't just their four-man squad reporting; as the distance between the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army and the Hubei New Army got closer and closer, the reconnaissance troops probed intelligence in formations of four or two, determining feasible marching routes.

The scouts who completed their missions rushed back to the station. While chewing compressed biscuits and salted duck eggs, they pointed at the map, narrating the intelligence they collected to the intelligence officers. Some soldiers ran over a hundred *li* of mountain roads in a day; their bodies were already extremely exhausted, so they simply wrapped themselves in quilts and lay down to sleep.

After Wu Cunxiao finished reporting his work, he was just about to get up to receive the next task when soldier Li Chengdong standing beside him hurriedly stopped Wu Cunxiao. Li Chengdong whispered: "Squad leader, I think we should rest first too."

"What? Body can't hold up?" Wu Cunxiao asked.

"We want to participate in the upcoming battle," Li Chengdong said excitedly. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was going to attack an enemy twice its size; this would be a fierce battle. Judging by the current situation, by the time the battle started, the reconnaissance troops wouldn't have the physical strength to fight anymore. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, there were no "disposable items" like in the old-style armies. When it was time to rest, the troops not only wouldn't force everyone to go into battle but would also mandatorily require rest.

The other two soldiers also nodded repeatedly, supporting Li Chengdong's idea. When selecting reconnaissance personnel, the most important thing was firm will and serious attitude. One of the basic functions of reconnaissance troops was to scout roads. Not only did they have to walk the main roads, but more often they had to walk small paths, and for a large part of the time, they even had to walk unnecessary paths. If the reconnaissance troops walked the unnecessary paths, the troops could walk fewer unnecessary paths during marching and combat. If one didn't have firm willpower, one couldn't accept this kind of hard work in the first place. If scouts told lies, the impact on combat would be terrible. Therefore, the requirements for the character of scouts were even higher than the requirements for physical fitness.

Since the scouts were such excellent soldiers, they naturally didn't want to miss the battle. Especially a crucial battle like encircling and annihilating the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army. The mobilization slogan of the troops this time was "Annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment, no big war in Anqing." The analysis of the war had already been conveyed to every soldier; everyone knew clearly what the battle meant. So no one wanted to miss this battle.

Suppressing the impulse to fight in his own heart, Wu Cunxiao persuaded: "Comrades, if we can't fight in the battle, it must be because our reconnaissance work was done well; we ran all the roads we should run. Think about it, everyone, after we run so many roads, tired like dead dogs one by one, going onto the battlefield like this is being irresponsible to everyone. Comrades, we can't just think about being red flowers; there must always be someone to be green leaves, and someone has to be cow dung. You say, in a battle, which link can be missing? Since we are reconnaissance troops, we must first do our own work well. Chairman Chen emphasized repeatedly that we must be good screws of the revolution. We can't think so much; focus on doing our own work well."

Chairman Chen Ke's words were brought out, so the soldiers of the reconnaissance troops naturally couldn't oppose Chairman Chen Ke's teachings. But everyone's eager thought to fight floated on their faces.

Wu Cunxiao tilted his head and asked: "Comrades don't think pathfinding is too boring and tired, do you?"

"Squad leader, I was just afraid you would think so," Li Chengdong hurriedly explained. "Which of us in the reconnaissance troops hasn't fought a dozen battles, big and small? Now we can't fight in such a critical battle; I feel stifled in my heart."

"Yeah, just pathfinding, not fighting, we don't feel at ease in our hearts either," the soldier beside him hurriedly said.

"Why wouldn't you feel at ease?" A loud voice asked with a clear tone from the side. Everyone turned their heads to look; it was the Troop Political Commissar Lu Zhengping.

"Commissar!" The soldiers saluted hurriedly. "This time we did all the work ourselves, so we don't feel at ease in our hearts."

After returning the salute, Lu Zhengping didn't speak immediately. It wasn't just the soldiers who didn't feel at ease; the Party Committee, including Lu Zhengping, didn't feel at ease either. After all, this battle wasn't ordered by Chen Ke personally. Without Chairman Chen Ke's order, the comrades always felt something was missing.

"Did everyone follow the plan, follow the usual training, and the experience accumulated in battle?" Lu Zhengping asked.

"We did it all," the soldiers looked straight at Lu Zhengping and answered firmly.

Seeing the comrades so serious, Lu Zhengping laughed: "Then that's fine. Comrades, these were all taught to us by Chairman Chen; Chairman Chen also fights battles like this. Following what Chairman Chen said is absolutely correct."

"Commissar Lu, after all, our numbers are small. We indeed did our best, but if something goes wrong, how can I face the comrades?" A scout said. Quite a few scouts had the same feeling; the more they prepared, the more suspicious places they would find. But the soldiers of the reconnaissance troops were also human. In this unfamiliar territory, everyone couldn't possibly walk every single small path on the mountain road. They had already done their best.

"Comrades, do you trust our comrades-in-arms?" Lu Zhengping asked. This question, seemingly unrelated to what the scouts were worried about, stunned the comrades.

Lu Zhengping continued: "The comrades of the troops absolutely trust you. If you say there is a road somewhere, everyone believes there will absolutely be a road there. We will indeed encounter various problems during battle, but I hope everyone puts down the burden. We must believe that the comrades of the troops can definitely overcome all difficulties and annihilate the Thirty-first Regiment. So, everyone focus on doing your own work now, finish collecting intelligence, and then hurry to rest. Don't worry, when everyone is needed to fight, I will absolutely not let comrades fall behind. When we win, we will let comrades from our reconnaissance troops rush back immediately to report the good news to Chairman Chen. Chairman Chen will definitely be happy."

Lu Zhengping's words untied the knots in the hearts of quite a few comrades. This battle was completely different from previous battles. Not only was the highest commander no longer Chairman Chen whom the comrades were convinced by, but the initiation of this battle was also decided by Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping themselves. Although Chen Ke allowed the Anqing troops to choose for themselves, the psychological impact brought by different commanders couldn't be ignored. Chen Ke's status was recognized by all cadres and soldiers, but the status of Zhang Yu and Lu Zhengping was given by Chen Ke. After all, the base area had only been built for over a year; the so-called "seniority" hadn't formed deep-rooted ideas at all. Especially Lu Zhengping; there were plenty of people in the reconnaissance troops who enlisted at the same time as him.

When Lu Zhengping guaranteed everyone that members of the reconnaissance troops would "report the good news" to Chairman Chen, the comrades finally felt relieved. There were so many people in the reconnaissance troops; naturally, it was impossible for all to go back to "report the good news" to Chairman Chen. What the comrades cared about was that the work of the reconnaissance troops itself would receive Chairman Chen's praise. Whether it was their turn to report back personally became less important instead.

Having solved the pre-war psychological fluctuations of the reconnaissance troops, Lu Zhengping returned to the command post with the preliminarily drawn map. Zhang Yu hadn't slept much for two days; with red eyes, he gathered around the map with the comrades of the Operations Section. The landform of Yingshan County was called "three mountains sandwiching two rivers"; the whole territory was dominated by medium and low mountains, with many rivers. This also meant there were many possible road combinations.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, which was at an absolute disadvantage in numbers, didn't prepare to have a simple frontal battle with the Hubei New Army, but wanted to achieve victory by means of an encirclement and annihilation battle. This required as comprehensive an understanding of the terrain as possible. On this basis, they needed to possess overwhelming efficiency in the use of firepower. All of this required detailed maps for support.

Looking at the dense road signs, Zhang Yu felt a burst of irritability in his heart. Intelligence became a burden at this time; what to choose and what to discard wasn't an easy thing. Zhang Yu closed his eyes and recalled Chen Ke's command for the umpteenth time in his heart. Chen Ke's command wasn't complicated. Zhang Yu felt Chen Ke always seemed to pick a route casually, and then carried it out to the end according to this route. For Chen Ke, all this seemed to be logical. There was neither unease nor anxiety. At least Zhang Yu had never seen Chen Ke reveal unease and anxiety.

Thinking of this, Zhang Yu opened his eyes. He tried hard to exclude all his other thoughts, thinking only of finding the most effective and reasonable marching route in his heart. He didn't know if this attitude of having no distracting thoughts worked, or if accumulated experience worked; anyway, Zhang Yu finally determined five routes for the siege. The Operations Section analyzed the five routes and also felt there were no problems. This analysis didn't have any special basis originally. Unless large troops tried them one by one personally, judging against the map, every route had its rationality, and one could definitely pick out a pile of faults too.

The operational plan for a five-route siege was finally determined.

The Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army didn't know their fate had already been decided on paper. At this time, they were sleeping soundly. Long-distance mountain road marching consumed physical strength very much, especially mental energy. The Thirty-first Regiment had no experience in mountain marching, let alone mountain combat experience. They were still within the Hubei boundary now. With their imagination, they absolutely couldn't imagine that the "Bandit Army" would actually besiege the Government Army within Hubei territory. The mountain wind was very cold. Along the way, one-third of the soldiers of the Thirty-first Regiment caught a cold for various reasons. Either having a fever from a cold or having sore legs and feet. This was also the reason their marching speed was extremely slow.

After dawn, the Thirty-first Regiment didn't continue to set off but continued to stay put. Mountain marching lacked reliable water sources. The higher the altitude, the more inconvenient it was to fetch water. Just collecting water for people and horses to drink consumed huge energy. The Government Army had to have the "style" of the Government Army; if enough water wasn't obtained, it meant marching "preparation" was insufficient, and the officers of the Thirty-first Regiment refused to set out. The officers also had their own difficulties. The reward money given for sending troops this time wasn't enough to begin with. If they "coerced too much," heaven knew what trouble would arise.

By the time the laborers and low-level soldiers transported enough water, it was actually almost noon. After drinking water and filling their portable bamboo tubes with water, the huge team of the Thirty-first Regiment slowly tossed about on the mountain road for a long time before finally continuing to advance towards Yingshan County.

Zhang Yu watched the actions of the Thirty-first Regiment through binoculars. He suddenly somewhat understood why Chen Ke could always make combat determinations easily, and win the planned victory every time. How could one not win fighting against such trash? The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army set off at four in the morning. The troops advanced with light packs, spending five hours walking more than forty *li* of mountain road. Originally, everyone was determined to have a storm-like mobile battle. As a result, after various troops entered the predetermined positions, the Thirty-first Regiment hadn't set off yet. Now they were still four *li* away from the "pocket" (ambush circle). With their speed, heaven knew how long it would take to enter the pocket.

Zhang Yu decided not to waste time with this group of Manchu Qing trash. He issued an order to the Operations Section: "The whole army rest."

The comrades of the Operations Section raised no objection at all. Running on the mountain road for so long, everyone was really tired. Soon, except for the security personnel, the officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, including Zhang Yu, lay down and slept at the ambush location. Today the sky was clear for thousands of *li*. In a relaxed and tranquil atmosphere, neither the ambushers nor the ambushed had any murderous aura on them. The distance between them was shortening extremely slowly.

Zhang Yu didn't sleep very soundly. He woke up intermittently several times in between. Every time he woke up, Zhang Yu thought he would hear the voice of the Operations Section personnel waking him up immediately. But he didn't hear it. Fatigue soon conquered this young man. Until the last time he woke up, because of the recovery of energy, Zhang Yu suddenly felt a huge panic in his heart. Did the Operations Section all oversleep? Did they let the enemy pass? Fear drove away the remaining sleepiness cleanly. Zhang Yu leaped up from the ground; he ran hurriedly to the observation point and looked down with binoculars. He saw the Manchu Qing troops were still acting unhurriedly. Most of the team had already entered the encirclement circle, and only less than one-fifth of the troops were still outside the attack range.

"Did I not sleep at all?" Such a thought suddenly arose in Zhang Yu's mind. His repeated waking up was just him accidentally dozing off just now. Thinking of this, Zhang Yu took out his pocket watch. The hands had moved a large angle from the last time Zhang Yu looked. Zhang Yu rubbed his eyes, only then confirming that the Manchu Qing actually spent a full three hours walking less than four *li*. Moreover, looking at it now, the troops of the Thirty-first Regiment actually intended to set up camp and cook. No wonder the comrades of the Operations Section hadn't woken him up until now; Zhang Yu thoroughly understood what was going on.

"Let's attack as soon as they stop," Zhang Yu ordered.
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Chapter 83 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 1)

After entering September, there was no summer heat in Xuzhou even during the day. Duan Qirui naturally didn't know that the average temperature a hundred years later was a bit higher than in 1907, while Duan Qirui's biggest opponent now, Chen Ke, was privately satisfied with this temperature. In any case, it was impossible for Duan Qirui to have such a concept as annual average temperature.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen sat facing each other in the official hall. The temperature inside the room was lower than outside, but even so, Duan Qirui didn't feel cool; he only felt his palms were always somewhat clammy. A notice was placed in front of the two; this was the notice posted by the People's Party in Beijing city. The stimulation brought to Duan Qirui by this arrogant practice was far less impactful than the content of the notice: the People's Party annihilated the Thirty-first Regiment of the Hubei New Army. Such a big event, Duan Qirui actually saw it from the People's Party notice sent over by the Ministry of Army. Such an absurd thing made Duan Qirui very depressed.

"This matter shouldn't be a false statement made by Chen Ke." Wang Shizhen was much calmer than Duan Qirui, at least his speech looked no different from usual.

Duan Qirui respected Wang Shizhen very much. Actually, not just Duan Qirui, but the vast majority of Beiyang officers were convinced by Wang Shizhen. Although anxious in his heart, Duan Qirui still waited silently for Wang Shizhen to finish speaking, because Wang Shizhen never spoke lightly.

Sure enough, Wang Shizhen didn't let Duan Qirui wait in vain. He stood up and pointed to the map, saying: "The Thirty-first Regiment should be finished; the Hubei New Army can no longer be counted on. The notice also said the People's Party advanced troops to Huangpi Pass; these words are probably a feint, just to make the Hubei New Army dare not move. Not only the Hubei New Army, but if the People's Party sends a thousand or so people now to feign an attack on Wuhu, the Jiangnan New Army will have to return to Jiangnan immediately. The original three-pronged siege had many flaws; the Ministry of Army thought to make Chen Ke attend to one thing and lose another. But after the Hubei New Army route retreated in defeat, it became a situation where only our route is confronting the People's Party head-on. We can't count on others anymore."

What Wang Shizhen said was simple strategic situation. Duan Qirui knew Wang Shizhen's meaning wasn't to talk about strategy; what Wang Shizhen wanted to emphasize was the last sentence: "We can't count on others anymore."

"Old brother, do you think we can't win against Chen Ke?" Duan Qirui asked.

Wang Shizhen didn't answer directly. He continued: "I've carefully watched these battles fought by Chen Ke. He never fights head-on; it's either surprise attacks or setting up ambushes for encirclement. As long as Chen Ke makes a move, he will definitely wipe out a government army completely. The government army only sends out one or two routes each time, but every time they think perfectly beforehand: if they can do this and that, they can put Chen Ke in a desperate situation. But Chen Ke annihilates the government army at the key points where the government army has to fight, making the government army's situation collapse completely instead. Advancing separately to attack together will only give Chen Ke the opportunity to defeat them one by one."

Duan Qirui nodded slightly. Although a rare complaining flavor appeared in Wang Shizhen's words, Duan Qirui agreed quite a bit. Actually, this military plan of a three-pronged joint attack on Chen Ke wasn't bad. Only after the separate advance and joint attack failed completely now did Duan Qirui figure out how to fight. In terms of paper work, it should have been Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen's troops engaging Chen Ke head-on first, suppressing Chen Ke completely so he was powerless to divide his forces, and then the Hubei New Army and Jiangnan would attack from two other sides. Theoretically, Chen Ke definitely couldn't withstand such a situation. But in this troop dispatch, the three parties had no coordination at all, and it could even be said that each had ulterior motives and performed perfunctorily. As a result, after the weakest Hubei New Army was annihilated, the situation transformed in a direction favorable to Chen Ke. Chen Ke not only didn't have to worry about Hubei, but the troops in Anqing still had spare energy to make the Jiangnan New Army unable to move.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui had to sigh: "Old brother, we really can only rely on our own Beiyang people."

"We can only send troops immediately!" Wang Shizhen was concise, and Duan Qirui nodded immediately. Both were heavyweights of a region. Chen Ke's victory triggered strong dissatisfaction from the Ministry of Army; telegrams and documents urging the two to advance came one after another. Moreover, Chen Ke wantonly mocked Cixi as "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief"; this appropriate metaphor thoroughly enraged Cixi. And Cixi's anger was genuine. For Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui, the higher the position, the less freedom of choice. Complaining about some things was useless; it was better not to mention them.

"Old brother, let's send troops immediately. I'll take the lead," Duan Qirui said firmly.

This battle must be fought. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen were both Beiyang backbones. If the two really refused to advance on the grounds of the Hubei New Army's failure, even if the court's strict order failed, at most they would be replaced. Even replacement wasn't certain; the court would just reprimand them verbally. But if the two did this, it would only add frost to the snow for the Beiyang faction which had already suffered heavy blows. They would only give those attacking the Beiyang faction more excuses.

In addition, there was another matter the two had to consider. This troop dispatch cost a lot. It took a month for the Beiyang Third Town troops to all arrive in Xuzhou. Fortunately, Wang Shizhen was in Xuzhou; he arranged many things well, so the more than ten thousand troops of the Third Town at least had food and shelter. But the total number of their subordinates was close to twenty thousand. At least twenty thousand *jin* of grain a day; over a month, more than five hundred thousand *jin* of grain were eaten up just like that. The grain that could be collected around Xuzhou was all collected, and grain prices kept rising. Buying grain was simply a bottomless pit. As long as the court choked off the grain and pay, Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen could only watch their troops starve. If fighting a war turned into a troop mutiny—leaving aside other generals—Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui would absolutely not allow such a bast*rd thing to happen to them. If they didn't want this kind of thing to happen, sending troops as soon as possible became the only choice.

The post of Provincial Commander of Jiangbei held by Wang Shizhen was converted from the Governor of Jianghuai. Its predecessor was the Governor of Grain Transport, so he had the power to govern the locality and also concurrently managed grain transport affairs. Wang Shizhen had considerable authority and money and grain in his hands. But involving fighting a war, Wang Shizhen couldn't invest money from grain transport and the locality into the war for a long time either. Fortunately, the one cooperating with Wang Shizhen was Duan Qirui, a sensible person. If it were someone else, they would probably have blocked Wang Shizhen every day asking for money and grain long ago.

Having made the decision to send troops, the two Beiyang generals began to prepare. As the earliest westernized army in China, Beiyang attached great importance to the role of staff officers. Wang Shizhen actually counted as a very qualified chief of staff; he was meticulous in thought and good at observation, and formulating plans was never prone to errors. The Beiyang Third Town used to be Wang Shizhen's subordinates, and now the Staff Department had no intention of resisting at all. With Wang Shizhen sitting in the Staff Department, plans for sending troops were completed one by one.

"Zhou Yong, hurry up and harness the cart," Kong Zhang shouted to the assistant in the grain shop.

"Alright, Young Master," Zhou Yong answered while running towards the livestock shed in the back.

Kong Zhang's grain shop wasn't large in scale, just seven or eight people, but Kong Zhang had been very close to Wang Shizhen recently, so Wang Shizhen also took care of his business. Zhou Yong was twenty-three or twenty-four years old, a helper Kong Zhang newly hired a few months ago. After the flood, many Anhui disaster victims ran to Xuzhou to make a living, asking for very low wages. Zhou Yong knew how to drive a cart and was honest and willing to work. At that time, Kong Zhang had just taken over this grain shop; when hiring people, he took a fancy to Zhou Yong in the crowd at a glance. Even now, Kong Zhang didn't fully understand why the ragged Zhou Yong was so different back then. Perhaps it was Zhou Yong's fearless expression when facing strangers, or perhaps it was that magnanimous temperament on Zhou Yong. Anyway, Zhou Yong could always organize himself in good order. Before being hired by Kong Zhang, although his clothes were worn out, they were carefully patched now. Although not washed spotless, they were obviously washed on time. Old but not dirty. Moreover, Zhou Yong spoke and handled affairs very logically; knowing was knowing, not knowing was not knowing. Unlike other disaster victims who were impetuous and fearful due to bewilderment about future life, afraid others wouldn't know they were capable at all times, wanting to prove they were capable in everything. These all made Kong Zhang like him very much.

Soon, the carts were harnessed. Going together wasn't just the cart driven by Zhou Yong, but also two other carts. Kong Zhang sat directly on Zhou Yong's cart. "Go, to the barracks."

Kong Zhang liked sitting in Zhou Yong's cart. Besides the fact that Zhou Yong never had any strange smell on him, Zhou Yong was also different from other helpers. He never tried to get close to Kong Zhang. Driving was driving; Zhou Yong didn't talk nonsense. Same as usual, Zhou Yong shook the reins, waved the whip, and shouted "Giddyup." After the mule cart started, Zhou Yong, whose driving level was originally just so-so, had improved a lot after working in Kong Zhang's grain shop for a few months. The mule cart went fast and steady. After the cart ran normally, Zhou Yong didn't say another word.

"Zhou Yong, let me ask you something," Kong Zhang spoke first this time. "I want to raise your wages."

"Thank you, Young Master," Zhou Yong answered without looking sideways. Although there was some happiness in his tone, there wasn't the ecstatic feeling others had after encountering such a good thing.

"Zhou Yong, are you preparing to return to your hometown in Anhui?" Kong Zhang couldn't help asking.

"Who doesn't want to go home," Zhou Yong answered calmly.

Kong Zhang heard that Zhou Yong meant he was preparing to go home. He was a bit unhappy. "Zhou Yong, your wages aren't high now, at most enough for your own food and drink. Look, you haven't even bought a set of new clothes in the few months you've been with me. Going home now, you have to bring some more money back to your family, right?"

"What you said is true, but a letter was brought from my hometown in Anhui saying that land has been distributed at home, and life is passable. It's just that there's suddenly going to be a war again, so I didn't leave. At any rate, waiting to see the result after this war is fought. Sigh." After finishing, Zhou Yong sighed.

"What do you mean by this?" Hearing Zhou Yong speak honestly, Kong Zhang immediately became interested.

"Young Master, if the Government Army wins, I will go home immediately. After this military disaster, it won't do if no one supports the family. If the Government Army doesn't win, I can instead earn a bit more money in Xuzhou before going back. So I appreciate Young Master's kindness. You raising my wages is naturally wanting me to work here for a while longer, but I can't even decide my own staying or leaving. If the Government Army wins, I have to leave immediately, which would trouble you instead. So regarding this wage raise, I can't let down Young Master's kindness," Zhou Yong answered calmly.

Hearing this, Kong Zhang didn't know what to say for a moment. Zhou Yong spoke honest words, but Kong Zhang really didn't expect there to be such a reasonable person as Zhou Yong in these years. Kong Zhang felt moved in his heart. He patted Zhou Yong's shoulder. "Zhou Yong, you told me this truth; I can't let your good intentions fall flat like this. How about this? We will still raise the wages, but not that much. I will also ask around for news more recently, and will send you to the barracks to deliver grain more often. You also pay attention to ask for news yourself. The Government Army has set the date for sending troops; it's just a matter of three or four days. Once there is a result, I won't stop you from staying or leaving."

Hearing this, Zhou Yong also looked at Kong Zhang with emotion. He said seriously: "Then thank you very much, Young Master. You might as well start asking if there are any drivers now; don't wait until I leave to look."

"Drivers?" Kong Zhang smiled bitterly. "Now the Government Army is looking for drivers everywhere for grain transport manpower before sending troops. Looking for people will have to wait until this battle is over no matter what. By the way, you also be careful; follow me closely. Don't transport a trip of grain only to be conscripted."

The people at the gate knew Kong Zhang. Seeing him come, they didn't check the vehicles at all and let them into the camp gate. Inside the Beiyang Army camp, it was already bustling with activity at this time. Everyone looked nervous and dashed around madly. Officers had huge tempers; seeing anyone slightly displeasing to the eye, they scolded loudly. Seeing the scene of people shouting and horses neighing, Zhou Yong confirmed that the news Kong Zhang said about the Beiyang Army moving out soon was indeed correct. Because he had learned Putonghua in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Zhou Yong could quite understand what the Beiyang Army was arguing about. Actually, it was nothing more than those marching preparation issues. In the Beiyang Army, the higher-ranking officers were actually more agitated. Zhou Yong saw a senior officer with Regiment Commander shoulder insignia cursing loudly because his horse wasn't fed well. This style made Zhou Yong very disgusted in his heart. If the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were sending troops, these tasks would have been completed by the grassroots commanders below long ago. How big a blunder would have to occur to make a Battalion Commander commanding a thousand people burn with rage? The system in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was complete, or at least constantly perfecting various systems. Battalion Commanders, Political Commissars, and Soldier Committees would have rectified these matters through meetings time and again on normal days; where would it be the turn to fly into a rage before sending troops?

However, according to the specialized training for intelligence work, Zhou Yong just looked curiously once and turned his gaze away. This wasn't just acting; Zhou Yong was really looking at these things with a humble learning attitude.

"May I ask if Provincial Commander Wang is in?" Kong Zhang asked the quartermaster with a smile.

"Mr. Kong, Provincial Commander Wang is in," the quartermaster also laughed. "You go in to see Provincial Commander Wang."

"This isn't appropriate, right?" Kong Zhang said hurriedly. "Provincial Commander Wang is very busy now; I can't disturb him."

"Provincial Commander Wang instructed that for someone doing large-scale grain business like Mr. Kong, he must meet personally. Mr. Kong, please enter," the quartermaster explained.

Kong Zhang instructed the other few drivers to watch the vehicles and let Zhou Yong follow him into the central army tent.

Wang Shizhen wasn't afraid of tediousness in doing things. Logistics and forage were of great importance in this troop dispatch. He was afraid the people below would mess things up, so for anyone selling more than three hundred *shi* of grain, he received them personally. After the personal guard reported, Wang Shizhen ordered someone to bring Kong Zhang in.

"Provincial Commander Wang, this student pays respects here." Kong Zhang stepped forward and bowed.

Wang Shizhen nodded and waved for Kong Zhang to sit down. After thanking him, Kong Zhang sat on the seat beside him. Zhou Yong naturally stood behind Kong Zhang.

"This is..." Wang Shizhen looked at Zhou Yong and asked.

"This is my personal helper; many things in the shop are handled by him," Kong Zhang answered.

Wang Shizhen sized up Zhou Yong carefully before turning his gaze back to Kong Zhang. "Kong Zhang, is the grain ready?"

Kong Zhang bowed slightly. "Provincial Commander Wang, the agreed grain is all ready. But grain after that cannot be guaranteed. Buying too much grain here recently, the grain that can be collected nearby has all been collected. To prepare more, we have to go to farther places. Your business is urgent, Provincial Commander Wang; my father asked me to explain it to you. Within one month, three hundred *shi* can still be raised. More cannot be guaranteed."

Wang Shizhen looked at Kong Zhang with slightly narrowed eyes. Kong Zhang's family was a big household in Xuzhou, known as Kong Ten Thousand Mu. Kong Zhang was the fourth son of the current family head. Originally, he had no share when dividing the family property. The old man let Kong Zhang choose a livelihood himself. Kong Zhang ran to England to study, but learned electricity generation. Kong Zhang thought he had mastered the latest technology and wanted to display his skills. To show what he learned, he even got a hand-cranked generator when he came back. Seeing electric sparks crackling between two metal balls, and listening to Kong Zhang's explanation of electricity, a phrase involuntarily surfaced in the minds of the relatives and friends who came to see the novelty—"Thunderstruck" (*Tian Da Lei Pi*). Old Master Kong only knew after seeing this "trick of pretending to be a ghost" that this son spent thousands of taels of silver to learn such a currently useless "daddy-pit" profession. The old man was so angry; he got sick from anger that night. He didn't give Kong Zhang a good face for many days in a row.

Kong Zhang once ran to Shanghai wanting to work in a power plant. He thought that as a student who studied in England, he should be taken seriously by the British at any rate. As a result, the British looked down on him completely, only giving him a position as an ordinary technician. Kong Zhang worked for a while and felt really depressed, so he ran home. When he returned home, the old man didn't have the heart to let his son be an idler, so he gave him a grain shop business.

Wang Shizhen knew Kong Zhang had a nickname in this Xuzhou city, called "Thunderstruck." Wang Shizhen knew a lot about new technologies; actually, he quite agreed with the electricity industry Kong Zhang engaged in. But China's industry was poor to begin with, and Xuzhou didn't even have a power plant, so Kong Zhang's learning was wasted. Wang Shizhen had thought that if he could exterminate Chen Ke, he would find a way to raise funds to build a power plant. Kong Zhang would have full utility value. So Wang Shizhen had been walking quite close to Kong Zhang during this period.

However, at this moment, Wang Shizhen didn't have any positive thoughts because of cherishing talent. Kong Zhang's old dad "Kong Ten Thousand Mu" was really an old fox. He sold one thousand *shi* of grain to Wang Shizhen this time, but made it clear he didn't want to sell more. Now the Beiyang Army had almost bought up all the grain in Xuzhou. After a while, grain prices would definitely skyrocket, and the grain hoarded by the Kong family could make a big profit. But the Kong Zhang in front of him was the son of Xuzhou's "Kong Ten Thousand Mu" after all, and the Kong family also had a *Jinshi* in the current dynasty, so it wasn't good to offend them.

Although Kong Zhang carried the reputation of "Thunderstruck," he wasn't rigid. Wang Shizhen used both coercion and inducement, but Kong Zhang spoke exactly the same from beginning to end: collecting grain was difficult, really having the will but lacking the strength. Wang Shizhen knew he really had no time to deal with Kong Zhang now, so after agreeing on when the three hundred *shi* of grain would be delivered, he let Kong Zhang go.

Having achieved his goal, Kong Zhang didn't lack any etiquette when leaving leisurely. Wang Shizhen looked at Kong Zhang's back but couldn't help casting his gaze on Zhou Yong. Wang Shizhen clearly felt Zhou Yong was really different from the masses. Zhou Yong was really too relaxed; that was the expression only people with a well-thought-out plan would have. As Kong Zhang's helper, having such performance was really too abnormal. What made Wang Shizhen particularly concerned was that when Zhou Yong left with Kong Zhang, his demeanor and movements were a bit too appropriate. This showed Zhou Yong completely understood the content of the conversation between Kong Zhang and himself. If Zhou Yong was Kong Zhang's shopkeeper, that attitude of being unmoved by the conversation content wasn't normal either. This demeanor made Wang Shizhen couldn't help thinking of a person, that person was Chen Ke. When Chen Ke met Yuan Shikai back then, he also had quite this feeling. That was an attitude of not being subordinate to anyone; that was an attitude of having a very strong backbone. Wang Shizhen thought Chen Ke was too arrogant at the time; later he understood Chen Ke couldn't even be called arrogant. That was simply the attitude one would have only if they didn't treat Yuan Shikai as their own person.

Unexpectedly seeing such a person again today, Wang Shizhen felt very unhappy in his heart.

Kong Zhang didn't have the insight accumulated by Wang Shizhen's experience. The reason he pulled Zhou Yong to see Wang Shizhen was to let Zhou Yong know there was a future in following him. Zhou Yong worked seriously, and also could read, understanding addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division arithmetic. Plus driving was also not bad; it would be a pity not to keep such a person.

After going out the door, Zhou Yong still drove as usual, not saying an extra word. Kong Zhang finally understood that Zhou Yong was determined to return to his hometown in Anhui.

Returning to the grain shop, Zhou Yong had nothing else to do. Waiting until before lunch at noon, he secretly took out a pencil and wrote a note. After eating, he went out towards the City God Temple. Not far after walking, he saw a beggar sunning himself against the wall, with three words "Do good deeds" written in white ash in front of him.

"Beggar, go home," Zhou Yong laughed.

The beggar hurriedly said: "Reward three mantou to eat."

"Three? Not even one," Zhou Yong laughed.

"Not even one, then you ate it yourself. Do a good deed; we are all from poor backgrounds. Looking at your physique, five mantou a meal isn't the end. Rewarding half a mantou is always possible, right?"

"Scram!" Zhou Yong spat.

"Where do you want me to scram to? I want to scram home," the beggar said lazily.

"Who doesn't want to go home," Zhou Yong sighed.

Seeing Zhou Yong had feelings of homesickness, the beggar hurriedly came up to hold Zhou Yong's hand. Zhou Yong hurriedly shook off the beggar's dirty hand and walked away quickly with a look of disgust. That beggar chuckled and secretly tucked the piece of paper in Zhou Yong's palm into his bosom.

In the evening, Zhou Yong went out again. The location agreed on the note was very secluded; someone was already waiting there in the shadows. Zhou Yong identified carefully; he couldn't see the face clearly but knew it wasn't the beggar from the day. The two exchanged secret codes, and Zhou Yong told the collected intelligence to the liaison officer. The liaison officer listened carefully, not saying a word from beginning to end. When Zhou Yong finished reporting, the liaison officer only said "Understood" and got up to leave.

"Wait, comrade, I want to ask, when can I return to the troops?" Zhou Yong asked. The comrades who came to Xuzhou with him this time were all capable generals selected by the organization. Xuzhou city wasn't small either; everyone hadn't met since dispersing. Zhou Yong almost felt he was abandoned by the organization until he encountered important intelligence. He went to contact according to the contact method, and sure enough found the intelligence system was really working. And what Zhou Yong cared about most was when he could return to the troops. When selected at that time, Zhou Yong felt he could be competent for this job. After actually doing it, he felt he really didn't understand himself.

"I will report your request to the organization. Do the work well first now."

"Please be sure to report this matter to the organization. I really want to go back to fight."

"Mhm." The courier responded and left the meeting place along the shadows.

Early the next morning, in a private house outside the city, several pigeons flew over the wall, flapping their wings towards the western sky.

The report of Zhou Yong requesting to return to work in the troops was transmitted back to the base area along with the intelligence. After the intelligence officer parsed the document, he categorized the two pieces of intelligence and sent them to the departments they should be sent to respectively. It wasn't the first time the Special Service Section responsible for exterior line intelligence work received such an application. In fact, all dispatched intelligence officers submitted the same application, which made the Section Chief of the Special Service Section frown tightly.

The Operations Department was beaming with joy. Intelligence from various places indicated the movements of the Beiyang New Army, and the intelligence transmitted by Zhou Yong was especially useful. The quantity of grain collected by the Beiyang Army was simply too critical a datum. The grain price in Xuzhou could certainly reflect problems; for example, the continuously high grain price indicated someone was buying grain on a large scale. But exactly how much was bought was unknown. What could be known now was that Wang Shizhen presided over this matter. It would be better if it could be more detailed.

The Operations Department reported this idea to Chen Ke. Chen Ke answered very simply: "No need for the time being." Chen Ke always attached importance to intelligence work, but Chen Ke felt the comrades had walked into a misunderstanding regarding intelligence work recently. There were often things like "stealing secret letters" in storytelling, as if a battle was decided by those few letters or operational plans. Actually, with the execution ability of the Manchu Qing army, they simply couldn't carry out the operational plan they formulated without distortion. Even if the opponent was the Beiyang elite, Chen Ke didn't think the Beiyang Army could do these. Being overly addicted to the "accuracy" of intelligence would only cause negative effects.

Not only the Beiyang Army, but the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was also the same. Zhang Yu's victory on the southern line directly led to a big change in the initial deployment. The troops originally used for emergency on the southern front were greatly reduced. If the earliest operational plan was stolen by Beiyang, then when the fighting really started, Beiyang would find the number of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army troops was more than in the plan. The Military Commission replaced a regiment stationed in Hefei in the original plan with a newly formed reinforced battalion. All troops of the 104th Division were used for the campaign to annihilate the Beiyang Army.

Due to the ample troop strength, the plan re-formulated by the Military Commission was bolder and more aggressive. The original plan was to attack the group located in the enemy's rear first. Now in the new plan, a regiment would be sent to attack Xuzhou. Once Xuzhou was lost, no matter how much courage and resourcefulness Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen had, they couldn't persist. In the process of their withdrawal, there were countless opportunities to utilize. If fighting according to the original plan, Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen would definitely be careful at every step, and there would be too few opportunities to take advantage of.

This bold plan was proposed by Zhang Yu. He originally volunteered to undertake this work. But Chen Ke gave him another order. Chen Ke ordered Zhang Yu to feign an attack on Wuhu after crossing the Yangtze River, letting the Jiangnan New Army return to the south of the Yangtze River. The new operational plan had a far larger operational scope than the initial plan, and the deterrence to the Manchu Qing was equally greater. Chen Ke even suspected whether the Manchu Qing could bear this failure.
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Chapter 83 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 2)

The Beiyang Army had the style of a government army. When Duan Qirui sent troops, he specifically set the departure ceremony outside the west gate of Xuzhou city. All units of the Beiyang Third Town—town, brigade, regiment, and battalion—flew their respective military flags. The autumn wind was strong; as the cool autumn wind passed, various flags fluttered, truly a display of waving banners. Duan Qirui wore the military uniform of a Commander, and the yellow tassels looked majestic and solemn too.

Maintaining order for the Beiyang Army were government Yamen runners. They looked enviously at the Beiyang Army in bright clothes, and envious gazes were mainly cast on those officers in bright military uniforms. Fortunately, the onlookers looked at the huge military array and curiously wanted to get closer in their hearts, but were frightened by the murderous spirit of these soldiers. At least no one recklessly wanted to squeeze forward too much.

Kong Zhang brought Zhou Yong to watch the troop dispatch too, but the Kong family could get a better position. On the second floor of a teahouse near the open ground temporarily serving as a drill ground, Kong Zhang and Zhou Yong sat by the window overlooking the neat military array. Kong Zhang knew the evaluation of people around him; the nickname "Thunderstruck" had long reached Kong Zhang's ears. Kong Zhang showed no reaction on the surface, but in his heart, he looked down extremely on these ignorant rats who criticized him. If he invited these rats to watch such an exciting scene as troop dispatch, heaven knew what boring words they would say. But bringing those subordinates who only knew how to flatter him submissively was equally boring. In comparison, Zhou Yong, who could deal with him normally, showed his value.

Moreover, Kong Zhang was Zhou Yong's employer after all, so he consciously felt some psychological superiority. Zhou Yong didn't care what Kong Zhang thought at all. He went up to the teahouse with Kong Zhang completely normally. The waiter served tea, and Zhou Yong poured tea and water for Kong Zhang, fulfilling the necessary etiquette. When Kong Zhang turned his head to look at the Beiyang military array, Zhou Yong also turned his head to observe. Looking from different heights and angles, the feeling was also completely different. Zhou Yong was a deputy platoon leader in the troops and had undergone short-term training in the military academy. In his view, the Beiyang Army in front of him could indeed be called a formidable enemy, but the Beiyang Army lacked many extremely critical things. A very specific feeling, Zhou Yong couldn't explain it clearly either. If he had to say it, this army wasn't a whole, but composed of many distinct parts. Whether senior officers, mid-level officers, or soldiers, the distance between them was so close, yet it was like being separated by something invisible. Most importantly, whether officers or soldiers, they were accustomed to these separations, and even considered them natural. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, this was absolutely abnormal.

While observing, Zhou Yong heard Kong Zhang beside him suddenly laugh: "Zhou Yong, could it be you have also been a soldier?"

Zhou Yong turned his head and saw Kong Zhang looking at him, with a somewhat strange expression on his face. Zhou Yong actually didn't dislike Kong Zhang. Kong Zhang came from a big household and was an overseas student, but because his major was too advanced, he couldn't display his ambition. In his depression, he actually didn't have any hostility, which could be considered rare. Although Kong Zhang's demeanor was very rude, Zhou Yong didn't take it to heart. He smiled. "Young Master, I haven't been a soldier."

Kong Zhang was very puzzled by Zhou Yong's frank smile. Just now Kong Zhang was also looking at the military array. "The layman watches the scene, the expert watches the method." Kong Zhang was completely watching the scene. If others watched with Kong Zhang, they would inevitably shout and talk nonsense like other spectators in the teahouse. Zhou Yong's silent reaction was already unique enough. Kong Zhang glanced at Zhou Yong very casually and saw Zhou Yong looking at the Beiyang military array with a focused expression. Kong Zhang was very familiar with this kind of gaze; he had seen it on many European technicians and engineers. They had such gazes when studying mechanical equipment of their profession. It was very abnormal for Zhou Yong, a disaster victim, to have such a reaction to the Beiyang military array.

Zhou Yong looked back at Kong Zhang with bright eyes. That simple and steady gaze made Kong Zhang not know what to ask. Just at this moment, the Beiyang military band began to play. The military music "*The Beiyang New Army is Advancing*" was a tune Chen Ke plagiarized from "*Soviet March*" in *Red Alert 3*. That fierce aura shocked one's heart after hearing it. The departure ceremony led by Duan Qirui had ended. Hearing this tune with European style, Kong Zhang couldn't help being attracted. Plus he also knew he couldn't ask anything more from Zhou Yong, so Kong Zhang simply turned his attention back to the window.

Duan Qirui and other senior officers on the platform still stood there, and the soldiers below had lined up and begun to march according to deployment. The second floor of the teahouse was far from the platform, so he couldn't see the expressions of these people clearly. But the excited and high-spirited movements of the marching soldiers were quite interesting.

Kong Zhang couldn't help looking at Zhou Yong again. Zhou Yong looked at the ranks of the Beiyang New Army thoughtfully; that gaze was definitely not something a military layman would have. What exactly did Zhou Yong do? Associating Zhou Yong's Anhui origin and his usual calm and unhurried style, Kong Zhang couldn't help feeling a shock in his heart.

Zhou Yong didn't care what Kong Zhang would think. He had already received the notice from the organization. The latest military operation might be launched in Xuzhou. Other comrades had already been incorporated into the new combat department inside Xuzhou city. Zhou Yong might contact the military camp in Xuzhou, so he wasn't transferred to the new action department. As a veteran soldier of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Zhou Yong had participated in a series of campaigns. Especially participating in the first Battle of Anqing; that was his first time traveling a thousand *li*. After this campaign, the imagination of the cadres in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was greatly improved. Once the Beiyang Army sent troops on a large scale, Xuzhou would be empty, and the difficulty for the People's Party to surprise attack Xuzhou would also be greatly reduced. After the first Battle of Anqing, the People's Party didn't occupy Anqing, which puzzled quite a few comrades at the time.

There were some basic strategy courses in the military academy. Chen Ke specifically talked about "Lose land to save people, people and land both survive; lose people to save land, people and land both lost" in class. The comrades understood but couldn't accept it. Later, the several battles for Anqing proved Chen Ke's penetrating insight in strategy. The current Xuzhou was also the same. As long as it wasn't for occupying Xuzhou long-term, the difficulty for the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to seize Xuzhou was very small. For Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, Xuzhou was their old nest; after losing Xuzhou, they would definitely panic. Since there was no intention to occupy Xuzhou originally, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could completely sweep Xuzhou's armaments clean and then withdraw to the base area. There was no Manchu Qing army between Anhui and Xuzhou, so the People's Party could naturally traverse the two places without worrying about anything else. Even if the Manchu Qing retook Xuzhou, so what? If they wanted to rebuild their military and political rule in Xuzhou, they would need a large amount of investment. Even if they rebuilt the military and political affairs of this Xuzhou, so what? If these troops huddled inside Xuzhou city, it would be meaningless. If the Manchu Qing still conducted mobile warfare with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army could still do the same thing again and retake Xuzhou.

Regarding these strategic issues, Chen Ke had talked about them all. The more Zhou Yong savored them, the more reasonable they seemed. What he wanted most now was to finish fighting quickly and return to the troops to continue engaging in familiar military work. The intelligence department was indeed key; Zhou Yong admitted this himself. Now Zhou Yong was convinced he really wasn't suitable for this revolutionary work. Looking at the ranks of the Beiyang Army, what Zhou Yong thought of was the comrades far away in Anhui. They should be ready to go, or even already embarked on the journey, right?

Zhou Yong didn't think wrong; the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had indeed completed the final general mobilization. The troop scale of the 104th Division was larger, stationed in four areas of the base area. Chen Ke didn't engage in any concentration; he personally went to the four areas to review the troops. After Zhang Yu solved the problem of the Hubei New Army on the southern line, the four regiments of the 104th Division were stationed along the Huai River. The most elite First Regiment was stationed in Wuhe County; they undertook the heavy responsibility of attacking Xuzhou. After the Beiyang Army went south into the base area, the First Regiment would bypass the Beiyang Army and go north to attack Xuzhou. To avoid the attack of the Jiangnan New Army, Zhang Yu had already commanded the troops to cross the Yangtze River and was now advancing east. If there were no accidents, Zhang Yu should have already taken Tongling, which was weakly defended.

First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui personally accompanied Chen Ke to review the troops. As the creator of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, Chen Ke already knew what exactly to look for during a review. Neat queues meant the discipline of the troops; people were not wooden stakes that wouldn't move if placed there. Whether the soldiers had enough energy and physical strength to maintain the neatness of the queues for a long time meant the training level. And the firm will contained in the soldiers' eyes was the indication of whether the political work of the troops was in place. Doing political work well wasn't making soldiers think a lot and making their gaze complicated. After political work was done in place, the soldiers of the troops would solve all doubts; they knew what they were fighting for, and the remaining thought in their hearts was an extremely simple gaze. Overwhelming all problems and obtaining the final victory.

Striding past the front of the neat queue of more than four thousand people of the First Regiment, when meeting the soldiers' eyes, what Chen Ke saw was sufficiently firm gazes. Chen Ke's gaze was equally firm. Without avoiding any line of sight at all, Chen Ke even actively inspected the expressions of thousands of soldiers. Amidst the gazes of thousands of people, Chen Ke was calm and composed; his mind was clear and bright. As the supreme commander of this army, Chen Ke could already put these thousands of soldiers before his eyes, as well as the tens of thousands of soldiers he had reviewed, into his heart. These people were the revolutionary army Chen Ke represented. Chen Ke could even clearly distinguish which gazes were firm, which gazes were overly excited or slightly fearful, and which gazes were awe or longing.

"Hello, comrades!" Before every square formation, Chen Ke would shout loudly.

"Hello, Chief!" The soldiers responded in unison.

"Comrades have worked hard!"

"Serve the people!"

As the commander of this parade, First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui followed behind Chen Ke with He Zudao. Hearing this dialogue full of aura, Yang Baogui only felt the hair on his back stand up like being struck by lightning. Although he was a regiment commander, he actually didn't have much experience of reviewing troops formally like this. The response of the troops blew past Yang Baogui's body like a storm, as if trying to push Yang Baogui away. Yang Baogui felt the hair on his body seemed to stand up under this force. Looking up at Chen Ke in front, he saw Chen Ke walking calmly in front of the team. All the sound waves couldn't shake Chen Ke's figure at all, and Chen Ke was communicating with the soldiers through dialogue. Yang Baogui suddenly felt an awe from the bottom of his heart. At least for now, Yang Baogui knew he couldn't achieve Chen Ke's calm communication. Although Yang Baogui was the First Regiment Commander, the First Regiment was still Chen Ke's troop. If the soldiers were asked to choose, the soldiers would definitely choose Chen Ke first.

After reviewing the formation on foot, Chen Ke ascended the reviewing stand accompanied by He Zudao, Yang Baogui, and others. He stood in front of Chen Ke, raised his hand in salute, and then said loudly: "Chairman Chen Ke, can the march-past begin now?"

"Begin," Chen Ke answered clearly.

With the order, the square formations of the troops began to form teams one by one and passed the reviewing stand in high spirits.

After the review ended, Chen Ke convened a military meeting of the First Regiment. "Regiment Commander Yang scouted the road personally this time; it was truly hard work," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing this, Yang Baogui felt warm in his heart. To grasp more detailed intelligence, Yang Baogui and the Chief of Staff formed a small team and personally walked the land route once. Along the way were plain areas, and travel was also convenient. Even with such not very detailed pathfinding, Yang Baogui felt much more assured in his heart. Maps, no matter how detailed, couldn't compare to walking a trip personally like this. Chen Ke confirmed such hard work first; not only Yang Baogui, but the comrades accompanying him were also very encouraged.

Yang Baogui asked: "There aren't many enemies on the marching route; the troops should be able to arrive in Xuzhou smoothly. I just want to ask how long we have to hold Xuzhou; I hope the Military Commission can give a precise word."

"This kind of thing depends on the reaction of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui. The distance is just three or four hundred *li*; running fast, they arrive in five or six days. The Military Commission doesn't think it will trigger a chain attack from the Manchu Qing. The key depends on which path the Beiyang Army chooses. At that time, the Beiyang Army will be desperate and definitely will risk their lives."

"Chairman Chen, then let's simply block Duan Qirui in Suzhou (Anhui)," Yang Baogui worried most that he wouldn't have a battle to fight. Since this campaign was personally commanded by Chen Ke, he suspected the Beiyang Army basically had no ability to escape the base area. Suzhou was south of Xuzhou, closer to the base area. If they wanted to effectively influence Xuzhou after the war, occupying Suzhou was imperative.

"If we can prevent the Beiyang Army from plaguing the base area, I still don't want to let the Beiyang Army plague it. But if the troops fight against Beiyang in field battles, I feel the losses will be too great. We can't bear such losses." Chen Ke stated his thoughts very bluntly. "Drag Duan Qirui down and skinny first, then annihilate him in one blow. Fighting when the Beiyang Army still has spare energy, we suffer losses."

"Encounter the enemy where they are, and defeat them there. If no enemy is encountered, then strike straight at the bandit army's nest, Fengtai." This was the strategy formulated by Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui himself was from Anhui, ancestral home Lu'an. His grandfather Duan Pei (courtesy name Yunshan) had trafficked private salt with Liu Mingchuan and organized militia training in his early years, gaining merit in suppressing the Nian Army. He was an official Commander of the Huai Army, leading troops outside. Local tyrants Liu Nan and Liu Shu ran rampant in the countryside; Duan Pei killed them out of righteousness, thus forging a feud. Duan Qirui's father Duan Congwen farmed at home, living by renting land for cultivation. In early 1869, to avoid revenge from the local tyrant surnamed Liu, Duan Congwen moved the whole family to Yanliumiao, Shouzhou. Although the Duan family moved to Hefei a year later, the young Duan Qirui could still vaguely remember the peaks of Shouzhou. Shouzhou was only thirty *li* from the Fengtai County base area. Duan Qirui not only looked forward to eliminating the chaotic party Chen Ke through war, but Duan Qirui also had sufficient enthusiasm for fighting back to the hometown he once lived in.

From the map, Fengtai County was in a position slightly west of the south of Xuzhou. After entering October, the weather was clear. The Beiyang Army divided into two groups. Wang Shizhen was in front, and Duan Qirui's Third Town was in the rear instead. Jiangsu was Wang Shizhen's territory after all; him acting as the guide was more efficient. This journey was also very smooth. The two armies paused briefly in Suzhou to rest and reorganize. Duan Qirui then took the lead; the Third Town continued south as the vanguard, heading straight for Huaiyuan. Huaiyuan had already fallen into the hands of the People's Party; both Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen believed that place would likely be the first battlefield.

The closer to Huaiyuan county town, the more abnormal the surrounding scenery became. Although Duan Qirui was from Anhui, his time in the north far exceeded his time in Anhui. In the Anhui of his memory, fields were scattered, but the land of the base area entering Duan Qirui's line of sight changed according to the terrain, but the land was connected into large blocks. Between the fields, there were obviously unfinished projects, looking very much like water conservancy projects. But they were divided into sections; Duan Qirui couldn't figure out for a moment how the gap in between was solved.

These doubts were just small problems. Wang Shizhen had explained to Duan Qirui in detail the "New Deal" promoted by the People's Party in the bandit area. While the Qing court was still arguing about "constitutionalism," in the bandit area, not only was there no argument, but various places had elected their own "People's Representatives" and formed local governments. Of course, before promoting "constitutional government," the People's Party had already breached all the fortified villages within its sphere of influence. Among these "People's Representatives," the number of mud-legs (peasants) was very large; they were all firm followers of the bandits. Thinking that the "constitutional government" Lord Yuan Shikai strove to design was actually realized first in Anhui in such a mode, Duan Qirui had an indescribable feeling in his heart.

Regarding land reform in the bandit area, Duan Qirui also knew a lot. Regarding the matter of the People's Party bandits personally building water conservancy, Duan Qirui scoffed at it. A group of bandits with today but no tomorrow, even if they engaged in some water conservancy construction, it was just pretending to deceive the common people. Only after personally seeing these farmlands and seeing the unfinished but large-scale water conservancy projects did Duan Qirui realize he was wrong. These bandits were not perfunctory; they were really engaging in construction.

As the march proceeded, Duan Qirui saw with his own eyes that this kind of large-scale land was not just in one or two places, but appeared constantly. The intervals between large patches of fields were also some unsuitable land. These weren't left empty either; bamboo forests and tree forests covered these lands unsuitable for cultivation in large patches. Duan Qirui even saw many mulberry trees. Although they were all small trees, small trees would always grow up. The People's Party not only emphasized agriculture but also sericulture. They really treated the bandit area as their own territory.

The scenery of the farmland was nice, but there were no farmers in the fields. Even less was there the scene of common people lining the streets to welcome the "King's Army." The more he saw, the uglier Duan Qirui's face became. It wasn't rare for common people to hide from military disasters, but hiding so cleanly was rare. Large troop marching was a rare thing after all. According to Duan Qirui's experience, no matter how sparse the population in the fields was, there would always be people watching the excitement. Marching for two days, they actually hadn't seen any common people watching the excitement. This was a bit too worrying.

Scout cavalry galloped back and forth between Huaiyuan County and the long main force of the Beiyang Third Town. Two scouts rushed to Duan Qirui's central army. "Reporting to Commander Duan, Commander Sun has already taken Huaiyuan county town."

"How many bandit troops are inside Huaiyuan county town?" Duan Qirui asked closely.

The two scouts looked a bit strange. They paused before answering: "There are no bandits in the county town; the city gates were wide open. Commander Sun entered the county town directly."

Although Sun Yongsheng asked these two scouts to say some good words for him, Duan Qirui wasn't that easy to fool. The scouts finally told the truth.

Regarding easily occupying a county town in the bandit area, the Beiyang Army officers following Duan Qirui were all beaming with joy. Duan Qirui said with a cold face: "Understood, go."

Watching the scouts leave like lightning, an officer already leaned up. "Commander Duan, now the bandits dare not accept battle..."

While talking, gunshots suddenly rang out on the open field. Not just one place; gunshots sounding simultaneously in seven or eight places plunged the main force of the Beiyang Army into chaos instantly. The units not attacked were still advancing, while in the attacked units, due to casualties appearing, the formation fell into chaos instantly. When the comrade beside him fell on his shoulder screaming, the first feeling of the nearby Beiyang Army soldier was panic and fear. The attackers used repeating rifles; in a moment, the five bullets in the magazine were all fired. In the chaotic and panicked gaze of the Beiyang Army, someone saw some figures flash at the places where wisps of gunpowder smoke rose from shooting, and then no other movement could be seen.

"Line up, line up!" The low-level officers of the Beiyang Army shouted immediately. These were quite qualified Beiyang Army officers. Being attacked directly led to the confusion of the Beiyang marching column; if order couldn't be restored in a short time, the impact on the Beiyang Army would be disastrous.

"Send people to chase immediately! Order, heavy rewards for catching these people." Duan Qirui issued the order without even thinking. At this time, they absolutely couldn't be beaten passively; this was just common military sense. Others had already attacked; if he still just watched and took the beating, this kind of thing was fundamentally impossible to happen in the Beiyang Army which "won by courage."

Soon, small units rushed out from the crowd, charging towards the places where shots were fired. "Heavy rewards for catching these bandit soldiers!" In the charging teams, officers shouted loudly. This shout of heavy rewards instantly overwhelmed the panic of being attacked in the hearts of the Beiyang Army. Soldiers of quite a few units already looked at the officers of their own units with eager eyes, hoping such a good thing could fall on their heads.

As if to guide the Beiyang Army, figures in dark blue military uniforms were seen in several places. Those people carried guns, and no one knew how they ran to that position. Anyway, those figures leaped into the unfinished ditches everywhere with skilled movements, and then disappeared from the Beiyang Army's field of vision. In an instant, more than a dozen Beiyang Army small units left the ranks, chasing in the direction of the attackers.

The plain in autumn was open. The attackers carefully selected retreat routes; they fully utilized the terrain and unfinished water conservancy facilities to avoid the Beiyang Army's line of sight. But there were no continuous hiding places on the plain. After running far, the figures of these people were finally completely exposed. Their wildly running figures were seen clearly by the Beiyang Army tailing behind. The low-level commanders of the pursuing Beiyang Army said nothing more and immediately ordered their small units to line up and shoot. However, this distance was a bit too far, and the enemy was a bit too cunning. They didn't run in a straight line at all; although running fast when fleeing for their lives, they always ran obliquely. This made aiming with gun muzzles quite difficult. Several rounds of shooting by the Beiyang Army didn't hit a single enemy. Those people ran for their lives as if they hadn't heard the gunshots. Seeing that they were about to get out of rifle range.

"Chase!" The Beiyang officers issued the order. The main force naturally couldn't divide into several routes to chase these very few enemies. A total of about four hundred Beiyang troops broke away from the main force, divided into seven teams, and chased over.

The Beiyang Army had always trained hard, but the escaping enemies seemed even more hardworking. Seeing them agile and vigorous one by one, running without stopping at all. This was the first battle after the Beiyang Army entered the base area. How could the attacking Beiyang Army let them escape? As long as they could capture alive or kill these people, the first merit would properly fall on their heads, and reward money naturally wouldn't be lacking. Since the enemies were all out of range, the Beiyang Army stopped shooting; they also buried their heads and chased fiercely all the way.

"Commander Duan, should we set up camp temporarily?" A New Army staff officer leaned up and asked. Just now some troops chased out, and some troops chased a bit but couldn't continue. The originally neat marching column already had confusion.

"How many brothers are injured?" Duan Qirui asked.

"This, still under detailed investigation."

"Reorganize the team temporarily, calculate the number of injured quickly." Duan Qirui answered with a cold face. He never expected the first battle to start like this. Duan Qirui had seen many bandits; those people relied on numbers to embolden themselves. Even if it was a "sneak attack," the number dispatched was quite large. The Beiyang Army marched quite carefully, sending sentries on both sides. But Chen Ke's bandit crowd actually used groups of three or four people, with seven groups launching attacks simultaneously. This tactic was something Duan Qirui had never seen before. Presumably, these attacking bandits must be the elite dare-to-die soldiers under Chen Ke. If these people couldn't be eliminated, the Beiyang marching would have to worry about attacks from both sides at all times; how could they march then?

Soon, the Beiyang team restored order, and the casualty statistics result also came out. Hearing the result of eighteen dead and fifty-two wounded, the faces of Duan Qirui and the officers gathered around him became extremely ugly. In the blink of an eye, it was seventy casualties. If it went on like this, how could this war be fought?

"How are the pursuing troops?" Duan Qirui asked ferociously.

As if to inform Duan Qirui of the fate of the pursuing troops, the marching staff officer didn't answer. From the direction the Beiyang Army pursued, several dull explosion sounds came from afar. Then dense gunshots violently broke the silence in the empty fields. The Beiyang Army pursuers seemed to have encountered an ambush.

When the Beiyang Army divided into large groups and began to sortie, and the large groups of men and horses arrived at the seven battlefields cautiously and tremblingly, what they saw were extremely bloody scenes. Either there were large pits formed after landmines exploded on the ground, with complete or incomplete Beiyang Army dead and wounded scattered around the explosion point. Or a ground full of dead bodies, with a few wounded soldiers occasionally wailing and groaning in the pile of dead bodies. Apart from these, not a single piece of Beiyang Army weapon could be seen. Asking the surviving wounded, they groaned and told the arriving Beiyang Army that many bandit soldiers rushed out from the ambush locations. Regardless of whether the Beiyang wounded lived or died, they snatched the weapons and ran.

In the first battle with the Bandit Army, Beiyang suffered nearly five hundred casualties. This was the first time in the history of the Beiyang Army. The enemy dispatched large troops, but these troops fled immediately after a successful hit. Except for footprints all over the ground, not even a shadow of a person could be seen. The Third Town had twelve thousand people, a very large number. But these twelve thousand people placed on the vast wilderness counted for nothing.

Looking as far as the eye could see, the wilderness seemed like a boundless ocean, while the Beiyang Army seemed like a small handful of sand grains. Facing such vast land, from officers to soldiers, fear arose in the hearts of almost every Beiyang Army officer and soldier.
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Chapter 84 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 3)

"The Beiyang Army is really silly enough; once lured, they really followed. Haha!"

"Isn't this known as the Manchu Qing's number one strong army? I don't think they are that great. Fighting like this, the Beiyang Army will be finished after a few times."

"Our Second Regiment is capable of fighting. Fighting Beiyang relies on us."

"Chairman Chen arranged for us to fight like this before the war. When has Chairman Chen ever been wrong? Following Chairman Chen properly is absolutely right."

Laughter and joyous chatter filled the station of the Second Regiment. The first battle was a great victory, annihilating close to five hundred enemies. Nearly four hundred intact or broken guns were brought back. The soldiers of the Second Regiment had reason to be so happy.

"Dinner today is stewed meat! It's still the old recipe from when Chairman Chen comforted the troops." After this news spread, it triggered the joy of the troops even more. A pig was worth half a political commissar; being able to taste delicious food after the war was immeasurable for boosting morale. Many soldiers of the Second Regiment came from Fengtai County. A year ago, Chen Ke brought pork to comfort the troops, which even caused a stampede in the labor camp, leading to accidental casualties. It was the first time the soldiers ate pork stewed with so many spices. Eating this kind of stewed meat every time over the past year or so could make everyone extremely excited.

As the greatest contributors to this battle, the 28 soldiers responsible for the ambush were arranged together and personally commended by Second Regiment Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang.

"Comrades did very well. The regiment will record a First Class Merit for every comrade. I hope comrades will carry forward the spirit shown in this battle and make persistent efforts." Xiong Mingyang's words had no personality, but now he could only use such simple words to praise these soldiers who had walked a circle before the gates of hell.

There were no overly excited expressions, no ecstatic actions after meritorious service. The emotions of these 28 soldiers hadn't completely recovered from the battle. Facing tens of thousands of Beiyang troops like a long dragon, daring to pull the trigger to shoot, and then running for their lives along the pre-arranged route, was not an easy task.

Entering the ambush position, shooting, and running away—such a simple military action took nearly a month just for training. These 28 people were the most excellent soldiers in the Second Regiment, elites selected from the 4,000 people of the whole regiment. The reason they were selected was that they could make themselves implement military orders. With tens of thousands of enemies behind them and hundreds of enemies shooting at them, their legs didn't go soft, and they ran for their lives along a diagonal line instead of a straight line without looking back.

Everyone in the troops knew that running for one's life along a straight line could open the distance from the enemy fastest. The selected soldiers were told that running along a diagonal line could effectively avoid bullets. There were not many people in the 4,000-man Second Regiment who overcame the instinct to escape in a straight line and strictly executed military orders.

The soldiers of the commando team could all remember that even after practicing so many times, they still needed great willpower to keep themselves from turning their heads to look at the situation behind. When the gunshots sounded like popping beans, they still couldn't adopt the method of escaping in a straight line. Although they ran very fast, and the wind in their ears almost covered the gunshots, and because of the wild running, their rapid breathing almost made their lungs explode, the soldiers were still very clear in their hearts that the distance between themselves and the enemy hadn't been opened with maximum efficiency. The commando team members were not escaping death; for the victory of the subsequent ambush, the soldiers were dancing with death. The soldiers had to use their lives as the price to defeat death. And all this was told clearly before the war. Before entering the ambush position, every soldier of the commando team was asked clearly again if they knew what they were doing. These 28 soldiers also answered clearly: "I know, I volunteer to join the commando team."

So everyone knew long ago that they would earn merit, and everyone knew long ago that in the subsequent battles, they would still face dangers like this ambush countless times. Compared with the death experienced not long ago, all the honors obtained now were not worth making a fuss about.

Looking at the comrades who were neither arrogant nor impetuous, Xiong Mingyang was also very happy in his heart. He subconsciously adjusted his standing posture before saying: "Comrades, I want to tell everyone another thing. For the comrades among you who applied to join the Party, the application has been approved. Now these comrades are already probationary Party members. And for the comrades who applied to become full members, the application has also been approved. Now these comrades are already full members. Once our battle ends in a few days, an initiation ceremony will be held. Now, as the Political Commissar of the Second Regiment of the People's Party, I welcome everyone to join the ranks of our People's Party."

Hearing this news, smiles appeared on the faces of the 28 commando soldiers for the first time. Quite a few soldiers breathed a long sigh of relief, and tears were already flashing in some soldiers' eyes. Becoming a member of the People's Party was becoming a person like Chairman Chen Ke, or at least becoming a person with the identity of a People's Party member like Chairman Chen Ke. For these soldiers, this was a truly proud identity. This was an honor truly recognized in the base area and in the troops. To obtain this honor, it was worth using life as the price.

Among the 28-man commando team, Party members and probationary Party members accounted for half, and the rest were also activists for joining the Party. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was the army of the People's Party; there was no reason to hand over such arduous work to ordinary soldiers.

"Welcome new comrades to join!" Xiong Mingyang took the lead in applauding. All cadres and soldiers participating in this meeting followed closely and applauded together. This simple action contained full emotions. Some soldiers clapped their hands red with excitement.

Compared with the full emotions of the People's Party troops, the Beiyang Army was shrouded in a gloomy and miserable atmosphere. The main force stopped advancing temporarily in a defensive posture. Duan Qirui issued an order prohibiting whispering and spreading rumors in the troops. However, this ban wasn't very useful. The arrogant soldiers of Beiyang soon knew the truth. Those Beiyang troops who once rushed at the very front, chasing straight after the fleeing bandit troops, those hundreds of Beiyang troops who were once envied for getting high rewards, fell into an ambush and had been completely wiped out. This terrible fact made the Beiyang Army silent as cicadas in winter.

The Beiyang Army had fought countless chaotic bandits in Hebei and Shandong; when had they ever had such a disastrous defeat? Knowing one's own family affairs, Beiyang's equipment and training were second to none among the New Armies. Even if the People's Party chaotic bandits could destroy the Hubei New Army, in the eyes of the Beiyang Army, the People's Party was still a group of bandits. Where was the reason for bandits to defeat the Beiyang Army so cleanly? Even knowing the truth, the Beiyang Army from top to bottom still couldn't accept this fact.

Duan Qirui personally inspected several ambush positions. Quite a few individual cover works and trenches were hastily dug on the positions. Even if the shell casings on the ground were minimal, these works had obviously been used by someone. Duan Qirui pursued his lips tightly, carefully examining everything on the battlefield. Duan Qirui was proficient in military affairs. This soldier who graduated from the Artillery Department of the Tianjin Military Academy with "optimal" grades and was sent to Lushun to supervise the construction of forts, this soldier who carried shells for the position together with military academy students to resist the Japanese army during the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, had already seen the clues. The distance between these individual cover works and the ambush battlefield was too close, not even exceeding 30 meters. That is to say, within such a close distance, the pursuing troops of the Beiyang Army were suddenly attacked by a storm. The People's Party bandit troops not only planted landmines but also used hand grenades. The battle simply didn't last too long from beginning to end.

Several battles didn't start at the same time. That is to say, when other ambushes had already started and the Beiyang Army pursuing troops further back were already alerted, these People's Party bandit troops still lay in ambush here calmly, waiting for the Beiyang Army to enter the ambush circle before delivering a fatal blow. Such cunning and endurance, such discipline and training. Duan Qirui felt a chill on his back; he was actually going to fight with true desperadoes.

Some of the officers who came to inspect the battlefield had already seen the method; they were silent like Duan Qirui. Some obviously didn't see the facts implied in the battle. "Dammit, this bunch of chaotic bandits really has big guts," someone cursed.

"If only the cavalry were here; we absolutely wouldn't have let these chaotic bandits escape," someone also said hatefully.

Hearing this, Duan Qirui felt a shock in his heart. The main cavalry force had already gone to Huaiyuan county town. In the Beiyang Army's operational plan, the cavalry troops would first cut off the routes around Huaiyuan county town defended by the People's Party bandit troops with their mobility. But the People's Party didn't place troops in Huaiyuan county town at all, but left an empty city to the cavalry. So when the battle started, the cavalry with the greatest mobility was actually sitting idly in Huaiyuan county town. And the very small number of scout cavalry couldn't play any big role due to road problems. The People's Party retreated immediately after succeeding in one blow. If there were cavalry, Duan Qirui at least wouldn't have let the enemy retreat so smoothly. No matter what, he had to make the People's Party bandit troops leave a group behind. But the fact was that the cavalry had lost contact with the main infantry far away. Was this situation planned by the People's Party long ago?

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui immediately ordered: "Send someone, order Sun Yongsheng's cavalry to return."

"Commander Duan, it's already late; let the cavalry return now?" The officer asking this question was a sensible person. Marching in this wilderness was very hard. Since the cavalry had seized the county town, not to mention anything else, being able to live under a roof was always more comfortable than this wind and sun exposure. Asking the cavalry to give up the county town and return to the wilderness, Sun Yongsheng and the others would definitely be unconvinced in their hearts.

"Does Sun Yongsheng dare to disobey military orders?" Duan Qirui asked back.

"This..." The officer who spoke just now didn't dare say anything more.

Raising his head to look at the sky, Duan Qirui supplemented the order just now. "Sun Yongsheng must rush back before dark."

"We must inflict heavy damage on Sun Yongsheng's troops," Pu Guanshui said firmly at the pre-war meeting of the Fourth Regiment of the 104th Division.

Originally, Chen Ke hoped Pu Guanshui would become the Chief of Staff, but Pu Guanshui solemnly requested Chen Ke to consider other candidates. Pu Guanshui thought his reason was sufficient: the Staff Department didn't lack people suitable to be Chief of Staff now; whether it was Deputy Chief of Staff Gao Yujie or Chen Ke himself, they could absolutely operate the Staff Department effectively. Moreover, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army adopted the mode of two-level pre-war operational meetings of the Party Committee and within the troops. Although it looked very rustic, the actual effect was quite good. Plus Chen Ke promoted the rotation system of the German General Staff; troop commanders entering the Staff Department to work was only part of their military career. Troops, Staff Department, military academies at all levels—if there were no accidents, officers would go back and forth between these three, rotating over and over from low level to high level. Pu Guanshui believed he should work in the troops at the current stage, not take office in the Staff Department.

If it were someone else, Chen Ke would probably have made a note against Pu Guanshui in the black book long ago. Even Pu Guanshui himself heard that within the Military Commission, especially among the political commissar faction, there was considerable dissatisfaction with Pu Guanshui disobeying organizational arrangements. If not for Chen Ke coordinating in between, Pu Guanshui's days would probably not be easy now. But Pu Guanshui didn't care about this matter; he believed he was a soldier, and at the current stage, the Staff Department actually didn't lack a Chief of Staff. Pu Guanshui knew that the responsibility of the German Chief of Staff was to formulate campaigns, while the responsibility of formulating plans in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was actually borne by the Military Commission. The Chief of Staff had a high position nominally, but was actually just a position of a big staff officer. If one must say, the status in the Military Commission was outside the top ten.

When Chen Ke ordered Pu Guanshui to be responsible for the work of the Fourth Regiment as Deputy Division Commander, Pu Guanshui didn't even have the slightest objection. Being able to command the combat of a whole regiment was the job he dreamed of.

In the operations against the Beiyang Army, the most elite First Regiment was responsible for attacking Xuzhou, the Second Regiment was responsible for the first mobile warfare, the position of the Third Regiment was slightly to the north and west of Duan Qirui's troops, and corresponding to the Third Regiment's position was the Second Regiment. This was the arrangement to close the door and beat the dog when Wang Shizhen's troops went south. Only the Fourth Regiment was truly located between Duan Qirui's troops and the Fengtai County base area.

Even so, the Fourth Regiment still undertook the task of doing their best to strike Duan Qirui's cavalry troops in the first operation. This was one of the many plans in the first operation. If Duan Qirui's troops indeed let the cavalry occupy Huaiyuan County as Chen Ke expected, and the Second Regiment also gave Duan Qirui a fierce blow in the first engagement, then Duan Qirui was extremely likely to call the Beiyang cavalry troops back into the main Beiyang group. At this time, the Fourth Regiment would have the opportunity to fight.

The operational plan to strike the Beiyang cavalry troops was very simple: conduct a frontal strike on the main road when the cavalry troops led by Sun Yongsheng retreated. The troops used by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were not many, only three companies, six hundred people. Compared with the more than eight hundred people of Sun Yongsheng's troops, they were greatly at a disadvantage in numbers.

After the signal soldier sent the notice to prepare for combat to Pu Guanshui, Pu Guanshui immediately led the troops into the preset position. There were many intelligence networks of the People's Party on the vast wilderness. Through flag signals, those scattered communication points could transmit intelligence very effectively. The speed was only higher than paths with no secrecy methods like wolf smoke and signal flares.

After waiting for a while in the concealed location, more accurate intelligence came out: Sun Yongsheng's troops left the county town.

"Set up the position," Pu Guanshui said coldly. This attitude wasn't feigned by Pu Guanshui; there was a person in this troop combat sequence who made Pu Guanshui very unhappy. That was a squad leader named Jia Yongsheng. In the military training of the Fourth Regiment, Jia Yongsheng, who was then still an ordinary soldier, accidentally damaged important machine gun equipment. Pu Guanshui was furious at the time. The People's Party still couldn't manufacture machine guns themselves, and the significance of machine guns for combat was too great. Jia Yongsheng damaged it during training. Although scolding soldiers loudly wasn't allowed in the troops, Pu Guanshui still flew into a rage at Jia Yongsheng. The reprimanded Jia Yongsheng admitted his improper operation, but regarding Pu Guanshui's attitude, Jia Yongsheng demanded Pu Guanshui make a self-criticism in the Soldier Committee. The reason was simple: the People's Party's attitude towards work was "target the matter, not the person." Pu Guanshui losing his temper indiscriminately was obviously targeting the person, not the matter. More importantly, Jia Yongsheng believed the accidental damage to the machine gun happened accidentally during the attempt on combat equipment; Pu Guanshui obviously didn't figure out the ins and outs of the matter.

This matter caused quite a stir. From the Soldier Committee to the Political Commissar, the final ruling was for Pu Guanshui to apologize publicly. A mere soldier actually made the Deputy Division Commander bow his head; this matter caused quite a stir in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Pu Guanshui felt his dignity suffered great damage. However, the development of the matter made Pu Guanshui even more depressed. Not only did Jia Yongsheng not suffer any other difficulties, but he was even promoted to the squad leader of the machine gun squad because of "contributions to machine gun shooting." Now this Squad Leader Jia was actually arranged on the position where Pu Guanshui was. Although Pu Guanshui considered himself of noble character, seeing Jia Yongsheng concentrating on organizing the machine gun, he was still very unhappy in his heart.

The movement speed of the Beiyang cavalry was very fast. Just as the troops built a simple temporary defense line on the main road, they saw a large group of cavalry appearing in the field of vision like a black cloud from afar.

Sun Yongsheng's mood today could be described as great ups and downs. Occupying Huaiyuan County was really exciting. As the vanguard, Sun Yongsheng's task was blockade; now he achieved "occupation." Attacking cities and seizing land, this credit and reward money would definitely not be small. However, in the afternoon, the messenger brought Duan Qirui's order, asking the cavalry to rush back to the main Beiyang Army immediately. The implication in the messenger's words was actually that Duan Qirui wasn't happy, and even felt occupying Huaiyuan county town was a mistake. This couldn't help but make Sun Yongsheng feel aggrieved.

Withdrawing from the county town with the cavalry troops, Sun Yongsheng hadn't liberated himself from the negative emotions in his heart. What did Beiyang being ambushed have to do with Sun Yongsheng? Duan Qirui ordered Sun Yongsheng to attack; could this be Sun Yongsheng's fault?

"Bad luck, bad luck!" Sun Yongsheng thought. Thinking of bad luck, Sun Yongsheng suddenly thought of his wife He Qian. Drinking flower wine before setting out was originally a good thing, but because of the disturbance of Zheng Wenjie, this Beiyang traitor, everyone broke up in discord. Sun Yongsheng thought of what Zheng Wenjie said, that Chen Ke originally had a good relationship with He Qian but ended up marrying He Ying; he couldn't help having a knot in his heart.

As soon as he returned home, Sun Yongsheng, smelling of alcohol, didn't give He Qian a good face. He Qian happened to anxiously try to persuade Sun Yongsheng again to pretend illness and not participate in the troop dispatch. Sun Yongsheng's original suspicion erupted immediately. Taking advantage of the alcohol, he shouted: "Are you afraid I'll kill that kid Chen Ke?"

How could a smart person like He Qian not hear the flavor in the words? Her face changed instantly. He Qian had heard a little that Chen Ke seemed to have had the intention of proposing to her, but changed his mind temporarily. When Sun Yongsheng said this, He Qian felt her heart was as cold as being frozen.

Sun Yongsheng actually didn't suspect his wife had an affair with Chen Ke; he brought this up only because of anger. He Qian was educated and sensible, which might be good. But Sun Yongsheng always felt as if He Qian always had something on her mind she didn't say. When the couple talked about things, they could never talk together. Even if they occasionally could talk together, He Qian often looked somewhat absent-minded. Plus having been married for so long, He Qian hadn't become pregnant yet, so Sun Yongsheng was naturally very unhappy. This incident was just a pretext; Sun Yongsheng's accumulated dissatisfaction erupted together.

Finally, it was the old man of the Sun family who came forward to calm this family quarrel. Watching He Qian, who was usually calm and unhurried, looking greatly wronged, although Sun Yongsheng also had some regret in his heart, a kind of happiness after venting occupied the main emotion.

However, after sending troops, Sun Yongsheng felt he might have overdone it. To calm this self-questioning, he found a new excuse for "self-consolation." He Qian might be somewhat "unlucky." Anyway, people related to He Qian were quite unlucky. He Qian had broken off an engagement once; Sun Yongsheng knew this. The man caught a venereal disease. And since then, the He family first became "bandit relatives," and the Sun family was also implicated. This might be bad luck. "After killing Chen Ke and going back, I'll find monks and Taoists to perform rituals to get rid of the bad luck," Sun Yongsheng thought.

Just thinking of this, gunshots like popping beans suddenly sounded in the distance. Sun Yongsheng's spirit shook. Did they encounter the People's Party chaotic bandits?

"Commander Sun, we encountered chaotic parties on the main road ahead." The scout reported quickly.

Sun Yongsheng frowned. These People's Party chaotic bandits were too bold, actually daring to fight openly on the main road. He asked: "How many chaotic parties?"

The scout answered hurriedly: "More than three hundred people, all using rifles, firepower is very fierce. We had quite a few brothers injured at once."

Sun Yongsheng made up his mind instantly; he must defeat this group of chaotic parties. Commander Duan had already been ambushed. If he couldn't defeat the chaotic parties after being attacked, he couldn't explain it.

When he spurred his horse to the front, he saw a group of chaotic parties wearing dark blue military uniforms retreating as a whole in the distance. On the open ground between the two armies, thirty or forty people lay scattered. Not far away, the warhorses of the Beiyang cavalry dead and wounded were startled and fleeing. Raising his binoculars, he saw these chaotic parties were dividing into three routes, covering each other in retreat, retreating towards a place with uneven ground by the roadside. Further away was a forest. Once the chaotic parties retreated into that area, the cavalry would really have a hard time chasing.

"Divide into three teams, two teams outflank and go around. We absolutely cannot let these chaotic parties run away." Sun Yongsheng gave the order.

The Beiyang cavalry was also elite in the Beiyang Army. After being suddenly attacked, they quickly stabilized their position. Under Sun Yongsheng's command, two teams of two hundred cavalry each separated from the more than eight hundred cavalry, outflanking from the left and right in two routes.

The black mass of cavalry maintained a neat formation sweeping across the wilderness, outflanking the bandit army's rear flank. As long as the bandit army's way was blocked, with Sun Yongsheng's experience, the earth-shaking sound of horses' hooves could scare the wits out of these bandit troops. As long as their formation loosened slightly, he could use charging tactics to defeat the enemy in one fell swoop.

"They finally started to take the bait." Pu Guanshui watched the Beiyang cavalry's action nervously. He combed through the combat plan over and over in his heart. And the combat plan that originally seemed to have no problems seemed to have countless problems when facing actual combat.

The "cavalry expert" once claimed in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was Chai Qingguo, but Chai Qingguo went to Shandong before showing his cavalry ability. Although Chen Ke was recognized as knowing how to fight best within the People's Party, Chen Ke himself admitted long ago that he had no cavalry combat experience. Under Chen Ke's guidance, Pu Guanshui formulated this combat plan with those officers of the cavalry troops. There was no problem with this combat plan in theory, but the guiding ideology adopted was never seen before, so Pu Guanshui didn't know the real effect either.

Under the squeeze of the Beiyang cavalry, the retreat speed of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was also accelerating. The troops of three hundred people felt the vibration of thousands of horses' hooves striking the ground coming from the ground. This feeling was hard to describe. The biggest impact was not physical but psychological. The originally orderly retreat column began to become chaotic in response to the terrain as the retreat speed accelerated. The formation could no longer be maintained. Pu Guanshui shouted: "Don't panic, don't panic." As if in response, the team accelerated into chaos instead. Everyone began to run faster, as if this way they could be farther away from the enemy.

Seeing the expected situation happen, Sun Yongsheng gave a cold laugh and immediately issued an order. If these bandit troops could maintain formation, the Beiyang cavalry would really find it hard to act against a hedgehog-like formation. But the bandit troops collapsed psychologically first. Seeing them running one by one like rabbits, they really meant to escape for their lives effectively. But how could two legs compare to four legs? As long as the cavalry spurred their horses up to chase and kill, after killing a batch of bandit troops, the entire bandit army would collapse immediately. That would be the time for unrestrained harvesting.

The Beiyang Army cavalry originally controlled their riding speed and distance, trying to maintain distance from the enemy, with outflanking as the goal. Now with the change of the central army's flag signal, the cavalry outflanking on two wings urged their horses, chasing straight towards the enemy.

The speed of the bandit army's retreat became faster and faster. At this time, no formation could be seen at all; only a stream of more than three hundred people rushing straight towards the forest could be seen. Because the cavalry cautiously opened the distance with the bandit army earlier, plus the ground wasn't very good, Sun Yongsheng felt this distance was really hard to say. If the bandit army was allowed to push into the forest and resist desperately, the casualties of more than four hundred people would inevitably be relatively large. The effect of cavalry charge was actually that the larger the number, the better the effect. The enemy seemed to have more suspicious targets to shoot at, but actually, it might not be so. Watching the overwhelming cavalry killing their way over, the infantry were more easily overwhelmed. Moreover, when cavalry with numerical advantage attacked, once engaging the enemy, the number of enemy counterattacks would be fewer instead. Cavalry casualties would also be much fewer.

Sun Yongsheng's central army also began to move. Soon the three routes of cavalry converged into a black torrent, seeing that they were about to catch up with those routed enemy troops. Shooting accuracy on bumpy horses was too low. The Beiyang cavalry held their sabers high one by one, the bright blades dancing out rounds of bright full moons in the air. They let out earth-shaking roars and rushed towards the enemies with their backs to them.

"Da da da..." Many covers made of grass were suddenly lifted on the ground, revealing machine gun positions one by one. The black machine gun muzzles sprayed tongues of fire, shooting frantically at the Beiyang cavalry charging thirty or forty meters away.

This was the core of the combat plan provided by Chen Ke. The People's Party captured a total of twenty-four machine guns. Chen Ke let these twenty-four machine guns form a deep position. For Chen Ke, this was just copying several famous battles of machine gun positions against cavalry in history. And the one who truly adopted this tactic with purpose in history was "the Eastern Front campaign of WWI that broke out a few years later." Russian cavalry charged the German-Austrian army positions. The German army basically didn't set up a large number of troops on the position, but just set up a large number of machine gun positions. Thus, the cavalry of several divisions lay dead all over the field in the machine gun positions.

Hearing the roar of machine guns, Pu Guanshui shouted loudly: "Line up!"

Immediately, various unit commanders also began to shout one after another. The three hundred Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers who were running for their lives just now stopped immediately, and then ignoring the Beiyang cavalry rushing towards them violently, quickly began to reorganize the formation. Although the formation wasn't completely deployed, Pu Guanshui saw at least seventy percent of the soldiers had completed the queue, and the remaining thirty percent who ran too far ahead were also rushing back desperately. He shouted loudly: "Fire!"

More than two hundred rifles began to volley at the rushing Beiyang cavalry. Volley fire didn't talk about accuracy, but about angle and discipline. Volley fire was like the arrow rain of ancient times, relying on dense and continuous shooting. The Fourth Regiment was a relatively new unit; what Pu Guanshui focused on training was discipline. This was exactly the time to verify.

These troops used Hanyang "five-rounders," which could fire five bullets in one breath. Pu Guanshui's only worry was that the soldiers didn't have enough discipline and couldn't help firing all five bullets in one breath. To train this, the cavalry troops of the base area simulated Beiyang Army charges, and tactical exercises had been conducted many times. However, a few soldiers still couldn't help firing continuously. Chen Ke talked about the "mass effect" on the battlefield in the military academy. In excited and agitated emotions, once someone did this, the soldiers would imitate completely subconsciously. And what was needed to stand out at this time were the low-level officers. Sure enough, the squad leaders immediately stopped these random shots. Even so, thirty or forty people in the entire troop had already started to follow suit and shoot.

This was still after training! Pu Guanshui was very unhappy in his heart. If they hadn't trained, he was afraid the soldiers of the troops would have started shooting frantically long ago.

Pu Guanshui's position couldn't overlook the whole situation; he could only control these three hundred-plus soldiers. There were also more than two hundred soldiers distributed on various machine gun positions. The fighting of these comrades depended entirely on whether the platoon leaders could effectively realize their training.

The ammunition supply in the base area was a big problem. Even after winning several battles and capturing quite a few guns and ammunition, satisfying the supply of the 104th Division pushed logistics to the limit. Machine gun arrays were big consumers of bullets. Even so, Chen Ke still proposed the tactic of machine gun arrays against cavalry. To train these machine gunners, a large amount of ammunition was consumed. Three hundred riflemen facing these eight hundred-plus Beiyang cavalry were simply not enough to look at. The real protagonist in this battle was those twenty-four machine gun positions. Speaking extremely, these three hundred soldiers including Pu Guanshui were actually just bait.

That round of shooting just now only knocked down a batch of Beiyang cavalry at the front. After the cavalry main force began to charge, the changes on the battlefield were truly instantaneous. Although also dazed by the machine gun array, the Beiyang cavalry were still carried by horses rushing towards the neatly arranged formation of three hundred people.

"Fire." Pu Guanshui had to shout again. With the order, another row of bullets whistled towards the swarming Beiyang cavalry. Bullets hit cavalry or hit warhorses, but the posture in running wasn't so easy to change. People kept being hit and falling off horses, but the overall charging posture didn't change.

Pu Guanshui hardened his heart and issued the order to burn the boats: "Continuous fire!"

Gunshots like popping beans immediately rang out in the infantry formation, but only lasted for a moment before stopping. Pu Guanshui could even hear the sound of infantrymen pulling empty triggers.

"Infantry reload, machine guns fire!" Pu Guanshui continued to shout. In front of the infantry formation, four machine gun positions were set up; this was the last line of defense.

Machine guns began to roar. The dense bullets fired by four machine guns instantly exceeded the sum of bullets fired by the three hundred infantrymen just now in quantity. Dense bullets swept across the cavalry formation with powerful kinetic energy. The Beiyang cavalry finally showed a scene of men and horses turning over.

Sun Yongsheng didn't know what happened at first. Even if a dozen machine gun positions suddenly appeared, these small machine gun positions were too insignificant compared to the torrent composed of more than eight hundred cavalry of the Beiyang Army. Even when brothers were swept down in patches like cutting wheat, Sun Yongsheng didn't understand what was going on. The only thing he knew was that he was ambushed.

The cavalry at the rear of the formation hadn't fully accelerated yet. They almost subconsciously began to rein in their warhorses. Quite a few warhorses reared up under the double effect of dense gunshots and their masters forcibly reining them in. The entire team was immediately in chaos. The cavalry in the front row had already accelerated. The panicked Beiyang Army team soon turned into two sections.

It was hard to say which part was luckier. The charging team crashed into the muzzles of infantry and machine guns. While the cavalry who stopped in the back row sat high on horses, becoming excellent targets for machine guns. Machine gunners didn't need to shake the muzzle effortlessly at all; just using the recoil of the machine gun to turn the muzzle slightly, the fan surface formed by the rain of death bullets was enough to cover the Beiyang cavalry.

"Commander Sun..." An officer just shouted a sentence to Sun Yongsheng, then his entire neck was cut off flush by bullets, and hot blood sprayed on Sun Yongsheng's face. Sun Yongsheng shuddered and shouted subconsciously: "Retreat! Retreat!" While shouting, Sun Yongsheng turned his horse's head in the chaotic army and began to retreat. Before him, some Beiyang cavalry had already started to flee. Amidst the roar of machine guns, the Beiyang Army's cavalry unit was like a big snake twisting in pain; the entire formation collapsed completely.

If counting from when the machine guns started shooting, the real battle lasted no more than ten minutes. More than half of the Beiyang cavalry were annihilated. Solving and eliminating the last remnants took less than half an hour. Pu Guanshui felt this whole time seemed like an instant, yet also seemed like an extremely distant thing.

The ground was full of wounded and dead. Looking out, except for those Beiyang cavalry who had already fled far away and could still be seen a little bit of shadow, far and near were startled horses. The battle was over.

At this time, the troops responsible for finishing up also appeared, with cavalry and infantry. Everyone was chasing those horses. Military horses were too important for the base area. In the operational arrangement, the number of troops responsible for catching horses far exceeded the number of troops engaged in combat.

Looking at the ground full of dead people and dead horses close at hand, as well as the struggling wounded and injured warhorses again, Pu Guanshui couldn't help biting his finger. Victory, and this victory came so unrealistically. During the battle, when pretending to flee in defeat, the panic in his heart wasn't feigned; Pu Guanshui's heart was really full of fear. He once thought he was a brave soldier who didn't fear death, but even knowing clearly that he was feigning retreat, knowing clearly that the faster he ran and the closer he was to the machine gun position, the safer he was. But the earth-shaking horse hooves behind still filled Pu Guanshui's heart with fear of death.

When he really saw victory, the original fear surged up uncontrollably, completely overwhelming the joy of victory. Pu Guanshui felt his legs go soft, and he just sat limply on the ground.

However, Pu Guanshui was a soldier after all. At this time, a small part of his brain cells were still engaged in thinking related to military affairs. This wasn't the war Pu Guanshui was familiar with. Everything Pu Guanshui learned in the German military academy and in the Beiyang Army was shaken. Pu Guanshui suddenly suspected that military strategists like Zhuge Kongming seen in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* who calculated without error really existed. Chen Ke hadn't been on the battlefield for a long time; at least Pu Guanshui had never seen Chen Ke personally go to the first line. Even in the first Battle of Anqing, Chen Ke was just in the command post very close to the front line. The only time he could be a commander was when facing the last stubborn resistance of the Anhui New Army inside Anqing city, Chen Ke ordered everyone to break through the wall and attack.

The hardest thing for officers was to come up with effective solutions immediately when facing rapidly changing situations. But these difficulties seemed not to exist for Chen Ke at all. Chen Ke could always come up with the best method with a clear goal to solve problems in front of him, or tens or hundreds of *li* away.

If Pu Guanshui were to formulate the plan, relying on the military education he had received, Pu Guanshui absolutely couldn't figure out how five hundred infantry could deal with more than eight hundred cavalry. Even less possible to be like Chen Ke, letting the Staff Department use the "Chen Ke Equation" to calculate the firepower distribution problem. Pu Guanshui closed his eyes tightly. Chen Ke's appearance emerged in his mind. That was a conversation between Chen Ke and Pu Guanshui after formulating this operation. With a little regret on his face, Chen Ke said: "If our plan can luckily succeed this time, future battles can only follow the absolute orthodox path. The Beiyang Army are not fools; having suffered such a big loss, they will definitely not act rashly again."

Pu Guanshui believed Chen Ke's prediction now. The first stage of the campaign had ended; next, it depended on how Duan Qirui performed.

Duan Qirui didn't know that Pu Guanshui, this Beiyang "rebel general," was thinking of him at this time. Because there was no telepathy, Duan Qirui neither sneezed nor shuddered. This Commander of the Beiyang Third Town didn't know that the remaining two hundred or so people of the cavalry unit were fleeing for their lives towards the Beiyang central army. On the first day of engagement with the enemy, the Beiyang Third Town lost nearly one-tenth of its own strength.
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Chapter 85 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 4)

"The first battle was a great victory." When the news of victory reached Fengtai County, all civil administration cadres remaining in the old base area immediately fell into an excited mood. The combat power of the Beiyang Army was undoubtedly feared by the People's Party. As the leader among the Manchu Qing New Armies, the Beiyang Army was actually the representative image of the Manchu Qing. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army won every battle and indeed accumulated a reputation for being brave and skillful in battle. However, "foreign monks can chant scriptures better" (outsiders are better) was also a traditional Chinese view. Before this battle, the civil administration cadres in the base area naturally had no confidence in their hearts. The news of victory was transmitted back to the base area: more than 1,100 Beiyang troops were completely annihilated in one day. The cadres all felt the big stone in their hearts was completely put down. This joyful atmosphere was soon transmitted to Chen Ke through various channels.

Chen Ke didn't go to the front line to command like in the previous few wars but stayed in the base area. His reason for doing so was simple: war always had to be handed over to these military cadres to complete. If Chen Ke commanded personally every time, it would be very unfavorable for the growth of military cadres. Moreover, with Chen Ke sitting in the base area, even if the front line encountered trouble, Chen Ke going to the front line at that time could at least play a role in boosting morale. If Chen Ke were at the front line and the troops still suffered setbacks, the psychological impact on the base area would be huge.

However, everything has its pros and cons. The matter of He Ying's pregnancy was known to everyone among the base area cadres. After all, the base area had only been around for two years; even the cadres didn't have steel-like confidence in victory. Some cadres with insufficient psychological endurance actually questioned secretly in private whether Chen Ke "cared too much about his wife." Such bastard words were of course immediately criticized severely by other cadres. Chen Ke originally didn't expect that someone among the cadres would actually say such rumors and gossip. After he knew, it really made him depressed for a while. Fortunately, the first battle was a great victory; Chen Ke felt those timid cadres could at least stop for a while.

After He Ying became pregnant, although Chen Ke couldn't accompany her often, he would go home for dinner whenever possible. After receiving the news of victory, Chen Ke naturally went home for dinner with perfect assurance. The Chen Ke couple didn't talk much. After entering the door, Chen Ke started to make a fire without saying a word. The Fengtai County base area had begun large-scale use of honeycomb briquettes, reducing the difficulty of cooking a lot. He Ying washed vegetables and rice. The guards ate relatively on time and had already eaten at this time. With the cleverness of the guards, they naturally wouldn't intervene too much in Chen Ke's private life; guarding the door well was enough.

Just as the couple finished cooking and picked up their chopsticks, the guard came in to report that Yan Fu and Feng Xu came to visit. Chen Ke couldn't quite guess what exactly these two people wanted. Official business could be done at the office. As for private matters, the base area now really had a bit of the ancient style: "Going out from his door, entering the public gate; going out from the public gate, returning to his home, no private affairs." There wasn't much private interaction between each other. Adhering to the etiquette of hospitality, Chen Ke invited the two in.

Neither of them was an ordinary person. They originally thought the meal would be ready when Chen Ke returned home, so they roughly estimated the time to come. Unexpectedly, they arrived right when Chen Ke was eating. Chen Ke invited the two to eat some together, and they didn't decline. He Ying brought bowls and chopsticks, and the four began to eat without saying a word.

Yan Fu had a slightly more impatient temper. After eating a few mouthfuls, he suddenly asked: "Chairman Chen, you stir-fried this dish, right?"

If someone else asked this, Chen Ke would think this person very likely inquired about his private affairs. But Yan Fu never did such things as inquiring about privacy. Chen Ke couldn't help asking: "How did Minister Yan taste it?"

"The stir-frying technique doesn't look like it came from a woman's hand. The pot was too hot when this piece of green vegetable was put in." Yan Fu stuffed that vegetable leaf scorched black by the hot pot into his mouth while speaking.

"I'm just at this level; Minister Yan, just make do with it," Chen Ke laughed.

Hearing Chen Ke grinningly admit to cooking in the kitchen himself, Feng Xu's face couldn't help changing. In this Late Qing era, men originally didn't manage domestic affairs, let alone cook. This was Feng Xu's first time at Chen Ke's home. Except for being clean and tidy, the furniture was simple, and the dishes were just at the normal level of the cafeteria in the base area. His chopsticks couldn't help pausing for a moment.

"Brother Feng, eat quickly. We can talk business after eating," Yan Fu said immediately.

The crowd ate the meal clean. Chen Ke cleaned up the bowls and chopsticks habitually, took them to the kitchen, and washed them clean with a clatter. He Ying wiped the table and swept the floor. She also poured plain water for the two visitors. After Chen Ke came back, He Ying took the clothes out to wash.

Yan Fu ignored Feng Xu's complicated eyes after seeing these things. He said straightforwardly: "Chairman Chen, I came this time to recommend Mr. Feng to come out and work. If this kind of thing is discussed at the office meeting, it involves too much. I thought it would be more appropriate to talk privately."

Yan Fu was right. If discussed at the office meeting, this would be an issue of using old Manchu Qing personnel. The high-level cadres of the People's Party more or less knew one thing: once the Second Counter-Encirclement ended, a large-scale purge action was extremely likely to be carried out. Leaving aside others, just regarding the handling of Anhui Governor En Ming—once the People's Party expanded the controlled area to Huoshan, where En Ming once massacred the people opposing foreign religions—Chen Ke would send En Ming to Huoshan for public execution. If waiting until then, it would be absolutely impossible for Feng Xu to get appointed.

"Mr. Feng worked excellently in the editing of the *Xinhua Dictionary*; it is truly a great contribution." Chen Ke laughed. He didn't dislike Feng Xu. Also a Confucian scholar, because Feng Xu had many practical work opportunities, his work achievements were much better than Shen Zengzhi. "Minister Yan, you have appointment authority yourself. If you use civil servants according to regulations, the Organization Department can't say anything either, right?"

"Civil servants require political examination. If Chairman Chen, you don't come forward, the Organization Department simply doesn't dare to let Mr. Feng take the exam," Yan Fu answered very appropriately.

Feng Xu didn't fully understand the tricks in the dialogue between the two, but Feng Xu could see that Chen Ke's expression relaxed a lot. Chen Ke didn't oppose people like Feng Xu becoming state civil servants; he just didn't want to set a precedent for leading cadres to appoint civil servants. Moreover, Chen Ke was very worried whether a great Confucian scholar like Feng Xu, who once held a high position, would be willing to take a low-level civil servant exam. The civil servant exam wasn't simple. As the threshold of the bureaucratic system, the function of the civil servant exam lay in testing "the degree of mastering cultural level." Even an organization like the People's Party couldn't let a group of complete illiterates be bureaucrats.

The reason the People's Party wanted to edit the *Xinhua Dictionary* was to promote cultural education. Based on this modern Chinese education, revolutionary ideological education would be conducted. Finally, a new government bureaucratic system with "administrative officials" as the main body would be established. For Feng Xu's cultural level, passing the exam wasn't difficult. The difficulty was that Feng Xu had to start climbing the steps of this bureaucratic system from the lowest-level clerk. For civil servants from commoner backgrounds, this was a path to a bright future. For Feng Xu, who had been the Provincial Administration Commissioner of Anhui, this was more like an insult.

Even if Yan Fu made a guarantee, Chen Ke still dared not quite believe that Feng Xu's breadth of mind actually reached the level of accepting starting from scratch. "Mr. Feng, even if you take the civil servant exam, you can only get the treatment of a junior clerk. Let me say the ugly words first: this level can be obtained by those teenage female students in school after graduation."

"Minister Yan has already told me about this matter many times," Feng Xu laughed.

"Moreover, Mr. Feng, our bureaucratic system is an administrative official system. Being a civil servant isn't being a political official. These jobs are all jobs engaged in by those petty clerks. Of course, in the base area, engaging in this work is not some lowly service. But in this system, promotion depends on work performance and attitude towards the revolutionary cause. This point is the same for every civil servant. It's not that being older or having higher learning can raise one to a higher status. Mr. Feng, as our consultant now, your treatment level is not worse than grassroots civil servants."

Hearing Chen Ke admit frankly that "treatment is not worse than grassroots civil servants," both Feng Xu and Yan Fu couldn't help showing smiles. The treatment of these cadres of the People's Party really couldn't be considered bad. In the state's distribution system, cadres could eat their fill, and food, clothing, housing, and transportation were a big step better than before the flood. As long as one didn't think about widening the distance from the life of ordinary common people, apart from hard work, there were no overly scarce problems in such a life. But the life Feng Xu once had was far richer than the current days. This comparison was really a bit nondescript.

Feng Xu said to Chen Ke seriously: "Chairman Chen, this old man has been an official in Anhui. What Chairman Chen did in Anhui, I dare not even think about. Not to mention anything else, just the matter that these more than a hundred thousand children can attend new-style schools, no second place in the world can do it. This expenditure doesn't disturb the people or increase taxes. If discussing the way of administration, it is already shocking to the world. I discussed the employment issues of children after graduation with Minister Yan, and Chairman Chen also has arrangements. I was originally a captured person. Even if I edited the *Xinhua Dictionary*, in other places, it would just be lingering on in a steadily worsening condition. Here in the base area, my name can actually be listed at the head of the compilation. If I swore to be a prisoner of Chu (prisoner loyal to the old dynasty), I would just be a person fishing for fame. This low-level civil servant is enough. Being able to truly do some things is fine."

Feng Xu spoke seriously, and Chen Ke also answered seriously: "Being a civil servant of the People's Party isn't just about working. The concept of revolution cannot be different either. Mr. Feng said I let children go to school without increasing taxes; it seems so. Actually, it's not such a simple matter. The grain and materials the base area can produce are just this much. It won't do if I don't liberate the labor force. Women come out to work; who takes care of the children? It won't do if I don't run schools. It's not that I want to run industry; I have to let everyone live well, right?"

It wasn't a bad thing for someone like Feng Xu to join the government, but if Feng Xu propagandized some wrong concepts in the government, this wasn't acceptable to Chen Ke. The enlightened faction or revolutionaries in the late Qing had absolutely no concept of how to build an industrial country. Even the outstanding figures among them only saw superficial things. Nothing more than strong ships and sharp cannons, or factories and mines. They had absolutely no concept of the social system and supporting social systems needed to build these things. Wrong goals, wrong methods; if there could be correct results, that would be the biggest joke in the world.

Yan Fu watched Feng Xu listening very seriously to the young Chen Ke talking about some basic social concepts, and he was also very emotional in his heart. Back then, he felt Chen Ke could point out many problems and sort out China's cultural characteristics, which was already quite appreciative of Chen Ke. Seeing Chen Ke could settle the people and build an army, he felt Chen Ke was a talent. But the more he worked with Chen Ke, the more Yan Fu discovered his thoughts were actually wrong. The reason Chen Ke was different was not what he could do, but that Chen Ke's view of the world was different to begin with. Speaking extremely, even if it was "exploitation," Chen Ke knew how to exploit better than others. The Manchu Qing government and the common people had a "zero-sum relationship"; if the government took more, the common people naturally took less. Chen Ke adopted the method of developing more productive forces. Even if Chen Ke took away ninety percent of the extra things produced, the common people could also get one percent more. What's more, what Chen Ke took away wasn't used up by himself or the People's Party but continued to be used to develop productive forces.

Taken from the people, used for the people. This saying had been shouted for thousands of years. Yan Fu saw with his own eyes that the base area actually turned this into reality. Yan Fu wasn't surprised at all by Feng Xu's request to join the base area civil servant system.

Such a smart person as Feng Xu, who also had local administrative experience, naturally understood what Chen Ke said very clearly. The base area's economic policy of "distorting supply and demand" wasn't strange at all in theory. There were quite a few people who did this in Chinese history. The problem was what to do next after doing this, how to develop; Chinese history had never solved this. Once encountering people's livelihood problems, any radical change ended up with no result. Before meeting Chen Ke, Feng Xu could only rely on historical experience to be an official, trying to solve problems in traditional ways. Only with Chen Ke was there a big government truly promoting the development of local people on a large scale.

Looking from history, this kind of person and practice of Chen Ke was destined to be a flash in the pan. If not for participating in editing the *Xinhua Dictionary*, Feng Xu wouldn't be willing to wade into this muddy water either. "Leave a name for ten thousand ages in a scroll of book," let alone a dictionary that was the foundation of national culture. After finishing editing the *Xinhua Dictionary*, Feng Xu had clearly figured out one thing: if he really wanted the name "Feng Xu" marked on this dictionary to go down in Qing history, then only Chen Ke seizing the world would do. So after learning the news that the People's Party severely damaged the Beiyang Army, Feng Xu urged Yan Fu to help him get an introduction.

After listening to some programmatic issues briefly introduced by Chen Ke, Feng Xu answered: "Since I joined as a civil servant, I naturally won't act on my own."

Chen Ke didn't pick and choose at this time either. Since Feng Xu said so, Chen Ke turned to Yan Fu and said: "Political examination needs someone to guarantee. Mr. Yan, you can guarantee for Mr. Feng. You go through the procedures for the application document and guarantee document first. According to the current regulations of the base area, you will get a reply within fourteen working days. If passed, naturally there is no problem. If not passed, you can request arbitration. At that time, I will have the opportunity to intervene in this matter."

Hearing this, Yan Fu nodded. He was relatively clear about the process of this bureaucratic system. Compared with the internal organization of the People's Party, the systems of government departments in various aspects were more imperfect, and system operation was even less experienced. The Party Committee could discuss problems through Party Committee meetings. But government departments couldn't, so high-level cadres of the base area had the power to specially participate in "arbitration power meetings." Originally, these powers should belong to the "NPC," but now that the "NPC" was still a decoration, cadres concurrently held this power. If a certain cadre attending the meeting could forcibly express bearing responsibility, some things could be passed in some relatively low-level administrative matters. If even if a cadre was willing to bear responsibility, these things still couldn't be passed, the arbitration meeting would adopt a voting method, and a simple majority vote could pass it.

Every once in a while, a routine "arbitration meeting" would be held. Chen Ke undoubtedly possessed the greatest influence. Of course, if this power was exercised in the arbitration meeting, it meant paying a huge political price. Even among the high-level cadres of the People's Party, no one was willing to do this easily.

Feng Xu didn't know the operation mode of these internal systems. He only knew that the People's Party established the base area for less than two years. Chen Ke's words clearly showed that the People's Party government system could actually be built to a system where a responsible person could be found for anything. This really couldn't help but surprise outsiders like Feng Xu.

After Yan Fu and Feng Xu left, Chen Ke heaved a sigh of relief. As the possessor of the greatest power within the Party, he must bear the greatest responsibility. The cadres above took the blame; a lot of time it was taken like this. And regarding taking the blame, rather than taking it secretly, it was better to take it openly like this. Fairness, justice, and openness were certainly great restrictions on those in power, but also great protection for those in power. Rather than letting black materials accumulate and be released at a critical moment, it was better to define it through this kind of arbitration meeting. The arbitration meeting was definitely imperfect, but it could be accepted by all parties. Thinking of this, Chen Ke couldn't help shaking his head; let's hope this doesn't go down the evil path of the American Congress.

Since he was home, Chen Ke was also willing to think about some things quietly. Throwing the matter of Feng Xu to the back of his mind, Chen Ke began to consider strategic issues. What reaction would the Beiyang Army have after suffering such a heavy blow? This was a matter many people in the base area cared about, but Chen Ke felt this matter wasn't anything particularly remarkable. As an emerging regime, the problem Chen Ke faced was "cannot afford to lose." He originally didn't think of this matter; the stronger the strength in his hands, the more clearly Chen Ke saw this fact.

Precisely because Chen Ke involved such a base area in the revolution, any failure would trigger completely unpredictable internal turmoil. Many emerging regimes were actually like this; seemingly victorious all the way, one failure and they were completely finished. Chen Ke originally just copied what he learned from his historical knowledge. Only now did he understand how lucky he was. Take the first Battle of Anqing for example; Chen Ke theoretically didn't have the ability to defend Anqing, so he let the Yue Wang Hui control Anqing. If Chen Ke hadn't been able to make a prompt decision, but forcibly occupied Anqing beyond his ability, the base area would probably have perished long ago.

At that time, the gap in strength between the enemy and us was large, and the comrades were also clear about it. So Chen Ke's view easily received the comrades' support. After the victory of the Second Counter-Encirclement, Chen Ke might not necessarily be able to persuade the comrades so easily to give up the territory within easy reach.

Moreover, politics is very interesting; sometimes propping up a few scapegoats is also necessary. The Yue Wang Hui acted as the first scapegoat. After the Second Counter-Encirclement, a new scapegoat must be set up. If the Manchu Qing only had the People's Party as an enemy, then they would fight to the death. If there were several enemies, and other enemies seemed easier to defeat, the Manchu Qing would tackle the easy ones first and the difficult ones later, leaving development time for the People's Party. The Guangfu Society was undoubtedly such a new scapegoat. Chen Ke had no ill feeling towards the Guangfu Society and had enough respect for these pioneers of the revolution, but when it was time to let the Guangfu Society die, Chen Ke didn't have the slightest unease either. The only question was to what extent to discuss this matter within the People's Party.

In propaganda to Party members, it was naturally impossible to speak out strategic issues so openly. The truth could only be told "in part." Of course, the truth had to be told in the Politburo, but looking at it now, even in the Politburo, there were unqualified revolutionaries. This made Chen Ke feel very scratching his head (troubled). Yuwen Badu naturally didn't need mentioning; he could be completely excluded. Hua Xiongmao was as ruthless as winter when facing enemies, but facing his own relatives, could Hua Xiongmao watch helplessly and do this behind their backs? If Hua Xiongmao didn't have a bit of compassion for relatives, Chen Ke would be afraid instead. But would this compassion make Hua Xiongmao make some "clever" moves? For example, not explaining directly, but helping in a roundabout way. This practice was absolutely not allowed. Thinking of these, Chen Ke sighed long.

A cup of plain water was placed in front of Chen Ke. Raising his head, Chen Ke saw his wife He Ying sitting beside him somewhat restlessly. "What's wrong?" Chen Ke asked.

"Wenqing, I heard there is someone named Sun Yongsheng in the Beiyang Army coming this time?" He Ying's words were very implicit.

"There is indeed such a person," Chen Ke answered.

"This person..." He Ying didn't know how to continue. Choosing words, He Ying said slowly: "We can definitely win, right?"

"The Beiyang Army is dead for sure," Chen Ke answered his wife's question decisively.

"That's good." He Ying finally said nothing more.

Chen Ke also wanted to pretend not to hear this, but the one speaking was his wife after all. In this world, He Ying was Chen Ke's closest person. Although Chen Ke didn't want to hear his wife curse Sun Yongsheng, if He Ying really cursed Sun Yongsheng loudly, Chen Ke would also sincerely feel happy. But He Ying finally said nothing. Chen Ke always couldn't help suspecting He Ying would worry that if Sun Yongsheng died in battle, He Ying would find it hard to face her aunt He Qian. And Chen Ke knew this thought was simply certain.

In such an era, the state was not an object the people could rely on. In Chen Ke's era, no matter how you cursed the state, the state system at least provided sufficient social services. Moreover, although the great achievements created by New China weren't enjoyed by the people to the last penny, the bulk was enjoyed by the people to the greatest extent. Most importantly, from the perspective of political correctness, the view that the people should enjoy all the fruits created by their own labor was established. By the time Chen Ke traveled through time, at least no one dared to completely overturn this theory.

In the era of 1907, there was basically no such saying. The winner is king; the winner takes all. Actually, in a sense, the People's Party was also practicing the concepts of this era. The hundreds of fortified villages in the base area all had history of decades or even hundreds of years. For the people to survive, under the leadership of the People's Party, all fortified villages were breached. Those insufferably arrogant masters of the fortified villages and their families, as long as they weren't beaten to death on the spot, were all locked up. The fate of these thousands of people was to be executed collectively after the Second Counter-Encirclement.

When they died, they weren't even "martyrs of the old era." The People's Internal Affairs Committee had long been collecting evidence of their crimes of oppressing the common people and bullying the countryside. Plus some other people being watched, in this Great Purge, at least ten thousand people would die. When they died, they would be sinners. The authority executing them wasn't Chen Ke; it was the people demanding their execution. Chen Ke hadn't known ten thousand people in his era. Now he formulated a strategy, and it decided ten thousand lives. If adding the predictable destruction of Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, just in the year 1907, Chen Ke could kill at least forty thousand people without doing it himself. Nationwide, the people dying because of Chen Ke were estimated to exceed one hundred thousand.

These people all had their own relatives and friends. Everyone was connected to several times or even a dozen times the social relations. The Party members of the People's Party wouldn't be completely uninvolved with these people either. Historically, before the Party reached Shaanxi on the Long March, an official in charge of purges was airdropped to the Northern Shaanxi Base Area. With only the identity of a purge cadre, he could lock up Liu Zhidan and others. No matter how much the Northern Shaanxi Red Army didn't understand, there was no mutiny at all. This was the Party's discipline. Relying on this steel-like discipline, the Party completed unprecedented great achievements.

When Chen Ke was young, he also thought the purges in the Jiangxi Soviet Area back then were too brutal. Thinking about it now, if there were no purges, how could discipline be established? From this angle, those killed in purges might not necessarily be "bad people"; those killed were people within the Party who couldn't obey discipline and couldn't unconditionally adhere to the Party's command. "A good dog protects three neighbors; a good fellow protects three villages." Who doesn't have their own plans? Who doesn't have their own relatives and friends?

Thinking over and over, Chen Ke suddenly felt his murderous aura was a bit too strong. Thinking of the butcher's knife for Party organization problems, this thinking leap was a bit too big. However, this was also a troublesome logical problem. With tens of thousands of old Red Army soldiers with firm will who had experienced purges and the Long March, future purges and rectifications could be done without killing.

Finding his thoughts finally disturbed by subjective assumptions, Chen Ke expelled all these things from his mind. Talk about such things when really encountered. The current problem was to hurry and think of a way to let the Guangfu Society jump out actively. Whether Hua Xiongmao could achieve the principles Party members should abide by was also a test for Hua Xiongmao. If Hua Xiongmao couldn't hold on, then educate him first. If Hua Xiongmao couldn't be educated, then remove him from office. Such things could only be taken one step at a time.

Thinking this through, Chen Ke felt those small thoughts of his wife He Ying didn't count as anything at all. A tiny Sun Yongsheng; if he was killed on the battlefield, that was his fate. If he wasn't killed but captured, then just handle him as a captive. Chen Ke could only do this much.

Sun Yongsheng's days were not easy. Having more than seventy percent of the cavalry troops killed by machine gun positions, Sun Yongsheng managed to escape with his life. If he hadn't also lost a battle, Duan Qirui would almost have killed Sun Yongsheng on the spot. The Beiyang Army couldn't travel overnight, so they had to camp on the spot. The terrifying night descended on Duan Qirui's head.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army brought "harass the enemy when they camp" to the limit. In cold gun and cold cannon activities, the People's Party even used specialized harassment rocket launchers. Rocket launchers were mainly a design concept issue. If this thing wanted to achieve battlefield precision, with the strength of the base area, it would naturally be extremely difficult. But if just wanting the rockets to explode within a large area of the enemy's camp, it was much easier. Even the lethality of the explosive part didn't need to be too sufficient; the key was to be loud enough.

Things dragging long tail flames flew into the camping area over a distance of several *li*, and then exploded with a bang. This was a lot of gunpowder. The People's Party didn't have so much gunpowder to waste like this. So Duan Qirui's troops only took five shots all night. As a result, the Beiyang Army stayed awake all night.

Finally enduring until dawn, the cavalry began to search the main road with fear and trepidation, only to find their communication lines hadn't been cut off at all; the main road was unobstructed. Duan Qirui couldn't let the Beiyang Army sleep during the day and then be harassed at night. He could only order people to contact Wang Shizhen on one hand, and order the troops to continue marching on the other, at least entering Huaiyuan county town. Relying on the city wall, harassing enemies wouldn't succeed easily.

The main force of Beiyang began to advance amidst private complaints. When they finally arrived in Huaiyuan County with difficulty, they found Huaiyuan county town had become a true empty city. This was thanks to Sun Yongsheng. After killing his way into Huaiyuan County yesterday, Sun Yongsheng "investigated chaotic parties and interrogated traitors" in the county town according to tradition. Those who could stay in the county town were no traitors; they were all people supporting the Manchu Qing. After this action by Sun Yongsheng, these people also completely despaired of the government army. Plus the People's Party killed six hundred Beiyang cavalry and returned some property that was obviously robbed to the residents in the county. Under the persuasion of the People's Party, all people in the county assessed the situation and made the decision to flee collectively. So the stove pits in quite a few houses were still warm, but not a single resident could be seen.

Occupying such an empty city, Duan Qirui felt extremely depressed. But an empty city at least had enough houses to live in, so the Beiyang Army smashed open all the doors and found places to live. Having not slept for two days and one night, the Beiyang Army was really exhausted.

The People's Party didn't care about the contact between the Beiyang armies. Wang Shizhen received Duan Qirui's notice very smoothly. As a senior Beiyang soldier, Wang Shizhen understood Duan Qirui had encountered great trouble. Wang Shizhen's choices were few. Either he waited for Duan Qirui to withdraw to Suzhou and then return to Xuzhou together. This practice was equivalent to declaring the end of their military careers. Or stay put, watching Duan Qirui be destroyed. Wang Shizhen couldn't do such a thing either. The remaining choice was for Wang Shizhen to personally lead troops south, join forces with Duan Qirui, and then thrust straight into Fengtai County with superior forces. With a thousand dissatisfactions in his heart, Wang Shizhen still sent troops.

The People's Party didn't harass Wang Shizhen. Plus Wang Shizhen's excellent staff ability, the time he spent escorting grain and fodder to arrive in Huaiyuan County was two days shorter than Duan Qirui's marching time. When Wang Shizhen entered Huaiyuan county town, he was immediately startled by everything he saw. The morale of the Beiyang Army was low, and the number of wounded soldiers greatly exceeded Wang Shizhen's imagination.

Duan Qirui didn't dare tell Wang Shizhen the truth; he didn't sit and wait for Wang Shizhen's support. On the second day of entering Huaiyuan county town, Duan Qirui sent out his scouts. These scouts ran directly into the Reconnaissance Battalion of the People's Party. Scouts taking the main road fell into ambushes; at least corpses could be found. Those taking small paths never returned; alive no person seen, dead no corpse seen.

In the meantime, Duan Qirui also launched several searches in units of a hundred people. There were no people in Huaiyuan county town, but there should be people in the countryside at least. Once the search team disappeared from the field of vision of the city wall, after a long time, a few blood-covered wounded soldiers would come back supporting each other. The others had all been wiped out. Asking about the combat process, those scared-witless wounded soldiers all said dark masses of enemies suddenly besieged them; everyone fought a bloody battle and repelled the enemy army before running back. This ghost talk couldn't fool Duan Qirui. If it were really so, why were these people all empty-handed? Where did their guns go?

Duan Qirui once sent a regiment of troops to set an ambush, wanting to lure out the People's Party chaotic bandits. The chaotic bandits didn't take the bait at all. No one could be seen from this regiment during the day. At night, the chaotic bandits suddenly attacked the drowsy Beiyang Army fiercely. Under the fierce counterattack of the Beiyang Army, they rushed into the minefield preset by the chaotic party. Bounding mines sprayed into mid-air by gunpowder exploded ruthlessly, killing and wounding the Beiyang Army in a large circular range. The chaotic bandits were nowhere to be seen. Having lost nearly two hundred people, this regiment returned to Huaiyuan county town dejectedly. From then on, the Third Town dared not attack in units of a regiment anymore. Daring not to attack in units of a regiment, and unable to attack with the whole army, Duan Qirui trapped in an empty city actually looked like he was at the end of his rope.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't cut off the communication line of the Beiyang Army this time at all; this counted as a kind of psychological warfare. If communication was really cut off, it would make the Beiyang Army make up its mind to fight instead. If the communication line could be unimpeded, the Beiyang Army wouldn't easily jump over the wall in desperation. Living in the city would greatly consume the combat will of the troops. The sense of security given by the city wall was a subtle thing. The People's Party now still needed to use the city wall to wear down the psychology of the Beiyang Army.

"Chairman Chen, I think we can fight the Beiyang Army head-on." At the Military Commission meeting, Second Regiment Political Commissar Xiong Mingyang said.

Chen Ke rushed to the front line on the same day Wang Shizhen entered Huaiyuan county town. He brought two pieces of news. First was that Zhang Yu succeeded in the surprise attack on Wuhu; the Jiangnan New Army had hurriedly crossed the Yangtze River and returned to Jiangnan. Zhang Yu didn't linger in battle either; he just moved the silver taels of the government office and withdrew from Wuhu. Now he had safely withdrawn to Tongling. The second news was that the First Regiment had begun to move north, heading straight for Xuzhou. If no problems arose, Xuzhou with empty troops couldn't resist the attack of the First Regiment at all.

Stimulated by these two pieces of news, the combat consciousness of the front-line troops was also ignited. First was Xiong Mingyang, then Pu Guanshui and others also expressed that under the attack of three regiments, the Beiyang Army inside Huaiyuan county town would absolutely be unable to withstand a single blow.

"Comrades, it's not that we can't fight like this. Fighting like this, we suffer losses," Chen Ke laughed.

Everyone laughed along. Because troop strength was superior and there was no gap in weapons, the casualties of the People's Party's guerrilla warfare were very small. Having killed and wounded six or seven hundred people of Duan Qirui's troops, the casualties of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were less than fifty. Most of the casualties were injured by stray bullets. If fighting head-on, the number of casualties would increase substantially.

"But our troops stay in the wild; everyone's physical consumption is quite large." Hua Xiongmao proposed a very valuable view. The People's Party's field combat advantage didn't fall from the sky. Every day the troops camped in the wild and had to tense their attention to prepare for combat at any time. Although hygiene was very noted and no large-scale disease broke out, the consumption of physical strength was extremely obvious.

"It's okay now. If it rains, we simply can't live in the wild," Pu Guanshui followed. The clouds in the sky had thickened these days; sudden rain wasn't a baseless imagination. Autumn rain lingers; once it starts raining, who knows how long it will take to stop.

"This isn't too worrying, right? Anyway, I suspect we'll have a battle to fight in these few days," Chen Ke continued to encourage everyone.

"Could it be around the issue of firewood?" Pu Guanshui asked. The front-line troops weren't idle either; everyone also constantly discussed places where battles might break out. The Beiyang Army had sent small units to prepare to cut firewood several times, all of which were wiped out by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Everyone had been considering whether to focus on setting ambushes in the direction of the forest. When persuading the common people to leave Huaiyuan County, the troops specifically checked the quantity of firewood in the city. This quantity wasn't enough to support for too long.

"Comrades are prepared very sufficiently." Chen Ke was very satisfied. Actually, fighting a war was absolutely not simple blade against blade, gun against gun. Horses could eat raw food, but unless forced to the last resort, humans always had to eat cooked food. This point made no difference to the People's Party and the Beiyang Army. The People's Party in the wild could easily obtain fuel instead. The Beiyang Army in the city was much more embarrassed. Not to mention the weather was getting cold now, and the demand for firewood was also constantly increasing.

As if to confirm the Revolutionary Army's idea, that night, large troops of the Beiyang Army sneaked out of the city, preparing to enter the forest area. They were attacked by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lying in ambush long ago. However, the Beiyang Army didn't retreat this time but stubbornly launched a night battle with the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The number of Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers in ambush wasn't large; after a fierce exchange of fire, they had to retreat finally. The troops suddenly suffered more than thirty casualties. Chen Ke said nothing further and directly ordered harassment rocket launchers to move out. After three rockets flew into Huaiyuan county town, the Beiyang Army finally didn't continue to attack on a large scale.

Although they made a fuss all night, during the day, large numbers of Beiyang Army wood-cutting troops moved out. Reaching this point, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army knew Beiyang lacked firewood now; how could they let this opportunity go? A cruel positional battle unfolded in the forest.

"Old brother's judgment was indeed correct." Duan Qirui could finally engage the People's Party on a large scale head-on. He even felt somewhat excited at this moment.

Wang Shizhen smiled bitterly in his heart. From the intelligence provided by Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen roughly understood the People's Party's combat. But that the People's Party could carry out harassment tactics to this degree, Wang Shizhen was also somewhat surprised. The People's Party's method was a bit too ruthless. The firewood in the city was already exhausted; now that Wang Shizhen's more than six thousand people arrived, there was simply no firewood to use. Wang Shizhen was actually just guessing roughly out of habit; he didn't expect to actually guess right.

"Brother, since it is so, let's have a good contest with this group of chaotic bandits," Wang Shizhen said.

The cruelty of the war far exceeded Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen's imagination. The one meeting the Beiyang Army was the Fourth Regiment. This was the youngest unit in the 104th Division and also the unit with the most average equipment. If it weren't for Duan Qirui losing more than a thousand people before and after, the Fourth Regiment couldn't even manage one rifle per person. Even so, the Beiyang Army still didn't gain the slightest upper hand.

Directly at the very front was the First Battalion. In yesterday's night battle, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army encountered the problem of small numbers, and the military plan originally required "run immediately if the situation is bad," this was also the first battle where the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was beaten away in so long. Battalion Commander Chen Guansheng never expected this "honor" to fall on his battalion's head. He resolutely demanded to take the lead in the daytime battle.

It was actually not easy to dig works in the forest. Chen Guansheng personally went to the front carrying a shovel, urging the troops to dig works. Chen Ke was afraid the First Battalion would see red (get too aggressive); he specifically required the troops to emphasize combat discipline. Absolutely cannot open fire until the enemy approaches to a certain degree. The Beiyang Army inherited many combat methods of the Huai Army, that is, knowing how to fire volleys and shoot in waves. Even in line-infantry battles, they might not necessarily fall behind. The People's Party didn't have so many bullets to consume. So they emphasized "every bullet wipes out an enemy" extra. To achieve this effect, they had to let the enemy get close to fight. So the position was inside the forest. It wasn't easy to organize formations in the forest. It was unfavorable for the Beiyang Army to exert its advantages.

So after Beiyang poured a round of bullets into the forest first, they began to attack. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics. The equipment of Chen Ke's troops wasn't much worse than that troop which crossed the Yalu River valiantly and spiritedly. The troops had no machine guns, but hand grenades were sufficient. After the Beiyang Army killed their way into the forest, they suffered a fierce blow at close range. Immediately, men and horses turned over, and a patch fell.

What surprised the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was that even so, there were still Beiyang troops daring to brave the rain of bullets, straightening their bodies to start charging. This attitude of "winning by courage" bluffed the soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. "Throw grenades!" Squad and platoon leaders shouted loudly while taking the lead to set an example. After a burst of rumbling explosions, those "heroic" Beiyang soldiers fell. Next, the Beiyang soldiers behind no longer had the courage just now; they turned around and actually ran away just like that. The forest provided cover impartially to both sides; a large part of the bullets chased by the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army in the forest were intercepted by the forest. The Beiyang Army managed to escape.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, whose position was almost breached by Beiyang, began to re-formulate specific tactics according to what was taught in the military academy. Squad leaders said to soldiers: "See that? If the Beiyang Army rushes to that pine tree, start throwing grenades."

"You guys use them sparingly; the grenade supply isn't that much." Platoon leaders said to squad leaders while patrolling the position, ordering people to collect enemy guns.

"Platoon leader, hurry up and dig trenches and foxholes; be careful of enemy shelling." The courier sent by the company commander instructed the platoon leader.

"Second Company center withdraw ten meters for me; this way we can organize firepower more effectively. Stronger compatibility." Battalion Commander Chen Guansheng ran to the front line personally and ordered after seeing the distribution of enemy dead bodies and wounded soldiers.

"You bunch of trash." Duan Qirui pointed at the commander responsible for the first wave of attack and cursed loudly.
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Chapter 86 The Second Counter-Encirclement Campaign (Part 5)

While Duan Qirui was scolding his subordinates furiously, Wang Shizhen frowned and raised his binoculars to observe the forest ahead. The forest wasn't dense, just some ordinary woods. Through the binoculars, he could vaguely see some shadowy things deep in the forest, but couldn't see the figures of enemy soldiers. If he hadn't seen the fierce exchange of fire just now with his own eyes, Wang Shizhen wouldn't even dare to believe that a huge number of enemy troops were hidden in the forest.

At this time, Duan Qirui had finished scolding his subordinates. He turned his head and said to Wang Shizhen: "Old brother, it seems whether we can annihilate the chaotic party depends on this battle."

"Eh? How so?" Wang Shizhen didn't quite understand.

Duan Qirui pointed in the direction of the forest and said loudly: "Look, the chaotic parties in this forest are completely different from those ordinary chaotic parties. We beat them like this, yet they actually didn't retreat at all. These people must be the elite of the chaotic party. As long as we destroy these people, the remaining chaotic parties are nothing to worry about."

In this era, any army had to have elites. That is, after feeding them full with silver, then intimidating them with cruel military law. Finally, a batch of "tiger and wolf troops" was selected. At critical moments, this batch of people had to brave the rain of bullets and rush forward. "Those who advance are heavily rewarded; those who retreat are beheaded." The reason Beiyang could become the leader among the New Armies was that Yuan Shikai could rake in money and feed the Beiyang Army full. Since Duan Qirui understood the army this way, he determined that he was facing the elite troops of the People's Party.

Wang Shizhen agreed with Duan Qirui's view. Every time they suppressed bandits, after the Beiyang Army's volley fire array opened fire fiercely, the enemy soldiers collapsed immediately. Not only did the People's Party troops in the forest not collapse, but they could also resist tenaciously. It would be strange if this wasn't the elite.

"Old brother, we will surround this forest and attack from three sides. We should be able to win," Duan Qirui said.

"Move the artillery team over first and bombard with cannons," Wang Shizhen added. Beiyang originally just wanted to cut firewood, but didn't expect it to develop into such a battle. Up to now, the Beiyang artillery hadn't moved out yet.

If Pu Guanshui knew that his former superiors in the Beiyang Army thought so highly of him, he might be very moved. The Fourth Regiment belonged to the relatively weak new troops in the 104th Division. It was only because Pu Guanshui requested battle that they got a series of opportunities. The tasks and stationing positions of the Second and Third Regiments were to completely surround the Beiyang Army; they were participating in the battle temporarily now. Moreover, Chen Ke was now at the Fourth Regiment headquarters with Division Political Commissar He Zudao. If Pu Guanshui didn't fight well, this face would really be lost big time.

Chen Ke didn't really want to command by skipping levels. As the Chairman of the Military Commission and Chairman of the Party, he convened a joint wartime meeting of the Fourth Regiment.

"I am not clear now whether our Fourth Regiment can inflict heavy damage on the Beiyang Army. I want to ask everyone, are you willing to try?" The expression on Chen Ke's face when speaking wasn't relaxed at all.

Hearing this, the comrades below became excited one by one. The Fourth Regiment was also a full-strength unit; one regiment had more than four thousand people. The Beiyang Army opposite now had a little over fifteen thousand. Fighting one against four; just thinking about it made the hair on the comrades' backs stand up.

"The Second and Third Regiments are rushing over under the leadership of Division Commander Hua. After they arrive, the Beiyang Army will definitely withdraw back into the city. Everyone doesn't need to worry too much that we won't be able to pull back if we fully deploy." Chen Ke gave everyone a reassurance pill first. "According to the news from the courier, we only need to fight for another four hours."

"Chairman Chen, how do you plan to let us fight?" Fourth Regiment Political Commissar Zeng Hongqing asked.

"We fight how we trained. Looking at it now, it's flanking tactics. Since we are at a disadvantage in numbers, our efficiency in projecting lethality must be higher." Chen Ke said calmly.

The PLA, as the world's strongest light infantry, relied on infantry squad and platoon tactics. In infantry squad and platoon tactics, outflanking and side attacks were just common meals. Back then, the world's number one power, the United States, was still driven back three hundred kilometers from the Yalu River by the Volunteer Army. In the Korean War, the US military had tenacious war will and firm combat determination. Heavy artillery shaved mountains, bombs washed the ground, fighting desperately when attacking, and not dragging mud and water when retreating. The US officers and soldiers could fight bravely against temperatures of minus thirty or forty degrees; they really fought remarkably well. If their opponent weren't the Volunteer Army, but any other opponent, the US military would have won completely long ago.

Chen Ke once thought revolutionary spirit was the key to victory. Only after he engaged in revolution personally did he understand he was wrong. No matter what revolutionary spirit, if the officers and soldiers couldn't see the hope of victory at all, then everything was in vain. Only when the inevitability of victory existed could the soldiers overcome the fear of personal death. If there was no possibility of victory in the war at all, no one was a fool willing to die. To make the soldiers convinced of the inevitable victory of the battle, it had to rely on usual training. The soldiers must know the purpose of the tactical training they conducted, and where the scientific nature of these tactical trainings lay. When the cadres of the Fourth Regiment asked how to win the battle, Chen Ke could only ask everyone starting from this most basic question.

The training of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was indeed grasped very tightly; otherwise, the battle in the forest wouldn't have been withstood so easily. At the beginning, facing an enemy with superior numbers, everyone could only choose the defensive mode. Hearing Chen Ke ask this, the cadres immediately began to discuss the offensive issue. According to usual training, the method of attack naturally chose side attacks.

Offense wasn't for sending people to death. One battalion of the Fourth Regiment fought defense in the forest. How many troops should the flanking force invest exactly? How to realize the offense? Since the number was at a disadvantage, close-range shooting naturally wouldn't work. What could be chosen was to adopt the mode of front-line movement, first raid the enemy's flank, disrupting the enemy's deployment. Then invest troops to conduct hand-to-hand combat. Before this battle, the Fourth Regiment still had quite a few soldiers using cold weapons, and they had also conducted specialized drills for this combat mode. The problem was that hand-to-hand combat was very unfavorable for troops with inferior numbers.

The discussion reached this key point in less than ten minutes. With a ratio of one to four, offense became a very bad choice.

Although facing Chen Ke, and the result of the discussion was that offensive warfare was unfavorable, the comrades' faces were quite ugly. Even so, the comrades still formally proposed the final view to Chen Ke. Full-scale offense was not feasible.

Chen Ke wasn't unhappy at all. Seeking truth from facts was the People's Party's program of action; what was shameful about telling the truth? He said seriously: "If we can't fight, then we can't hold. Being beaten passively here is just losing troops for nothing; attrition warfare is meaningless. Fight if we can win, leave if we can't win. If everyone thinks the situation is like this, we can prepare to retreat now."

"Then what if we only hit one route of the Beiyang Army?" He Zudao spoke up. The Political Commissars of the People's Party were not civilian officials; in battle, Political Commissars also fought bravely on the front line. Xiong Mingyang of the Second Regiment once served concurrently as Political Commissar and Regiment Commander; this kind of concurrent situation wasn't rare in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

He Zudao continued: "If the Beiyang Army can't take it down frontally, they will definitely adopt the tactic of outflanking from two wings. We knock out one of their wings; this troop strength is still enough. Now the battlefield width is five *li*. This requires the troops inside the forest to be able to block the superior enemy, preventing them from rescuing the friendly forces close at hand. The Beiyang Army will use cannons to bombard our positions in the forest. The comrades in the forest will have to bear the enemy's attack from three sides. This position must be arranged well."

Hearing He Zudao's plan, the Party cadres of the Fourth Regiment felt their heartbeats accelerating involuntarily. He Zudao's plan was feasible, but everyone could imagine the arduous battle to be carried out within it. Everyone's eyes turned to Chen Ke.

Chen Ke laughed: "I still say that: fight if we can win, leave if we can't win. I am not acting as an army supervisor here, forcing everyone to fight some great victory. I am here just to see how comrades fight. To see if everyone can persist in their own combat plan to the end."

As the Political Commissar, Zeng Hongqing spoke first: "We were originally to stop the Beiyang Army from cutting firewood, but the battle developed to this stage. Even if we retreat now, the Beiyang Army still can't cut much firewood. This combat objective has been achieved. I think we should choose to retreat. Bury landmines in the forest before retreating, enough to stop the Beiyang Army from cutting firewood on a large scale. Moreover, once the Second and Third Regiments arrive nearby, the Beiyang Army indeed has no way to continue cutting firewood."

Pu Guanshui didn't agree with this view. "Even if the Second and Third Regiments rush over, we didn't make a concerted attack combat plan beforehand. We cannot coordinate combat effectively. If we persist in the forest for a while, it will be somewhat helpful for subsequent combat."

Zeng Hongqing shook his head. "If we want to hold the forest, we can only follow the tactic Political Commissar He just mentioned. The troops have never trained to besiege a point to strike reinforcements across this width of five *li* braving enemy artillery fire. We cannot take this risk."

Hearing this reason, Pu Guanshui couldn't say anything either. He knew time was tight, so he said decisively: "Retreat."

War had broken away from control since the first shot was fired. Wanting to advance and retreat freely on the battlefield wasn't such an easy thing either. This was also thanks to the People's Party emphasizing training; before the troops were put into battle, the retreat plan was also formulated accordingly. According to the predetermined retreat route, the troops in the forest withdrew from the position quietly. The main force was also retreating at the same time.

At this time, the Beiyang cavalry had long begun reconnaissance in groups of twenty or thirty. The retreat of the main force was quickly seen by them. Although these cavalry dared not approach to harass, reporting news was always possible. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen frowned upon learning the news of the People's Party troops retreating.

"Commander Duan, Provincial Commander Wang. Let's hurry and chase up." Hearing this news, the officer beside them immediately beamed with joy. In the past, when facing peasant rebel armies, the rebel army starting to retreat meant they couldn't hold on. The Beiyang Army chasing up never failed to have a great victory. The Beiyang Army was beaten miserably in the People's Party's ambush a few days ago. Now there was finally an opportunity to hold their heads high.

"Old brother, what do you think?" Duan Qirui certainly hoped to catch up and fight a winning battle. But he had suffered so many losses after all, so he dared not act rashly. Moreover, past peasant rebel armies retreated and scattered after the frontal combat collapsed. The People's Party didn't fall behind at all in the forest. This retreat was an active retreat. It was hard to say if there were any ambushes inside.

Facing the opportunity for combat, Wang Shizhen was more decisive than Duan Qirui. "Morale can be drummed up but not leaked. If we don't chase a bit now, the blow to morale will be excessive. Let's not chase too urgently; just be careful there are no ambushes. We select three thousand elites to chase a bit."

As soon as the main force of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army broke away from the front line, they quickly completed the formation of the marching column. The movement speed increased immediately. The base area had its own cavalry originally. Relying on cavalry to expel the Beiyang cavalry squads, the march wasn't disturbed at all. And intelligence was transmitted back equally quickly.

"The Beiyang Army sent three thousand people to chase over?" Chen Ke marched with big strides while listening to the report.

Several main cadres of the Fourth Regiment and Pu Guanshui, who was commanding the Fourth Regiment now, were beside Chen Ke. Hearing this news, the eyes of several cadres lit up. Four thousand people fighting fifteen thousand people was indeed unrealistic, but four thousand people fighting three thousand people wasn't a very difficult thing. The Beiyang Army was unfamiliar with the place in the wilderness; wasn't this walking right into the trap?

Chen Ke turned his head to look at the Reconnaissance Battalion Commander beside him. "Can you make the Beiyang Army blind?"

"That bit of Beiyang cavalry is nothing." The Reconnaissance Battalion Commander grinned.

This was a standard PLA-style mobile annihilation battle. The cavalry dispatched by the Beiyang Army on the left flank suffered an ambush because they chased too far ahead. Just as they passed a small slope, they were suddenly attacked by superior cavalry. This Beiyang cavalry squad was completely annihilated immediately. The Beiyang Army didn't feel the danger in it, only slowing down slightly.

That hateful bandit army troop marching in front did this obviously just wanting to get rid of the Beiyang Army's pursuit. Since they were targeted by the Beiyang Army, there was no reason to let the bandit army escape easily. The bandit armies that were chased relentlessly by the Beiyang Army and finally collapsed during the march were not just one or two.

"You don't say, the Beiyang Army really has a way with marching," Chen Ke said grinningly to Pu Guanshui beside him.

"They seem not to have brought dry rations." Pu Guanshui was very familiar with Beiyang and observed this situation through binoculars.

"That means they won't chase relentlessly?"

Pu Guanshui wiped the sweat from his forehead. "Anyway, they can't persist for too long."

"Then let's take them a bit farther." Chen Ke laughed.

"Dammit, this group of bandit troops is actually eating." The leading Beiyang officer put down the binoculars and cursed.

The People's Party troops slowed down their marching speed just now. The Beiyang Army thought the troops couldn't hold on. Unexpectedly, the reason the People's Party troops slowed down was actually taking out some food to eat while walking. The Beiyang pursuing troops advanced with light troops; the People's Party obviously carried very complete marching equipment, but the Beiyang Army couldn't catch up no matter what. Seeing the People's Party troops eating, the Beiyang Army officers felt empty fire rising even more.

"Sir, can we catch up?" A low-level officer beside him asked. After chasing for more than two hours, the Beiyang Army was really tired out, and had no food. They couldn't hold on a bit.

"Put in more effort; we can definitely catch up. Wait, look." The officer pointed ahead. In the direction the People's Party troops were going, there was a village. The Beiyang Army hadn't scouted much in this direction. Seeing the People's Party went towards the village, the officer immediately thought that there were people in the village, and if there were people, there was grain. Everyone could eat. Looking at it now, the People's Party had no intention of engaging in battle at all. Even if they couldn't catch up, they might as well eat first and then talk about later things.

"Continue chasing!" The officer shouted.

Two hours later, the officer lay on a patch of grass in a very comfortable posture. His hand was placed on his chest. Although the clouds in the sky looked thick, sunlight still poured down between the clouds. If not for the blood gurgling out from the wound under the officer's palm, this would be a nice afternoon nap.

The surprise attack came too suddenly. After the Beiyang Army main force approached the village with curling cooking smoke, they suddenly saw several puffs of white smoke rising in front of the village. With several *thump-thump* explosions, shells fell into the Beiyang Army's formation. Then gunshots rang out from the rear.

This was a temporary station of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army Fourth Regiment. The two companies left behind here had received notification long ago and then lay in ambush. When the Beiyang Army entered the ambush circle, they immediately launched an attack from the rear and middle section of the Beiyang Army. Two companies, four hundred people, killing their way into the Beiyang Army's ranks was naturally unrealistic, but disrupting the Beiyang Army's marching formation was more than enough.

Suffering an unexpected attack, the Beiyang Army was in chaos immediately. And the Fourth Regiment, which changed deployment after bypassing the village, let out shouts like mountains calling and seas roaring, killing their way back towards the Beiyang Army. The pursuing Beiyang Army had no accompanying artillery or machine guns at all. The Beiyang Army, who once wanted to gather the team and resist with volleys, became good targets for artillery. Shells exploded one by one in the dense crowd. The battle turned into a one-sided slaughter.

The Beiyang Army chased the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army for several hours, and their physical strength was almost exhausted. Facing such a situation, the entire troop collapsed completely. Soldiers let out meaningless shouts, dodging shells and bullets like headless flies. The soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had eaten anyway, and now took off the New Army equipment on their bodies. Their physical strength was much better than the Beiyang Army. The counterattack quickly turned into an encirclement.

Due to the judgment of the Beiyang Army's combat power being above reality, the troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't consider persuading surrender at all. Facing the Beiyang Army like human targets opposite, bullets were fired like splashing water. The Beiyang Army didn't even have the leisure to organize a breakout; the whole troop was scattered like sheep. Their act of fleeing in all directions was mistaken for a breakout. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers threw hand grenades *whoosh-whoosh* into the chaotic ranks of the Beiyang Army running over.

Every grenade took away several lives, making the dense Beiyang Army formation in the smoke sparse. Subsequent shooting knocked down the remaining people one by one. The Beiyang Army had rich experience fighting rebel armies in various places. They had treated failed rebel armies bloodily. When they were surrounded and faced the fate of complete destruction, these people couldn't think of surrendering. They had massacred surrenderers on a large scale, so they instinctively feared surrendering. Despite facing the situation of destruction, the Beiyang Army let themselves be slaughtered, but not a single person uttered a voice of surrender.

By the time Chen Ke discovered something was wrong and ordered the troops to start shouting surrender slogans, this battle, which could only be called a massacre, was already nearing its end. The ground was full of dead and wounded; there were few people who could stand on the spot.

It was also the first time Chen Ke truly adopted mobile warfare. Facing victory, he naturally had great joy and excitement in his heart. But the Shura field (carnage) before his eyes froze the smile on Chen Ke's face. As if to vent the uncomfortable feeling in his chest, Chen Ke sighed long. He said to Pu Guanshui beside him: "If the Beiyang Army hadn't chased so urgently, I'm afraid they wouldn't have lost so miserably."

Pu Guanshui's face also looked extremely ugly. He also didn't expect that just a simple returning horse spear (counterattack) could easily annihilate three thousand Beiyang troops. Chen Ke was right; if the Beiyang Army hadn't chased so urgently, they definitely wouldn't have suffered such tragic destruction. But the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army soldiers were also humans. They also experienced a march of the same distance as the Beiyang Army, and immediately engaged in battle after marching. Shelling and surprise attacks only disrupted the Beiyang Army's formation. What truly annihilated the Beiyang Army was the Fourth Regiment soldiers who turned back to kill.

Senior officers might still have some pity or sadness, but the soldiers who invested great energy and willpower and did their best in fierce combat didn't have such emotions at all. "Victory!" "Victory!" The soldiers raised the weapons in their hands and cheered loudly.

"Long live Chairman Chen!" Unknown who shouted this slogan first. Immediately, other soldiers shouted in unison, "Long live Chairman Chen!" "Long live Chairman Chen!"

This was a shout from the heart. Chen Ke, who marched with them and fought with them today, was the person who saved everyone from the death line, the person who created this army and led this army from one victory to another.

Before, although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army also won a few battles, those were indeed battles carefully ambushed and meticulously prepared. And those battles were also taught by Chairman Chen on how to fight to win. Now this hearty and dripping great victory, this great victory that thoroughly trampled the Beiyang Army, which was once high above in everyone's eyes, underfoot, thoroughly stimulated the excitement and admiration of the soldiers.

"Long live Chairman Chen!" This slogan aptly shouted out the heartfelt wishes of the soldiers.

"Chairman Chen!" A cadre from the Intelligence Section walked over with a sweating courier. He shouted while walking: "Chairman Chen, Division Commander Hua commanded the Second and Third Regiments to arrive at Huaiyuan county town. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen retreated back into the city. We can surround them."

After annihilating these three thousand Beiyang troops, the People's Party's three regiments had twelve thousand people. The Beiyang Army in the city also only had a little over twelve thousand left. Moreover, Wang Shizhen himself was from Beiyang, but the subordinates he commanded as Provincial Commander of Jiangbei were not Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army under Duan Qirui was now less than six thousand. Before the war, the People's Party even prepared to open the main road and let the Beiyang Army thrust into Fengtai County. Unexpectedly, after really starting the fight, the Beiyang Army only entered Huaiyuan County and reached their dead end.

Fighting to this extent, the most elite First Regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army hadn't even participated in the battle. The First Regiment was rushing towards Xuzhou, the starting point of the Beiyang Army in Jiangsu. Although Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen hadn't been finally annihilated yet, the complete victory of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was already a visible result. This couldn't help but make the Intelligence Section cadre beam with joy.

"After cleaning the battlefield, start the encirclement," Chen Ke said calmly.
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When Chen Ke rushed back to Huaiyuan county town with the Fourth Regiment, Hua Xiongmao hurried over to welcome him. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen weren't scared into the city by Hua Xiongmao; before they had to retreat into Huaiyuan county town, the two also fought a battle.

The winner of this battle was undoubtedly the two regiments commanded by Hua Xiongmao. Before the battle started, Hua Xiongmao had learned that the Beiyang Army had been greatly weakened. Even though he only had two regiments with more than eight thousand people under his command, facing nearly twelve thousand Beiyang troops, Hua Xiongmao was still full of confidence.

"The Beiyang Army doesn't know how to fight!" This was already the consensus of the high-level cadres of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The People's Party's exercise object could only be its own troops. In the exercises, fire coordination, front-line movement, flanking attacks, surprise attacks, bayonet fighting. After repeating these tactics, the troops faced a large number of problems after each exercise. As the principal of the military academy, Chen Ke taught the basic tactical concepts and the reasons for adopting these tactics to the troops. From top to bottom, the troops felt confused; if one had to say, it was learning a lot but understanding little.

Before engaging Beiyang, the troops involuntarily looked up to Beiyang. They felt that if people like themselves who just learned to fight still had to face these complex problems, old troops like the Beiyang Army probably solved the problems long ago. Once they really engaged, the troops discovered that compared to themselves, the Beiyang Army was a group of "fledglings" who only knew superficial skills through and through. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lured the enemy casually, and Beiyang foolishly drilled into the trap. The communication, reconnaissance, including marching and fighting adopted by Beiyang revealed a strong "silly air." The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was far from meeting Chairman Chen Ke's requirements, but even so, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's mobile warfare was more than enough to deal with the Beiyang Army.

In frontal combat, the confident Hua Xiongmao adopted the extremely ordinary frontal combat tactics taught in the military academy. Digging works according to the terrain, arranging firepower in echelons; Hua Xiongmao commanded the troops to prepare for battle calmly. In the past, Hua Xiongmao had Chen Ke above him and the Military Commission as colleagues. Although Division Political Commissar He Zudao didn't steal credit, he pressed on Hua Xiongmao in the organizational system. The various military commanders below also grew up rapidly, and Hua Xiongmao consciously felt the presence of his position becoming thinner and thinner. Now Chen Ke and He Zudao were both in the Fourth Regiment. Hua Xiongmao directly commanded two regiments in combat as a division commander for the first time; this was his time to display his skills.

Although quite a few people thought Hua Xiongmao maintained the status of the number one person in the army by seniority, these people didn't figure out that being able to maintain the status of the number one person in the army by seniority in a situation without actual military merit itself explained Hua Xiongmao's extraordinariness.

The battle started with a very ordinary situation; the artillery of both sides fired first. The base area had experience in large-scale manufacturing of iron farm tools, and entrenching shovels were also researched and produced. Simple foxholes had been dug many times, which was nothing remarkable for the troops. However, the experience of being bombarded frontally by cannons was the first time for most soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Shells came and exploded violently on the position. Huge vibrations were transmitted to every soldier, and every soldier's face changed nervously. They hugged their guns, shrinking tightly inside the foxholes. When training these civil engineering works before, everyone had absolutely no concept of digging foxholes. After experiencing shelling, quite a few soldiers were suddenly enlightened about the design concept of foxholes amidst fear. No matter how many times the troop cadres lectured, it couldn't compare to experiencing it personally once for educational value.

Learning that tens of thousands of bandit troops were approaching Huaiyuan County, Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen originally felt this was a good opportunity to accomplish the whole task at one stroke. They couldn't care about cutting firewood anymore and immediately mobilized all troops to prepare for an attack.

The one responsible for the attack was not the Beiyang Army but Wang Shizhen's troops. Duan Qirui's Third Town had experienced a series of battles, and the one chasing the Fourth Regiment was also the Beiyang Army elite. Wang Shizhen wasn't a petty person; Duan Qirui only had less than five thousand people left, so it was really inappropriate to let Duan Qirui fight this battle again. Wang Shizhen commanded his troops to enter the battle. Wang Shizhen's troops were the 13th Mixed Brigade, plus some Green Standard Army soldiers, totaling about six thousand people. Unlike the Beiyang Army, this troop didn't have any combat experience. Being able to be brought to Huaiyuan County by Wang Shizhen completely proved Wang Shizhen's outstanding command ability.

Once the artillery battle started, these New Army soldiers originally felt it was very fresh, stretching their necks to look one by one. As a result, not long after the Beiyang Army fired, shells whistled over from the opposite chaotic party position immediately. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army shivered in the artillery position, but at least they had a place to hide. The New Army had no such concept at all. They were deployed on several offensive positions; when shells exploded beside them, this bunch was scared bad.

The first round of shelling by both sides counted as a demonstration battle, proving to both enemy and us simultaneously, "We have cannons!" Next, the artillerymen began to adjust firing data, starting to shoot at targets considered valuable under the guidance of artillery observers. From this time on, the Beiyang Army began to suffer losses. Duan Qirui, who graduated from the Artillery Department of the Tianjin Military Academy with "optimal" grades, personally commanded the Beiyang artillery. Beiyang had always valued artillery among the various New Armies. Most of the fired shells hit the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

A considerable part of the artillerymen in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army came from the Anhui New Army, and the others were trained by the base area itself. Really exchanging fire with Beiyang, even if they didn't fall to the disadvantage, they couldn't show obvious advantages either. However, the advantage of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army lay in being able to fully utilize all technical means. After two artillery observation balloons rose slowly into the sky in the sight of the Beiyang Army, the advantage of the artillery battle quickly turned to the side of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army.

Standing high, seeing far. Not to mention that professional personnel were configured inside the artillery observation balloons. Looking down from above, trenches and communication trenches on the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wound and interlaced. While the position on the Beiyang Army side didn't change much. Large numbers of troops hiding behind natural terrain were simply seen at a glance. Under effective guidance, shells were fired fiercely in the direction of the enemy's large troops. The observers saw very clearly that when shells exploded in the enemy ranks, bloody flowers were raised among the ant-like crowd; the blown-away mud and human bodies were components of the flowers. And the ant colony that originally looked reasonably regulated scattered instantly, losing order completely.

"Artillery Third Company continue shooting." Flag signals transmitted messages to the position below, "That is the enemy's troop assembly area."

The greatest role of shelling at the current stage was actually destroying the enemy's offensive organization; this point had long been taught in the military academy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. The best situation was undoubtedly inflicting heavy damage on the starting position of the enemy troops.

Even as steady as Wang Shizhen, seeing his troops scattered and fleeing by shells, his face became extremely ugly. Originally Wang Shizhen thought that even if the People's Party opposite were fierce bandits and had certain combat power, they couldn't possibly play any special tricks. The People's Party indeed didn't play any tricks; the People's Party just displayed the level a formally militarily educated army should have. Artillery observation balloons were originally not rare things; Beiyang had also engaged in them. Wang Shizhen was not unfamiliar with this at all. However, in this battle, neither Duan Qirui nor Wang Shizhen brought balloons, and secondly, they didn't expect the People's Party to actually apply this technology so openly and aboveboard.

This wasn't the time to hesitate. If the artillery battle was allowed to continue like this, without positional warfare, Wang Shizhen's subordinates wouldn't be able to hold on. "Cavalry attack!" Wang Shizhen gave the order decisively.

When the cavalry attacked, the Beiyang Army's artillery had to stop shooting. The troops of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were immediately called out from the foxholes by platoon leaders and squad leaders. "Enter position! Enter position!"

The position originally with only a few troops was instantly filled with infantry, black rifle muzzles aimed uniformly in the direction of the enemy.

"Beiyang cavalry is coming; no shooting without orders!" This was a matter trained countless times. Platoon and squad leaders shouted to the soldiers almost instinctively. In the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, becoming cadres at all levels didn't depend on how smooth your interpersonal relationships were. Although the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wanted to educate seriously on basic politeness to others, military cadres were not selected by being polite. Whoever trained well, whoever could complete military command, only then had the opportunity to be elected as officers at all levels. So the first reaction of these cadres was to arrange the battle according to usual training, experience accumulated in war, and military skills accepted in pre-war discussion meetings at all levels, post-war summary meetings, and training in military academies at all levels.

None of the company commanders hid in the back at this time. They all went to the first line to inspect troop deployment, emphasizing again the aspects to pay attention to during combat. The enemy was about to launch an attack immediately. Even for troops with strict training like the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, the work company commanders had to do was still plenty. Thanks to the even more ineffective organization of these New Armies, the 13th Mixed Brigade attacked sluggishly after being shelled. The front line of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army received the news of the enemy cavalry moving out and finally completed comprehensive preparations.

Compared with the storm-like shelling just now, the sound of horse hooves of hundreds of cavalry felt like a breeze to the soldiers. Squad and platoon leaders suppressed their nervous feelings, their eyes patrolling back and forth in the direction where the soldiers and company commanders were.

Company commanders pursed their lips tightly, waiting for the signal for the next step of combat. The sound of horse hooves and the shouting of cavalry opposite were clearly audible on the quiet position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. But the position of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army remained silent, as if there was no one on the position.

"Da da da..." The machine guns began to ring when the enemy entered a distance of about thirty meters before the position. Without looking at the effect of the machine guns at all, the company commanders roared almost simultaneously, "Fire!"

Hundreds of rifles joined the ranks of shooting at the same time. Like cutting wheat, the New Army cavalry were knocked down in patches. Men shouted and horses neighed at the front of the position, a chaotic mess.

Hua Xiongmao heaved a long sigh of relief. The troop's performance completely met the highest requirements. The tactics that should be adopted, the troops executed meticulously. No matter how many times practiced on normal days, it couldn't compare to real combat. Training was practicing with one's own people; combat was fighting with living enemies. Until the moment of engaging fire, you couldn't guess the enemy's most specific reaction. What the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was best at was urban warfare and siege warfare; field warfare happened not to be the content they were best at. Facing the Beiyang Army, except for Chen Ke, no one in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had confidence in their hearts. Now, Hua Xiongmao could already determine that the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army occupied the upper hand in field warfare.

War victory is obtained by offense. Hua Xiongmao didn't prepare to defend to the end originally. The Second Regiment had already dispatched flanking troops. In the plan, this troop was to wait until the enemy's infantry launched an attack, then cut fiercely into the enemy's attack formation from the side, attacking fiercely and violently, annihilating the enemy in one fell swoop. Now the flanking troop had entered the predetermined position; after the Beiyang Army opposite began to attack, they continued to conduct front-line movement forward. But Beiyang seemed to be scared out of their wits. After the cavalry was wiped out, the Beiyang Army actually had no intention of continuing to attack. Not only that, the Beiyang Army troops even began to retreat.

"Prepare to take cover; be careful of Beiyang Army shelling." Hua Xiongmao didn't have the intention of being beaten passively at all. Beiyang Army doing this was probably preparing for large-scale shelling, right?

"Let the Second Regiment send two companies towards the direction of tree cutting." Hua Xiongmao continued to order. The courier had already explained the cause of today's battle clearly. Since the Beiyang Army cavalry had already suffered a heavy blow, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army now occupied a huge advantage in mobility. Not letting the Beiyang Army cut trees was also a very important tactical goal.

Wang Shizhen's face was already gloomy to the extreme. He never expected the enemy opposite to be so capable of fighting. As a qualified military commander, he was very clear that continuing to attack like this now was just losing troops in vain. Moreover, after this artillery battle, the 13th Mixed Brigade under him completely lost the will to fight. The New Army had the courage to bully ordinary bandits; facing regular troops with machine guns and cannons, the courage of the 13th Mixed Brigade began to melt instantly like ice and snow under the scorching sun. Especially the reconnaissance balloon high in the sky made these New Armies lose their "superiority in equipment." Stuff that could fly in the sky was high technology; that meant the "chaotic party" opposite had "power" exceeding the New Army. Plus the dense formation preparing to set off suffered a blow; the dense formation suffered a heavy blow in an instant, and the New Army also needed time to reorganize its troops.

Duan Qirui had rushed over at this time. He stared hatefully at the observation balloon. This hateful thing made all government troops who could see the balloon feel uncomfortable all over. Being watched from so high above, no one could feel good.

"Old brother, let's break through." Duan Qirui said ferociously.

Wang Shizhen shook his head. "Withdraw troops first. The 13th Mixed Brigade is already in chaos." The shells falling into the Mixed Brigade troops during the artillery battle caused great chaos to the government army. Even with ability like Wang Shizhen's, he still hadn't completely tidied up the situation. Plus the cavalry also suffered heavy damage; counting on the 13th Mixed Brigade to take the lead again was completely unrealistic. Moreover, Wang Shizhen had a strong unease in his heart; he always felt that if they continued fighting, something would definitely happen.

Duan Qirui could also see that organizing an attack again couldn't be completed in a moment. The Beiyang Army had already suffered considerable losses. Plus the elite troops went to chase the fleeing People's Party bandit troops; the remaining troops also needed to catch their breath. The two began to rectify their subordinates separately.

Bad news came one by one subsequently. First, the cavalry of the pursuit troops fled back in fear and trepidation, reporting that the three thousand pursuit troops were completely wiped out. Then the wood-cutting troops were suddenly attacked from inside the forest. The People's Party bandit troops opposite began to launch shelling on the government army's position again. Forced helplessly, the government army all withdrew back into the city.

Hua Xiongmao introduced the battle situation to Chen Ke. He felt very regretful that the Beiyang Army didn't continue to launch attacks. If the government army's infantry charged again, Hua Xiongmao firmly believed that with the strike of the flank ambush soldiers, he could definitely give the Beiyang Army sortie troops a heavy blow.

"Division Commander Hua, you have already done very well." Chen Ke praised Hua Xiongmao first. "Now the Beiyang Army has no ability to escape for their lives anymore. This encirclement can definitely finish them off."

"Brothers of Beiyang, the troops you sent out were destroyed by us. Now we send the captured Beiyang officers and soldiers back to you. We have already bandaged them; you hurry up and do the rest of the life-saving things yourselves." Although full of Anhui local accent, the vigorous Northern Anhui Mandarin could still be heard clearly by the Beiyang Army from Zhili.

Duan Qirui at the city wall head already knew the three thousand troops chasing the People's Party were completely wiped out. Before hearing this news personally, he still had some illusions in his heart that those cavalry fleeing back for their lives were just talking nonsense. When the People's Party asked the Beiyang Army to receive the captives, Duan Qirui knew this bad news was true.

But he couldn't refuse the People's Party's request immediately either. In the binoculars, he had already seen the Beiyang Army wounded soldiers and POWs being brought to the front of Huaiyuan county town by the People's Party. Duan Qirui couldn't refuse to take these people back no matter what. If he dared to refuse, someone would really dare to shoot him in the back.

Not only the POWs and wounded from today's several battles, but the Beiyang Army captured by the People's Party a few days ago were also in the released ranks. Although these people were their own comrades-in-arms, watching the blood-stained wounded soldiers being carried into the city, the faces of all Beiyang Army and 13th Mixed Brigade New Army soldiers were very ugly.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen hurriedly began to question the captives, hoping to get the truth about the People's Party from them. The news obtained was naturally that the People's Party had a multitude of people; the number of People's Party troops ranged from thirty thousand to fifty thousand, according to the captives' different statements.

When Duan Qirui sent troops, the Third Town actually dispatched eleven thousand people, and Wang Shizhen's troops had six thousand people. After several consecutive battles, casting aside the wounded, the number of troops on both sides added together that could still fight was less than ten thousand. According to the intelligence provided by the captives, the People's Party had at least thirty thousand people. The combat power of these thirty thousand was at least equal to the Beiyang Army. Fighting one against three, both Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen knew there was no chance of winning at all. This Huaiyuan city was extremely likely to be their burial place.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army were all from peasant backgrounds; officers and soldiers were good at civil engineering. After experiencing battle, the whole army was very clear about the meaning of fortifications. To besiege the government army inside the city, it was absolutely impossible without fortifications. Without much mobilization, the troops began to dig fortifications vigorously. First were various areas convenient for breakout, as well as combat key points.

Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen sat face to face in the command post, their faces like the sky outside. God was really blind; these days were cloudy, and even dropped a few drops of rain occasionally. But the autumn rain didn't fall at all. Once it rained, the People's Party bandit troops definitely couldn't persist. The fortifications they dug could effectively resist the Beiyang Army's attack, but with continuous autumn rain, no matter how fierce and brave the People's Party was, it was impossible to hold on in the mud all the time. At that time, there would be a chance to break out.

There were only two choices for the breakout route, either north or east. Huaiyuan County faced the confluence of the Guo River and Huai River. To the west was the Guo River, and to the south was the confluence of the Guo River and Huai River. The People's Party now deployed heavy troops in the north and east. Which route to choose exactly, the two hadn't made up their minds for the time being.

While discussing, a guard barged in with a panicked scout. "Commander Duan, Provincial Commander Wang. A fleet has come on the river surface. There are gunboats in the fleet."

"There are gunboats?" Duan Qirui looked happy; in these years, fleets with gunboats were definitely government forces.

"The gunboats are flying the flag of the People's Party." The scout hurriedly corrected Duan Qirui's wrong idea.

Wang Shizhen's face changed greatly. "That is the warship of the Hubei Navy captured by the People's Party!"

Hearing Wang Shizhen say this, Duan Qirui immediately realized suddenly. He shouted angrily: "This bunch of trash of the Hubei New Army!"

Before the voice landed, a dull roar sounded from outside the city. Shells flew into Huaiyuan city with sharp whistling sounds.

This was the People's Party inland river fleet commanded by Yan Fu. To annihilate the Beiyang Army completely and achieve the effect of military training, Chen Ke spared no capital. Blockade on land, using fleet shelling on water. Observation balloons rose on the opposite bank of the river; artillery observers high above guided the fleet to bombard Huaiyuan county town fiercely.

It wasn't just ordinary shells fired into the city, but also aluminum-based incendiary shells. The quantity wasn't large, but the effect was really very good. The high heat released by the thermite reaction quickly ignited civilian houses. And the shells themselves ignited quite a few fire heads. The autumn wind was strong; once the fire started, it couldn't be withstood anymore. The Beiyang Army was unwilling to come out to fight the fire braving artillery fire. By the time they realized they had to save it, the fire was already so big that they couldn't save it at all.

Rolling thick smoke and flames could be seen from the city. The city gates soon opened wide, and the completely disordered Beiyang Army rolled out from inside the city.

"Kill!" The commanders of various units of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had no other choice; this opportunity was once in a blue moon. Many Beiyang troops held weapons, but more Beiyang troops didn't even have weapons. Compared to field warfare, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was better at urban warfare. Various units didn't have time to fully reorganize the teams and sent out advance attack troops.

Looking at the menacing Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army killing their way over, the Beiyang Army still thought of resisting, while the troops of the 13th Mixed Brigade had already given up the plan to resist. Screaming, they rushed back into the city again. This time, they also dispersed the formation of the Beiyang Army trying to organize. The officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't give them a chance at all. The closer to the city wall, the more familiar the officers and soldiers felt. "Throw bombs!" Platoon leaders and squad leaders shouted almost simultaneously.

One side was well-trained, the other was chaotic and unable to meet the battle at all. The battle developed quickly from the city gate to the city wall. Officers and soldiers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army chased the government army, killing their way into the city all the way. They didn't rashly continue into the city either, but seized the commanding heights of the city wall first, blocking the city gates.

Just at this time, perhaps the airflow disturbed by the big fire in the city played a role, the rain that Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui once looked forward to incomparably finally fell from the gloomy sky. Dense raindrops soon turned into heavy rain. The Beiyang Army's last chance to restore the command system was ruthlessly washed away by the heavy rain. In rain battles, it depended on who was more organized. Gunshots mixed in the rain water; one couldn't distinguish east, west, south, and north at all. Heavy rain obscured vision and made roads slippery. And the big fire in the city seemingly extinguished by rain, the fire scene drenched by rain emitted high-temperature steam in all directions, still making people unable to enter the fire scene to hide.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had sufficient urban warfare experience. After they seized a part of the city wall, the Beiyang Army lost the last chance.

The battle was fought from approaching noon to the afternoon when the rain turned into light rain. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely occupied the city wall, and the remnants of the Beiyang Army were surrounded in several strongholds.

Although the rain became smaller, the sky became even darker. Duan Qirui took out his pocket watch with stiff fingers and looked; it was already past four in the afternoon. The sky was gloomy as if it were night. The sound of guns and cannons in the city also gradually stopped. There were less than seventy Beiyang Army soldiers following Duan Qirui. They were now guarding a courtyard burned by the fire. The Beiyang Army didn't eat breakfast, and as result, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army broke in before lunch. Up to now, including Duan Qirui, the dozens of Beiyang troops trapped here hadn't eaten for a day and a night. Their clothes had long been soaked by rain. Originally they could still feel the clothes were cold; now they didn't even have the feeling of coldness.

Someone shouted in the loudspeaker outside the wall: "Duan Qirui, you have been surrounded. Surrender now; our Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army treats captives leniently. I now announce our captive policy to you: First, body search, but only confiscate weapons, not your personal property. Second, no cursing captives, no killing captives. Third..."

These voices entered Duan Qirui's ears; he knew the other party was shouting, but he couldn't listen to a single word of the specific content. Duan Qirui only had a feeling of confusion in his heart. He knew he was finished but couldn't accept this fact. Is this my end? Traveling thousands of *li* from Beijing to Anhui, in less than ten days, Duan Qirui, who once commanded tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, had less than seventy people left by his side? And those bandits of Anhui local origin were persuading surrender to the Beiyang Army Commander so triumphantly? Even in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, Duan Qirui hadn't suffered such a crushing defeat.

Duan Qirui even suspected he was having a nightmare; as long as he could wake up, all this would disappear. He was still the Commander of the Third Town, with over ten thousand elite soldiers under his command, trying every means to exterminate the Anhui chaotic party.

Raising his hand to touch his forehead, neither his fingers nor his forehead had a real tactile sensation. Everything seemed to be in a dream; knowing fingers and forehead existed, but having no feeling. Duan Qirui had been in the army for so long; this was the closest battle he had ever fought with the enemy, and also a war Duan Qirui hadn't been able to fully understand from beginning to end. In the next instant, Duan Qirui completely lost consciousness; he fainted.

Chen Ke completely didn't expect the war to end in this way. Before the war started, Chen Ke thought this would be a war where the Beiyang Army pounced straight on Fengtai County, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army resisted layer by layer, constantly weakening the Beiyang Army, and finally ended with a complete encirclement and annihilation battle. Waiting until Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen were surrounded in Huaiyuan County, Chen Ke thought again that what would finally resolve the battle would be the field battle of the Beiyang Army breaking out. Never expected that the battle finally resolving the Beiyang Army was the siege warfare the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was best at.

"I am really an unqualified commander. Those historical military strategists could lead the battle into the track they predicted. While Chen Ke's strategic vision changed again and again, vastly different from the original plan." Chen Ke couldn't help making a self-criticism. This thought only appeared for an instant, and Chen Ke completely gave up the plan to continue deep thinking.

Winning the battle wasn't the end; the things after the battle were the multitude of loose ends. Gathering captives, treating the wounded. In this Huaiyuan county town ravaged by fire and battle, there were simply not enough places to live. Rainwater mixed with blood water; the entire Huaiyuan county town was truly a bloody storm. It was about to be dark soon; not only did the troops have no time to celebrate, but they had to use greater effort to clean up the battlefield instead.

Wiping the rain off his face, Chen Ke began to divide the work with the Military Commission comrades, starting the tense and complicated winding-up work.
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Since the battle in Huaiyuan County ended, it rained for five consecutive days. Working in the freezing autumn rain was truly very arduous work. Chen Ke didn't return to Fengtai County; his command post was set up in a straw shed hastily built on the street. At such times, as a leader, sitting in a clean and warm room issuing orders absolutely couldn't make the comrades of the troops feel that the troop leaders were sharing weal and woe with them.

Appearing on the front line also required attention to methods. If leading cadres just put on a show of "sharing weal and woe," it would be better not to go. Unable to solve practical problems, standing there acting as army supervisors would only have counter-effects. On this point, Chen Ke finally understood what "the fresh atmosphere of a nascent group" meant. Besides solving problems and proposing plans under the straw shed, Chen Ke mainly led the guards and logistics comrades to engage in the transportation of guaranteed materials, inspecting work along the way.

Seeing Chairman Chen personally pushing carts, carrying loads, and delivering hot water, food, and washed towels to them, the cadres and soldiers were all very excited. Chen Ke didn't say any bullshit about asking after their well-being either. "Comrades, hurry up and work! After finishing, we'll go back to the base area." These words were what everyone truly hoped for. Although the revolutionary cause was "making home wherever one is," having experienced fierce battles and facing the almost ceaseless autumn rain, everyone hoped to return to clean and tidy barracks. Hearing Chen Ke's words, the comrades immediately drummed up their enthusiasm and continued working.

Chen Ke delivered things while inspecting. Whether the People's Party or the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army, some comrades indeed were unwilling to work so hard because of fatigue, but they just avoided it. At least that kind of old slicker hadn't appeared yet. Lazy comrades could still be counted as "honest people"; old slickers were the terrifying ones. Chen Ke believed that if he started a purge, he would have to get rid of the old slickers first.

Huaiyuan county town was ravaged miserably by the war. More than a hundred civilian houses collapsed completely just from the fighting. Even more were burned by the fire. The Beiyang Army also plagued quite a few houses, but these accounts were invariably recorded on the head of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. This was also human nature.

First, transport the Beiyang Army's weapons, ammunition, and military equipment back to the base area by ship, then transport the wounded of both sides by ship to receive treatment. The captives of the Beiyang Army were temporarily guarded. Once the rain stopped, except for officers, the soldiers would be repatriated after the rain stopped.

Lists had to be made for the war dead, and their belongings cleared. This was a method Chen Ke came up with. He wanted to post these lists in Beijing. People dying in war was something everyone could understand. Although it would inevitably accumulate hatred, this kind of hatred was generally "public grievance." If the families of the deceased wanted revenge, most would choose to join the Qing army and settle this account on the battlefield. If they were tortured to death or something, that would be a private feud. Then the families would seek revenge by any means necessary. Better to knot a public grievance than a private feud. This was the result of discussion within the People's Party.

Posting such lists in Beijing, on one hand, could very practically show how huge this victory was. On the other hand, it could also resolve the private feud problem to a large extent.

The posted text was transported to Beijing by rail. On a dark and windy night, quite a few of these things were posted inside Beijing city.

Due to several previous examples, the Beijing government office tore down notices as soon as they found them. But no one dared to tear down the notice this time. The news spread to the Ministry of Army immediately. When beacon fires link the sky, a letter from home is worth ten thousand gold. No matter what kind of regime, as long as it wasn't foolish beyond cure, low-level officials generally didn't dare to easily destroy such death lists. If the family members learned who destroyed this notice, causing them not to be able to learn the news of their relatives in time, this wouldn't be just a matter of being cursed for eight generations of ancestors.

The Ministry of Army in the capital soon learned this news. Almost at the same time, Cixi also knew about this list. The old lady immediately ordered a copy of the notice to be sent into the palace.

The notice was the same as before; the top still advised "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief Cixi to recognize the situation and surrender quickly." The vigor of Cixi's anger had long passed. After coldly scanning these words, Cixi's gaze fell on the list behind.

The Beiyang Third Town and 13th Mixed Brigade totaled more than eighteen thousand troops who went to suppress the bandits. As of the time the notice was issued, there were a total of seven thousand seven hundred and sixty-four dead. More than five thousand wounded, and more than six hundred missing. Arranged by surnames and places of origin, the dense list made Cixi feel a chill in her heart as she read. Every name meant a life. This could be considered Cixi's first true contact with military affairs. In previous military content, Cixi just listened to her subordinates saying a pile of bullshit she could understand or couldn't understand. She had absolutely no concept of what a battlefield was like or what war was like. When this long list was placed in front of Cixi, she finally knew how many dead there would be in a war.

The characters on the paper weren't big. The People's Party had to protect the safety of their own comrades anyway. If they wrote so many big characters, the time needed for the person posting the notice would be long, the workload large, and the possibility of being caught also very high. Cixi didn't know the People's Party's considerations. she closed her eyes slightly, thinking about the ratio of these small characters to real human size. The old lady shuddered. If so many corpses were spread out, Cixi couldn't imagine how large an area of land this would occupy. Opening her eyes and glancing at the paper in front of her again, Cixi's body couldn't help crumbling.

The eunuchs and palace maids beside her were frightened bad. "Old Buddha..." Li Lianying screamed and stepped forward to quickly support Cixi. The little eunuch already sensibly put away the notice on the table hurriedly.

Cixi gasped weakly a few times. She opened her eyes and said: "Summon Tie Liang."

"Old Buddha, Tie Liang is already waiting outside the palace gate." Because of worry, Li Lianying's sharp eunuch voice became even sharper, only Li Lianying's throat was obviously extremely dry, and the voice sounded like sweeping over a rough stone surface.

"Let him in." Cixi became agitated. The old lady's voice became rarely strong and powerful. "Let him in!"

Tie Liang didn't know what he was thinking all the way. He had also seen the notice. Having built the Beiyang Army together with Yuan Shikai, Tie Liang was very familiar with Beiyang Army soldiers, especially the names of officers. The names on the notice weren't made up by the People's Party. If they hadn't really fought the battle of annihilation mentioned in the notice, it would be impossible for the People's Party to write such a list.

The reason Tie Liang became the Minister of Army was very unusual. Yuan Shikai purged Manchu forces in the Beiyang Army; Tie Liang naturally bore the brunt. Moreover, Yuan Shikai almost succeeded at that time. As a result, the Dingwei Political Struggle arose; Cixi wanted to suppress the Beiyang faction, so Yuan Shikai's attack on Tie Liang fulfilled Tie Liang instead. To balance the power between factions, Cixi promoted Tie Liang to Minister of Army. Yuan Shikai had to hand over the Beiyang Army afterwards, and Tie Liang became the powerful figure controlling China's most elite troops.

In this aspect, Cixi had "gratitude of recognition" (*Zhiyu zhi en*) to Tie Liang. The destruction of the Third Town and the 13th Mixed Brigade proved that Tie Liang failed Cixi's high hopes. Following the eunuch walking in the Forbidden City, Tie Liang simply didn't know what he was thinking. There seemed to be thousands of thoughts in his head, yet it also seemed there were no thoughts at all. Tie Liang knew he had no room for rebuttal at all, but he was also unwilling to assume responsibility, leaving Cixi to dispose of him as she pleased.

In this groggy feeling, Tie Liang entered the main hall. As soon as he entered the door, he knelt on the ground. "Slave Tie Liang pays respects to Old Buddha." After speaking, Tie Liang's forehead pressed against the cold floor, daring not lift it again.

"Tie Liang!" Cixi popped this name out word by word from between her teeth. "A good errand you handled."

"Slave deserves ten thousand deaths!" Tie Liang didn't argue at all, just saying this sentence.

"What use is your deserving ten thousand deaths?" Cixi asked. In the decades she held power, Cixi had heard "deserve ten thousand deaths" too many times. None of these men who claimed to "deserve ten thousand deaths" died. They jumped around alive outside doing what they should do, that is to say, continuing to create various messes for Cixi, making Cixi rack her brains to wipe these people's asses. In this instant, Cixi really wanted to order people to drag Tie Liang out and chop him. But this thought was only a matter of an instant. Cixi knew that at this time, she couldn't do this. The situation outside was chaotic like this. She managed to strip Yuan Shikai of military power with great difficulty and replaced him with Tie Liang, who still counted as understanding military affairs, to control the Ministry of Army. If Tie Liang was chopped, enable Yuan Shikai again? Or hand the Ministry of Army to that group of Imperial Clan members who had long been eyeing military power with red eyes? Doing so would be worse than letting Tie Liang continue to control the Ministry of Army.

"How exactly was this battle lost?" Cixi asked.

Hearing this question, Tie Liang felt a burst of confusion in his heart. Yes, how was this battle lost? He completely didn't know. Since Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen led troops leaving Xuzhou, the front line matters were truly thousands of *li* away from Beijing. Regarding the "telegram communication" formulated before the war, Tie Liang didn't take it seriously, and Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen didn't take it seriously either.

But not answering at this time wouldn't do either. Tie Liang said: "Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen advanced lightly and rashly, falling into an ambush. Leading to the complete defeat of the whole army."

This very standard answer didn't make Cixi able to accept it directly. She shouted angrily: "The court spent so much silver to build the New Army. Several drills were praised by Chinese and foreigners as the New Army having proper training methods. Facing a group of bandits, you could also lose the battle. Defeated again and again. Anhui New Army, Hubei New Army, Jiangbei New Army, Beiyang New Army. Having spent tens of millions of taels of the court's silver, could it be you only know how to lose battles when encountering bandits?"

Cixi's anger made cold sweat break out on Tie Liang's back. Cixi's question was also Tie Liang's problem. The intelligence of the People's Party wasn't some completely ungraspable secret for the Manchu Qing either. Chen Ke took a hundred or so people running to flood-ravaged Anhui, and in just over a year pulled up a team of tens of thousands, attacking cities and seizing land, building a government by himself. Dealing with such a group of completely native Anhui bandits, the court's elite New Army was powerless to resist. Now even the Beiyang Army Third Town was destroyed. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, the names of these two major military generals highly praised since Li Hongzhang's former Beiyang times, were listed at the top of the captured personnel. Cixi didn't understand what was going on, and Tie Liang didn't understand either.

"Old Buddha, slave failed Old Buddha. Slave will immediately send people to check the situation, and mobilize New Armies from all over the country. Slave will personally lead the troops this time; I will definitely exterminate the Anhui chaotic party." Tie Liang spoke very sincerely. This was actually Tie Liang's only choice too.

Cixi took a breath. Tie Liang's words were indeed a method, but had no operability at all. Cixi knew clearly in her heart the magnitude of the cost of sending troops. Only the Third Town was dispatched this time; wasn't it because the court had no money to send troops? Tie Liang doing this was just a stance.

"First find out the true situation of the Anhui chaotic party!" Cixi said coldly. "What exactly is this Chen Ke's background? Check it clearly for me."

"Zha!" Tie Liang answered.

"In addition, Chen Ke married the daughter of the He family, right? Put the He family in prison." Cixi ordered.

Tie Liang completely didn't figure out why Cixi thought of implication (collective punishment), but this kind of question wasn't something he dared to ask either. Tie Liang couldn't even protect himself now; what did the life or death of the He family have to do with him?

Watching Tie Liang leave with the order, Cixi supported her body forcefully so she wouldn't collapse into the seat like suffering collapse. Putting the He family in prison wasn't actually a decision Cixi made to vent anger. Tie Liang suffered such a big defeat; there were definitely many people who wanted Tie Liang to step down. The He family was Beiyang's people. Arresting the He family was making a stance. There were quite a few people in Beiyang related to the He family. If they didn't want disaster to extend to themselves, Beiyang people had better shut their mouths and say nothing. Just dealing with that group of Imperial Clan people was headache enough for Cixi; Beiyang absolutely shouldn't add more chaos. Cixi believed that with Yuan Shikai's intelligence, he could understand the meaning of this order.

A notice was placed in front of Yuan Shikai; his face was iron blue. None of the family members dared to touch bad luck at this time. The servants held their breath and concentrated their attention even more, daring not let Yuan Shikai notice their existence at all.

However, these people worried too much. Yuan Shikai really had no mind to find someone to vent anger on at this time. When the Hubei New Army suffered heavy damage, Yuan Shikai watched Zhang Zhidong's extremely ugly face, feeling great in his heart. He felt that even if the Beiyang Army couldn't win, they wouldn't lose. But he was wrong. Chen Ke proved the combat power of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Ever since Wang Shizhen left the capital to be the Provincial Commander of Jiangbei, Yuan Shikai had no one to discuss with confidentially. Looking at the two names Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui at the top of the captured list again, Yuan Shikai felt like his heart was being cut by a knife.

"Someone, invite Mr. Sheng Xuanhuai." Yuan Shikai ordered. He must redeem these two people back; Yuan Shikai made up his mind. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army announced this time that they would release all captured soldiers, but not a single officer. Yuan Shikai could understand Chen Ke's idea. As long as there was money, there were as many soldiers as wanted. But these officers were the backbone of Beiyang. Not only were they fed full with countless silver, but they were also cultivated by Beiyang with great effort. Losing these officers, Yuan Shikai couldn't control the Beiyang Army effectively. No matter what, he had to think of a way to get Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui back first, and then talk about redeeming other officers. Redeeming people required giving money. The only one who could take out this money was Sheng Xuanhuai.

The news spread extremely fast; soon everyone in the capital knew about this great defeat. Although the notices were torn down quickly, the matter of the list could no longer be concealed. The Ministry of Army and the Police Bureau now faced countless visitors. Those coming were the Beijing family members of the officers and soldiers of the Beiyang Third Town who sent troops. They demanded to see the list, to see if the names of their relatives and old friends were on the list.

The Sun family was already burning with anxiety. He Qian's mother-in-law sat crying in the hall; the Sun family sat here waiting anxiously. Sun Yongsheng's father had already taken people to the Police Bureau to find people, hoping to see the list. He Qian stood in the room without saying a word. The Sun family cursed the Anhui chaotic party and Chen Ke loudly, and also spoke coldly and sarcastically to He Qian. He Qian's face was ashen; she let these people talk nonsense as if she hadn't heard.

On the contrary, He Qian's mother-in-law didn't say much. Before this troop dispatch, He Qian sincerely persuaded Sun Yongsheng not to send troops with earnest words. For this, Sun Yongsheng made a big scene at home; Sun Yongsheng's parents were very clear about this. So no matter what others said, Sun Yongsheng's parents didn't say a word to He Qian. If they criticized He Qian again, that would be wanting He Qian's life.

A burst of footsteps outside the door; Sun Yongsheng's father had already strode back. "Did you find it?" Sun Yongsheng's mother immediately stood up and shouted.

"Found it. Yongsheng is injured." Sun Yongsheng's father said anxiously. He took out a stack of papers; this was the announcement he copied, and a part of the list.

Hearing this, Mother Sun wailed loudly immediately. Her son didn't lose his life; this was a good thing. But her son was injured and still in the hands of the bandit army. As a mother, Mother Sun still couldn't accept it.

Hearing this, He Qian, who had been silent all along, walked to Sun Yongsheng's father and knelt down quietly. "Father, I have a request. Please let me go to Anhui and bring Yongsheng back. I am a member of the Sun family, and I know Chen Ke. If I don't go, it would be better to let me die."
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The whole Sun family never expected He Qian to propose going to Anhui to rescue Sun Yongsheng. A wife traveling a thousand *li* to find her husband wasn't rare in operas, but it was extremely rare in real life. Let alone a woman traveling a thousand *li*, even men traveling a thousand *li* were a minority.

"Then who pays for this?" Sun Yongsheng's older brother Sun Yongkang asked. Hearing his son's words, Sun Yongsheng's father frowned slightly.

He Qian answered calmly: "I'm going to Anhui to find my niece He Ying. He Ying married Chen Ke. As long as she still recognizes me as her aunt, Yongsheng's matter naturally won't need any money. As for travel expenses, my own money is probably enough."

The Sun family crowd was frightened by He Qian's boldness. Sun Yongsheng's brother hesitated for a long time before asking: "Sister-in-law, I wonder who you will go to Anhui with?"

If it was cursing Chen Ke, everyone still had enough guts in Beijing. But really going to the "bandit area" a thousand *li* away, these people's guts shriveled up quickly like deflated balls. He Qian could be unafraid of death, but they were afraid of death.

"Sister-in-law, this matter should be discussed at length, discussed at length." Sun Yongsheng's brother Sun Yongkang said.

"Looking at the copy of the notice father just got, it says Yongsheng was injured. If no one goes to Anhui quickly, letting outsiders watch over Yongsheng, it definitely won't do." Speaking of this, He Qian knelt on the ground and turned her head, looking up at Sun Yongsheng's father and said: "Father, please let me set off now."

"At any rate, our family has some relation with Chen Ke; Chen Ke should take care of us no matter what." Sun Yongkang muttered.

"Bastard words!" Sun Yongsheng's father was angry immediately. "When did our family have relations with Chen Ke?"

After reprimanding his son, Sun Yongsheng's father helped He Qian up. "Since you want to go, let's start preparing now." Speaking of this, the old master suddenly sighed, "Sigh, it's a pity Yongsheng didn't listen to you back then."

He Qian lowered her head. Everyone only saw He Qian's tears flowing down her cheeks, but couldn't see the anger in He Qian's eyes. This anger wasn't directed at Sun Yongsheng, but at the Sun family people. Except for bullying her as an enemy, this bunch of Sun family people had no strength at all. Listen to what Sun Yongsheng's brother said: first considering money, then afraid of going to Anhui, and finally shamelessly thinking the Sun family and Chen Ke were relatives. Before Sun Yongsheng sent troops, the Sun family up and down hoped Sun Yongsheng could chop off Chen Ke's head and establish great merit. Who treated Chen Ke as a relative? Now they felt they were Chen Ke's relatives, and Chen Ke had to take care of them. was there such logic in the world? If they really felt Chen Ke was a relative, how good would it have been not to participate in sending troops early on?

Originally, He Qian was also quite afraid of going to Anhui. A girl traveling a thousand *li* far away; all kinds of unknowns made her afraid. Now He Qian suddenly wanted to escape from the Sun family quickly. Being together with this group of unreasonable people and having to constantly cater to them, He Qian only felt she was about to suffocate.

Since they were going to save people, the Sun family's actions were still quite fast. The route was simple: take a train from Beijing via the Beijing-Hankou Railway to Hankou, then take a boat from Hankou to Anqing. He Qian planned to find the local government upon arriving in Anqing and reveal her identity. Then arrive in Fengtai under the arrangement of the local government. The cost of this trip was around fifty taels. The Sun family ultimately didn't send their own family members either, but found a distant nephew of the Sun family to accompany He Qian. He Qian endured all these. For her, leaving the Sun family as soon as possible was her biggest thought now.

The train started slowly. He Qian looked at the people seeing her off outside the window; even going to rescue their own family member, only Sun Yongkang saw her off. Somehow, He Qian's tears rolled down. Ever since her father passed away and her niece He Ying married, He Qian felt more and more lonely in this world. Surroundings were people who didn't understand her, or people who only cared about their own interests. Everyone's interests were different; He Qian had an invisible chasm with them. Except for her husband Sun Yongsheng, He Qian had no one else sharing weal and woe. And her husband never thought so. This strong sense of loneliness was like a big mountain, about to crush He Qian completely, devour her completely. He Qian wiped her tears. What use was crying? She not only had to deal with her own people, but she also had to face an even more ferocious enemy. Chen Ke was absolutely not a kind person; a kind person absolutely couldn't defeat the government army repeatedly. For her husband, for her own future, He Qian must become stronger.

He Ying gently stroked her already bulging abdomen, a smile appearing on her face uncontrollably. This was a completely instinctive reaction. Her gaze turned to her husband burying his head in eating beside her. Chen Ke, like usual, devoured the meal. After finishing the meal, Chen Ke would clean up the bowls and chopsticks deftly and wash them clean. After sweeping the room and resting for a while, he would continue to work. He Ying didn't oppose Chen Ke doing this; men always had to do things. He Ying just enjoyed the current feeling very much: in front was the meal made with her husband, beside her was her husband, and inside her belly was her child. She possessed all this before her eyes; this was enough.

Whether a revolution happened in the outside world, such things had a very illusory feeling for He Ying. Every time Chen Ke left home and threw himself into the front line, He Ying's feeling of parting was far greater than the fear war gave her. Thinking of war, He Ying couldn't help thinking of the Beiyang Army, then thought of her aunt, and finally thought of the person she should call uncle (*Gufu*).

He Ying couldn't help asking: "Wenqing, I heard Uncle is also in the Beiyang Army this time."

"Mhm, there is such a person. Injured and captured; he should be in the military hospital now." Chen Ke said carelessly. Regarding Sun Yongsheng, Chen Ke spent a little energy on the list, and as a result, saw Sun Yongsheng's name in the serious injury column. Knowing Sun Yongsheng didn't die was the only attention Chen Ke could achieve. For this relative flying from the sky, Chen Ke had no feeling at all. Moreover, as the Party Chairman, Chen Ke believed he absolutely couldn't give special preferential treatment to this person. In the future, let alone this kind of relative flying from the sky, Party cadres might very likely have to fight with their own brothers on the battlefield. Comrades below could privately explain to treat captured relatives and friends well, but Chen Ke himself couldn't start this system.

"Wenqing, is Uncle's injury heavy?" He Ying asked.

While continuing to eat, Chen Ke said carelessly: "This I don't know. I'm not optimistic. After the battle ended, it rained for several days in a row; the death rate of the wounded increased a lot. This is even with us transporting the wounded to the military hospital by boat. Let alone the wounded, quite a few uninjured officers and soldiers also caught colds and fevers."

"Wenqing, have you not given any instruction to the people below at all?" He Ying's face changed slightly.

"How to instruct? Say he is my uncle? Casualties in our troops were not small in this battle either; the military hospital is overcrowded..."

"He is our relative anyway..."

Chen Ke was a bit puzzled by his wife's words. "Yes, he is our relative. We have already treated all injured captives. I did my best."

"Then you have to say something at least." He Ying asked.

"What do I say? I really don't know; you have to teach me." Chen Ke asked somewhat confusedly.

"You..." He Ying was choked. Chen Ke's confused expression carried a bit of dissatisfaction; He Ying felt this very clearly. She intuitively felt Chen Ke's thoughts, but as a woman, He Ying didn't approve of Chen Ke's attitude. "Wenqing, Sun Yongsheng led troops to kill into the base area. You fought with him, or even killed him on the spot, I wouldn't say anything. This is... this is business. But Sun Yongsheng was captured; at any rate, as a relative, go see him. This is human feelings."

"I go see him, and then say what? Take good care of him? We don't even have time to treat our own comrades; putting Sun Yongsheng to the front of treatment—I can't do such a thing." Chen Ke was also a bit dissatisfied.

"When did I let you put Sun Yongsheng to the front?" He Ying asked with a frown.

"If I don't say anything, I'm afraid someone will do this." Chen Ke answered.

"Your reasoning is wrong." He Ying said decisively. "If you don't say anything, the kind of person who puts Sun Yongsheng to the front of medical treatment himself—even if you don't go see Sun Yongsheng, this kind of person will also do this on his own initiative. He is a sycophant. If you think this practice is wrong, you should speak out openly and aboveboard. You say nothing; what does this count as?"

Chen Ke had never been scolded like this since returning to this era. His brows couldn't help furrowing.

He Ying ignored the change in Chen Ke's expression completely. She continued: "You ignore it like this; those sycophants might even think you have some deep hatred against Sun Yongsheng. They would dare to kill Sun Yongsheng without saying a word. Wenqing, if you sincerely think so, then treat it as if I said nothing just now. If you don't sincerely want Sun Yongsheng to die but are too lazy to pay attention to him, then you precisely need to go see him once, and then state that all captives must be treated equally. This is the way to give an explanation to those below. You know Sun Yongsheng is your relative; don't the people below know? The people below see you make no move, and they don't know how to treat Sun Yongsheng either. It's fine if Sun Yongsheng didn't die, but if Sun Yongsheng dies, what is the explanation? You can't let the people below have no bottom in their hearts."

"Wait, do what should be done. I don't speak to Sun Yongsheng; this is respecting the comrades." Chen Ke didn't understand this very well.

He Ying had been with Chen Ke for so long; she knew that although Chen Ke was very excellent in many aspects, similarly, Chen Ke wasn't actually a person with deep schemes. Seeing Chen Ke frowning, He Ying suddenly felt Chen Ke was very cute for some reason. She couldn't help laughing in anger. "Wenqing, saying nothing is disrespecting the comrades; you are quitting your responsibility. I know you don't like Sun Yongsheng, and I don't like this person either. Since he could lead troops to attack the base area, he didn't treat us as relatives. But that was during the fighting. Now he isn't brandishing swords and guns; he is a captive. We have to go see him. We are not going to let others give him special treatment; our two families are relatives, this is a fact. Even if you don't acknowledge this kinship, we are still relatives. He has fallen into your hands now. You as a relative don't even look; what do others think of you?"

Chen Ke finally understood what his wife wanted to say. Thinking carefully, He Ying wasn't wrong.

He Ying took a breath. She pressed her hand on the back of Chen Ke's hand. "Wenqing, you often say doing things must have a beginning and an end. I originally thought what you said was very reasonable. Sun Yongsheng falling into your hands is just the result of him attacking the base area. Whether he is beaten to death, injured, or didn't lose a single hair, this is his fate. But Sun Yongsheng entered the military hospital; this is a beginning. If you want to kill Sun Yongsheng, you have someone drag him out for public execution. Even if I don't support such a decision of yours, I know you gave Sun Yongsheng a result. You go see Sun Yongsheng; this is your conclusion to the matter of Sun Yongsheng entering the military hospital. You say some words that can conclude this matter, and it counts as finishing this matter. Whether Sun Yongsheng can survive this hurdle in the military hospital or not, that is also his fate. We can't control Sun Yongsheng's fate, but we can't have a beginning without an end."

"Right, I thought wrong. I thought wrong." Chen Ke nodded repeatedly.

He Ying laughed out loud in anger. "Wenqing, relatives' matters are the hardest to get along with. It's nothing if you didn't think it through for a moment. But if you want to deal with those sycophants, you first have to understand that those sycophants have this idea themselves. This has nothing to do with you. He is this kind of person; he just wants to secure personal gain. If there is a chance, he will take it; if there is no chance, he will also find a chance. Dealing with this kind of person, you have to speak clearly about this kind of thing openly and aboveboard. Not allowing this to be done. You don't say a word; do you think you aren't giving this kind of person a chance? Exactly wrong; if you don't make a sound, they jump even more happily."

"High opinion. Madam, go work in the Political Department," Chen Ke couldn't help praising.

"What Political Department work should I go to? You group of men revolutionize; what does it have to do with me? I'll just draw my maps well in the Map Section. Work seriously, take money on time. In the future, I have to raise our children; who will go to the Political Department to work with you?"

"Well said, Madam. If everyone in the world had your idea, realizing socialism would be just around the corner." Chen Ke had long lost the aversion after being criticized by He Ying; he praised sincerely. Sun Yongsheng's matter was also a difficult problem for Chen Ke. Chen Ke subconsciously wanted to ignore it. Now getting a better solution, Chen Ke felt much happier in his heart.

"Then when shall we go?" He Ying asked.

"Tomorrow. I'll organize a condolence visit. Visit him by the way. Do you want to go together?" Chen Ke answered.

"Okay."

After cleaning up the room, Chen Ke went to the office refreshed. He Ying's words not only solved Chen Ke's difficult problem regarding Sun Yongsheng but even untied a big problem Chen Ke faced now. From two years ago to now, Chen Ke used more energy on organizational construction. In ideological construction, Chen Ke didn't have much achievement. If everything before was for survival, for the revolutionary organization of the base area to survive. Chen Ke now had to put energy into ideological construction.

Chen Ke had never engaged in political work. Even if there was, it was teaching everyone how to distinguish political interests. But this kind of political interest was high-level construction work. Actually, it was the issue of taking sides. Whether standing on the People's Party side or the Manchu Qing side, everyone in the base area had to make a choice.

After this great victory, the Manchu Qing lost the ability to attack the base area with armed forces for a relatively long time. The imminent life and death problem had been solved. Then how to establish a brand new system, ideology, and work style was what Chen Ke must solve.

For example, dealing with slickness, dealing with sycophancy, dealing with those attitudes and working methods that were hundred percent harmful and zero percent beneficial to revolutionary work; Chen Ke had to point them out with a clear banner. He Ying was right; the reason these people did this was that they were this kind of people. It would be extremely difficult for Chen Ke to transform them. But there were still vast numbers of cadres and soldiers who were not this kind of people. If a new direction couldn't be pointed out, these comrades would fall into bewilderment.

Chen Ke suddenly thought of what Grandpa Mao said: "Our Party has nothing that cannot be said openly to the people." One of Grandpa Mao's great achievements lay in explaining the way of governing the country, which was passed down by word of mouth in ancient times, clearly to the broad masses of people. If not so, how could people like Chen Ke come into contact with Grandpa Mao's thoughts, and through learning these, constantly understand society and understand the world?

Sitting in the office, He Zudao was already waiting for Chen Ke. The two agreed to discuss the selection of Party members in the troops tonight. Chen Ke originally felt this was a very difficult problem. Now he still felt it was difficult, but felt much brighter in his heart.



★


Chaos Under Heaven 3

Volume 3 - Chapter 235

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 89 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 3)

"Obey orders, listen to commands, have a strong offensive spirit. The most important point is, they must not be boastful. Those who complete tasks silently and don't complain about hardship or fatigue; a list of these comrades must be made, and the organization will talk to these comrades. Cultivate these people." Chen Ke explained his thoughts to He Zudao one by one.

After recording in his notebook, He Zudao thought for a while before saying: "Chairman Chen, we have long begun cultivating these comrades. Comrades who can stand up to complete tasks at critical moments all meet these standards."

"Then those who are not boastful on normal days, although they can't step forward immediately when encountering a crisis, can complete basic tactics according to usual training; these comrades should be talked to properly. If they can overcome fear, they can also be listed in the ranks of cultivation."

"Chairman Chen, as long as they don't talk much on normal days and concentrate on training, their performance on the battlefield is good. Comrades who perform poorly on the battlefield are all comrades whose training is not very good on normal days. Poor training is usually because they think too much, and a part of them really can't understand tactics. No matter how they train, it's all for 'hitting the bell for as long as one is a monk' (doing the bare minimum); it seems they can't adapt to war."

Since He Zudao spoke so honestly, Chen Ke could only nod slightly. "Then what proportion do comrades who meet the standards occupy in the troops?"

"About one in five. Not boastful on normal days, able to train seriously, not thinking too much on the battlefield, daring to fight and charge. These comrades are all backbones in the troops and are generally promoted. But one unit is relatively special; that is Comrade Zhang Yu's unit. He was very careful when selecting personnel at that time. The average quality of cadres and soldiers in his unit is quite high. Basically, seventy percent are excellent cadres and soldiers. Before he went to Anqing, he almost hollowed out the Water Detachment."

"Then take these current Party cadres as the core and start a big discussion. Discuss what war is, why we fight. Why we work so hard. I feel the reason many comrades can't accept war is that they don't have a sense of belonging yet. They still treat themselves as mercenaries and haven't been able to integrate into the organization. The Political Department must treat this work as an important task for the near future."

"Mercenaries? What does this mean?" He Zudao was somewhat puzzled.

"In the Beiyang Army, when encountering life-and-death battles, those so-called dare-to-die squads all have to be stimulated by spending big money. In our troops, those who step forward at critical moments regardless of life and death are Party members and activists. Why do they stand up regardless of life and death? Because these comrades treat the revolutionary cause as their own cause, not purely to be soldiers and eat rations in the troops. While those other unexcellent comrades often don't have this attitude. Their purpose in coming here is to be soldiers and eat rations. They came for the treatment, or had nowhere else to go, so they hit the bell for as long as they are monks."

"Then how to distinguish this kind of thought?" He Zudao asked.

"First, the Political Department must solve its own problems; the Political Department itself must first have a revolutionary attitude. Then the Political Department will naturally know what to do." Chen Ke's answer was profound and mysterious. But He Zudao didn't have a very confused look; he subconsciously tightened his lips while thinking.

After a long time, He Zudao answered: "This is very difficult. Those excellent comrades are very clear about the benefits revolution can bring to everyone. They genuinely like labor; they are not afraid of labor. Laziness is human nature. Wanting to change laziness is too difficult. Let alone these comrades, I myself have to fight laziness every day, and have to criticize and self-criticize every day. Even so, I myself often get lazy."

Hearing He Zudao speak so sincerely, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing: "Then explain clearly to everyone in the troops why one cannot be lazy, and the fatal harm of laziness in various works. Once a person is lazy, they can't find methods to do things; without methods to do things, they can't complete work well."

"Some comrades already feel they have contributed to the revolution and have completed the work they should complete. What about this?" He Zudao raised a very practical question.

Chen Ke answered decisively: "If they can't be educated, then let them be demobilized. Iron barracks, flowing soldiers; we will demobilize a portion of soldiers recently, and will also recruit a portion of soldiers. Regarding the ideological education work of new soldiers, the Political Department must grasp it tightly. Those excellent cadres and soldiers must be kept. They are the most precious wealth of our troops. The atmosphere of the troops is driven by these excellent comrades. In the troops, we must propagandize this atmosphere with great fanfare, making excellent comrades feel they are doing right. Commend the advanced, encourage the backward. We absolutely cannot harm this healthy and upward revolutionary atmosphere in the troops."

"I understand," He Zudao answered.

Chen Ke added another sentence: "Whatever deficiencies there were in previous work must be summarized. This is not settling accounts after the autumn harvest, but so that the same mistakes won't be made in the future. Party Committee construction is the top priority. We don't force comrades to sing high tunes, but to look at problems, analyze problems, and solve problems seeking truth from facts. On this point, I trust you, Commissar He; I trust the Party organization."

After finishing work discussion with He Zudao, Chen Ke invited Hua Xiongmao over. After the two sat down, Chen Ke said straight to the point: "Zhenglan, I want to talk to you about a very private issue now, which is also a very un-private issue. You know we want to support the Guangfu Society to establish their regime in Jiangnan, right?"

Hua Xiongmao was very smart. As soon as Chen Ke said this, he roughly understood what Chen Ke wanted to say. "Wenqing, you want to ask me about the issue of Party spirit (Party nature)."

"Correct. In the political program of the Guangfu Society, the basic content is to cooperate with landlords, gentry, and petty bourgeoisie to form a regime. Even if there is a part related to people's liberation in their political program. In my opinion, these contents are both childish and unrealistic. So, in my personal prediction, they are destined to fail. At the beginning, I had the idea of playing power tricks, wanting to use the weaknesses of the Guangfu Society to do some Machiavellian designs. Now I feel this idea of mine is relatively childish."

Hua Xiongmao nodded. "The Party Constitution requires that before joining our ranks, People's Party members must sever all connections with those parties and groups that run counter to our program..."

"Yes, I also want to make a self-criticism. When I considered the Guangfu Society issue, I started from the perspective of political interests or party interests, not from the Party program. Our People's Party's core program is serving the people. Any political force that runs counter to our Party's program is our enemy. Our cooperation with the Guangfu Society is built on the basis of current principal contradictions and secondary contradictions."

Hua Xiongmao looked at the tabletop, only nodding slightly.

"Zhenglan, you definitely know Sun Yongsheng; that person is my uncle (*Gufu*). Although I have never met him. I thought Sun Yongsheng was a trouble for me. On this point, I didn't do well; I valued my own interests too much, valued my own political interests, and discarded some most fundamental human things instead. We should treat enemies ruthlessly, but for those who have laid down weapons and no longer do evil, we should give some care. I should go see Sun Yongsheng. Before I figured this out, I once felt that in the cooperation and struggle with the Guangfu Society, if you harbored pity for Mr. Xu Xilin and Ms. Qiu Jin, it might be inappropriate. I know I was wrong now; having compassion is not a mistake. I just ask you to be firm in political stance, but regarding personal matters, I don't want to make any criticism or evaluation of you. Zhenglan, can you understand my meaning?"

Hua Xiongmao sighed slightly. "Wenqing, you've said this much; what else can I not understand? I absolutely will not leak our Party's internal secrets and resolutions to those two and the Guangfu Society. However, I still hope those two can recognize the situation clearly, and even become members of our People's Party in the end. Wenqing, you telling me these things today, actually I should thank you. I've thought a lot about this matter these days. But I didn't know how to tell the comrades. If I say nothing, everyone knows I am relatives with those two. If I speak, I worry everyone will misunderstand my meaning. I feel stifled in my heart too. Wenqing, you opened your heart to me; this big stone in my heart can be considered to have landed."

Chen Ke also smiled bitterly. "Zhenglan, an elder educated me before, saying only victors can be magnanimous. Because you already possess it, you can choose to give. Before this victory, we actually couldn't afford to lose. If we lost once, we would lose everything we have now. So a lot of times it's not that everyone deliberately wants to be mean, but if we don't pick faults, we can't survive. Of course, even now, we must be more serious and cautious, and cannot be boundlessly lenient. However, the once relatively distorted mentality also has to be adjusted. Treat comrades as warm as spring, treat work as hot as summer, treat individualism like the autumn wind sweeping fallen leaves, treat enemies as cruel and ruthless as severe winter. This mentality of tension and relaxation is what we must establish now. As the highest commander of the troops, you and I both have to achieve these."

"Wenqing, don't worry about this. As long as I don't encounter malicious misinterpretation, I won't lose my composure." Hua Xiongmao said hurriedly.

"Zhenglan, your words are still a bit low-taste. When encountering malicious misinterpretation, we must present facts, talk reason, and clarify things. As Party members, we cannot let these dark things exist in our Party and in our army. This is not for our own reputation; reputation is others' evaluation of us. It has nothing to do with us. As Party members, we must be responsible for the revolutionary cause. Our revolutionary cause does not allow these unscientific things to exist. So we must fight against these things."

Hua Xiongmao smiled bitterly: "Wenqing, you can understand me; these are relatives who are somewhat out of keeping with the times for both you and me."

"It has nothing to do with being out of keeping with the times; relatives are relatives, this exists objectively. Let's face reality. Let's not talk about these; I discussed demobilization and conscription with Commissar He. This matter must be grasped tightly. The Manchu Qing finally gave us time and opportunity with great difficulty. Within this time, we must solve internal problems to the maximum extent."

"Chairman Chen, don't talk about solving internal problems. Quite a few comrades are already shouting about going north, fighting into Beijing. Liberating all of China."

"Do they not consider logistics issues? Our troops can at most implement tactical maneuvers within the base area. Where is the ability to fight into Beijing?"

"The comrades who proposed this view trust you very much, believing Chairman Chen can definitely solve the logistics problem."

"Haha!" Chen Ke laughed loudly. "Then I am going to disappoint these comrades. I can't solve these problems. Not only can't I solve this problem, before we completely control the Dabie Mountain area, I won't let the troops have military operations to expand the base area. Our base area is already a pig bladder. Blown big, but actually it's not like that at all."

Chen Ke pointed to the map and laughed: "Except for the Dabie Mountain area, now we have occupied the whole of Anhui, and even occupied parts south of the Yangtze River. In reality? The areas we truly control are only Fengtai County, Shouzhou, Wuhe County, such a small area. Land reform hasn't been completed in many areas. In some areas, like parts of Jiangnan, we are the same as the Manchu Qing, merely occupying the county towns and prefecture cities. The troops now need to demobilize unsuitable comrades, recruit new soldiers, and conduct military training and political education. If there are any military operations, it's just to knock out the armed forces and strongholds around us that can threaten our base area. Make them unable to threaten the normal operation and life of the base area. Internal work is piled up like a mountain; where is the energy to continue expanding? Let alone fighting into Beijing."

"Large-scale demobilization will weaken the combat effectiveness of the troops for a certain period of time." Hua Xiongmao's tone didn't reveal whether he was confirming this matter or opposing it.

"New troops will have stronger combat effectiveness. Now there are quite a few old-timers in our troops; among these old-timers, there are very, very many people who cannot meet the revolutionary requirements. After demobilization, then recruiting new soldiers, the strength of the troops will increase instead. Because the composition of the cadre team is much better than before. The so-called big waves washing the sand is just like this. Caring only about the number of veterans, but unable to choose and select effectively, means there is no way to give those excellent performing comrades enough opportunities."

"Expand the army after demobilization?" Hua Xiongmao stared at the map of Anhui Province and asked.

"The Dabie Mountain area is an excellent source of soldiers," Chen Ke answered.

"Poor mountains and fierce waters produce unruly people (*Diao Min*)," Hua Xiongmao cracked a joke.

Chen Ke's face changed instantly. He frowned and said: "Division Commander Hua, I require you never to say such bullshit again in the future. What is meant by unruly people? People all want to live a better life, but does the old system give people opportunities? We liberated the people; people join the army to defend the fruits of the revolution. We must believe in the people, we must rely on the people, we must liberate the people. This world is the people's world, not our People's Party's world. This point is one of our political programs."
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Chapter 90 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 4)

Regarding the base area shifting all work to internal affairs, Chen Ke wasn't joking. Like before discussing other major resolutions, Chen Ke convened a meeting of the main Politburo members. However, the Politburo members were basically all posted outside. In the base area, the comrades of the Military Commission were relatively complete. Except for the First Regiment far away in Xuzhou, and the cadres of the inland river fleet organizing a fleet to welcome the First Regiment, other personnel of the Military Commission were all present.

"Start preparing for the first demobilization work?" Many comrades of the Military Commission didn't quite understand this term. Chen Ke took out a *Xinhua Dictionary*. Inside the *Xinhua Dictionary*, under the character "Fu" (recover/return), there were several commonly used words related to it, and demobilization (*Fuyuan*) was one of them. The comrades originally didn't understand why such a dictionary had to be compiled. If it was just for recognizing characters, having a teacher teach was enough. Seeing the usage of words, these comrades felt the dictionary was really useful.

This was the reason Chen Ke spent huge effort to compile the dictionary. This dictionary was not only for promoting simplified characters but also had the function of promoting modern words. Without a huge number of modern vocabulary words, the technology and culture of Chen Ke's era couldn't interface smoothly with the late Qing.

Moreover, these words themselves also had their meanings. "Demobilization" (*Fuyuan*) had the meaning of restoring the original status. This status involved the household registration issue again. Whether it was agricultural household registration or urban household registration, this was the key point of recent government work.

Having discussed with He Zudao and Hua Xiongmao in advance, and having discussed a certain result with the two, Chen Ke's meeting was convened very methodically.

"How to adjust this household registration? Is it assigning work, or letting them return to their original domicile?"

"Are the demobilized cadres and soldiers to serve as militia backbones?"

"What is the method for recruiting new soldiers? Once demobilized, is the troop replenishment transferred in before demobilization, or does recruitment start only after demobilization?"

"How long is the new recruit training time? Do the cadres and soldiers remaining in the troops need to undergo military academy training?"

The topics seemed simple, but the work involved was a multitude of loose ends. The Military Commission members raised questions one after another. Chen Ke was responsible for explaining and discussing these issues with the comrades. Compared with before, the Military Commission comrades' understanding of military work was really much deeper, no longer the look of only knowing how to fight with their heads down.

The result of the meeting was to recruit first, then demobilize. If the number of troops was weakened too severely, in case something special happened, having no soldiers available to fight would be too ridiculous. Moreover, after this great victory, if a grand celebration couldn't be held, there was simply no way to give an explanation to the troops.

The focus of the discussion quickly shifted to a question of "violating the principle of treating captives": whether to parade captured officers through the streets at the celebration meeting. Once this proposal came out, even Chen Ke had no reason to oppose it. How much the people of the base area could support depended on the people's confidence level. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen and others certainly had to suffer some humiliation, but since they chose the Manchu Qing, this was also their obligation of loyalty to the Manchu Qing. Finally, no one mentioned whether parading through the streets violated the policy. The Military Commission formulated the process of the grand parade. This bunch of people must be paraded through the streets to the public, proving the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army was invincible.

Participating in the ceremony were not only the common people of the base area, but also local government cadres from various places, especially the elected People's Representatives; not a single one could be missing. The Military Commission didn't trust these people at all; when it was time to knock (warn) them, they had to be knocked.

After the First Regiment returned from Xuzhou, the grand celebration prepared long ago was finally convened. When going to attack Xuzhou, the First Regiment walked on legs; when coming back, they came back by boat in the canal. The official granaries in Xuzhou didn't have much grain to begin with. The troops just swept the treasury silver, weapons, and equipment clean. Xuzhou local officials weren't arrested either. The only person brought back was Kong Zhang.

Kong Zhang was worthy of being from a famous family; since he was brought back to the base area, he was also free and easy enough. Chen Ke heard Kong Zhang actually studied electricity, so he had to meet him. China faced the challenge of the Second Industrial Revolution; talents in the electrical profession were extremely rare. Kong Zhang didn't disappoint Chen Ke. Chen Ke asked him if he was willing to exert effort for the base area. Kong Zhang opened his mouth and said: "Chairman Chen, I was brought here by you; I accept it. Letting me work is fine, but I have to figure out how much money you give me first. Pay how much money, do how much work."

Such a rogue intellectual's free and easy appearance was inexplicably liked by Chen Ke. "Mr. Kong, if you can rely on the conditions the base area has now to build a thermal power plant for me. You say how much money you want?"

Kong Zhang stopped making a sound then. His studies were actually quite good, which was also the reason Kong Zhang dared to challenge like this. And the reason Kong Zhang was brought here was mostly out of helplessness, and a small part was really that he wanted to come himself. After the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army First Regiment easily occupied Xuzhou, which was almost an empty city, the common people naturally closed their doors and windows. First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui "invited" Xuzhou's prominent figures to "discuss matters."

When Kong Zhang was forcibly brought over, the doubts in his heart were far greater than fear. The officer who invited him didn't look like a scholar at first glance, but his bearing and temperament were very unusual. Facing those assistants who looked ashen and held weapons guarding the inner room, the officer just smiled kindly and didn't care. He announced the troops would absolutely not rob. But now Mr. Kong, who returned from studying abroad, must attend the meeting. Since returning from studying abroad, this was the first time Kong Zhang encountered such high-standard treatment and invitation. The other party knew his background so well, indicating the other party cared about him very much. Kong Zhang really felt a bit complacent.

Moreover, Kong Zhang was just a small grain merchant. If these bandit troops came to rob the grain shop, they could just rob it directly; there was no need to come specifically to take him away so solemnly.

The place for discussion was in Wang Shizhen's Jiangbei Provincial Commander's Yamen. As soon as he entered, he saw some familiar faces, all prominent figures locally in Xuzhou. Not only these figures, but the heads of the Xuzhou government office were also there. Everyone looked ashen but dared not whisper to each other. Seeing Kong Zhang enter leisurely, the crowd was somewhat surprised instead. But this surprise didn't last too long. A young man wearing a military uniform followed several people who were obviously big officers of the bandit army in. People familiar with Kong Zhang recognized him; this was Kong Zhang's personal helper Zhou Yong.

As if afraid this bunch of officials and powerful people didn't recognize him, First Regiment Commander Yang Baogui introduced himself, then specifically introduced Zhou Yong. "This Comrade Zhou Yong, presumably some of you have seen him. He is our intelligence officer. He stayed in this Mr. Kong Zhang's shop for a period." Hearing this, Kong Zhang saw the eyes of the Xuzhou officials and powerful people looking at him became very strange.

The content of the discussion was simple: first, no money; second, no grain. Just telling these prominent figures of Xuzhou that Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui were finished. The Jiangbei New Army and Beiyang Army were also finished. He roughly introduced some policies and concepts of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. Then he told everyone that now the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army didn't have the ability to occupy Xuzhou, so the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wouldn't forcibly occupy Xuzhou. And they wouldn't burn, kill, and loot in Xuzhou. Just taking away Xuzhou's treasury silver and weapons and equipment. To prove the innocence of the Manchu Qing officials, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army gave the Manchu Qing officials a receipt, writing clearly the materials taken away. There would also be the seal of the First Regiment of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army on it. If the Manchu Qing didn't believe it, they could send someone to the base area to verify the receipt. The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wasn't the kind of people who dared to do but not dare to admit; they would absolutely not make things difficult for those who went to verify, or deny the account.

The people present heard this and only felt a strong sense of absurdity. Are bandits so humorous now too?

Yang Baogui didn't care what these people thought at all. He continued: "We can't gain a foothold this time, so we leave. Next time if we fight over again, everyone need not be afraid. We won't rob; we only strike the Manchu Qing army. I think everyone should prioritize protecting yourselves; sometimes messing around with things is meaningless. What do you say?"

The Xuzhou powerful people naturally refused to mess with idle matters. The faces of Xuzhou officials changed suddenly with anger. Being captured by bandits was already shameful enough; being warned by bandit troops not to mess with idle matters was too losing of face. But with bandit troops carrying live ammunition standing behind them, asking this bunch of officials to surrender to the bandit troops, they naturally refused. But being loyal to the Manchu Qing and standing up to curse the bandit troops at this time, they were also unwilling to do.

After finishing the lecture, Yang Baogui said: "This Mr. Kong Zhang is an overseas student and has learning. We want to take him away. Our People's Party Chairman Chen Ke said, doing things must have a beginning and an end. If you prominent figures and government office of Xuzhou trouble the Kong family because of the matter of Mr. Kong being taken away by me, then when I return to Xuzhou again, we won't care how many people participated; all will be beheaded. Even if heads roll, we don't care. Of course, if the Kong family people feel Mr. Kong is with us, and you join the Manchu Qing side fearlessly to serve them, then needless to say, after we fight back, the Kong family will also be arrested and killed as they should be. These are two different things; must be distinguished clearly. Our revolution is not for killing people, but, regarding enemies of the revolution, we will kill as many as there are; hands won't be soft, and eyes won't blink. So I hope everyone can recognize the situation clearly and don't look for trouble yourselves."

After finishing speaking, Yang Baogui waved his hand, and immediately soldiers dragged Kong Zhang out of the Yamen. "Gentlemen, our military affairs are busy; we are leaving immediately. After we leave, gentlemen are free; do whatever you need to do. Won't delay your affairs."

Kong Zhang, who was taken away, was very happy and very afraid. "I (Laozi) am finally taken seriously!" This was the reason Kong Zhang was happy. "What do these bandits want me (Laozi) to do?" This was the reason Kong Zhang was afraid.

Zhou Yong and Kong Zhang shared a boat. Looking at Kong Zhang's fluctuating face, Zhou Yong laughed: "Mr. Kong, our base area needs talents in electricity generation, so I specifically applied to invite you away."

"Hmph!" Kong Zhang hmphed but didn't answer. Zhou Yong betrayed Kong Zhang's trust; Kong Zhang didn't want to talk to him.

"Mr. Kong, I haven't studied for many days, just roughly heard a little knowledge about electricity. This coil cutting magnetic field produces electricity. And what alternating current, direct current. I heard to the end and didn't understand what was going on. Can you explain it?"

Kong Zhang was confused at the time. The understanding of electricity by Chinese people in these years was estimated to be at the level of "thunderstruck." Hearing words like coil cutting magnetic field from a bandit's mouth, Kong Zhang suspected if he had hallucinations. The mood of fear was instantly thrown to the nine heavens; Kong Zhang couldn't help snorting.

When Zhou Yong took out two magnets, a copper coil, and even a roughly made voltmeter with a glass cover, Kong Zhang could no longer turn a blind eye. He tentatively talked about electricity with Zhou Yong. Soon Kong Zhang discovered Zhou Yong wasn't talking nonsense; he really knew very little about electricity. Many concepts were chaotic and unclear. But Zhou Yong was willing to learn, and his attitude was very humble, without the slightest arrogance of a victor over a loser. This really suited Kong Zhang's temper. The more Kong Zhang spoke, the more excited he became, completely forgetting where he was. These people around were no longer bandits, or rather Kong Zhang didn't care what this group of people around him did. Only this group of people took the knowledge Kong Zhang studied hard seriously. Kong Zhang's depressed mood for several years was expressed today. His emotions became more and more agitated, almost hysterically recounting the great function of electricity.

After Kong Zhang stopped speaking with a dry mouth, the soldiers all over the boat suddenly applauded together. Looking at the excited and surprised faces, and the praise applause from the bottom of their hearts, Kong Zhang's face was covered with tears. I (Laozi) finally found people who can understand my value.

When Kong Zhang's emotions calmed down a bit, Zhou Yong took out two books. Kong Zhang was dumbfounded at a glance. "Junior High School Physics" and "Senior High School Physics" were written on the covers. After opening, inside was all physics knowledge. Kong Zhang naturally didn't know Chen Ke copied his own textbooks once. As an expert, Kong Zhang flipped through the books. Much of the knowledge inside was only taught in European universities. Various formulas were not wrong at all. The reasoning was clear, and the content was detailed. Asking Zhou Yong, Zhou Yong told Kong Zhang that this was part of the education system promoted in the base area. Four years of elementary school, three years of junior high, three years of senior high. There were no university courses for the time being, but they were also in preparation. The base area had only been established for two years, so many people only got elementary school diplomas; no one had got a junior high diploma for the time being. Inviting Kong Zhang to the base area wasn't to let Kong Zhang teach, but hoping Kong Zhang could help the base area build a power plant.

After being hit on the head by these two books, Kong Zhang no longer had the idea of lecturing. This group of bandits seemed to have really hardened their hearts to engage in industry. This answer made Kong Zhang himself disbelieve it. Expectation and fear existed simultaneously. Kong Zhang couldn't figure out why no matter what; he simply made up his mind: no matter what I am asked to do, if money isn't given, I absolutely won't exert effort for you.

However, this reserve didn't last too long. Chen Ke came up and smashed this bit of arrogance of Kong Zhang with a few sentences. Since talking about science, Chen Ke talked about power generation from the perspective of an engineering student. Theory and such could be discussed easily, but how to ensure power generation could run normally wasn't something one person could completely handle. Hydropower stations were easier to talk about; although Chen Ke hadn't done it personally, he had seen some blueprints and such stuff anyway. Using this to convince Kong Zhang was really an extremely easy thing.

The problem was that Anhui lacked water conservancy resources. Hydropower stations could be built in mountainous areas, but long-distance power transmission was a big problem. Kong Zhang originally thought he was already a rare electricity expert in China. Compared with Chen Ke, Kong Zhang could fully understand that Chen Ke's words were proof of his proficiency in electricity.

Regarding hydropower, how to build dams, how to install water turbines, how to ensure dam water storage, how to calculate these data—the two talked with jubilation, yet felt it was extremely difficult. As for thermal power stations, that was even high-tech work. Chen Ke stated clearly that he only knew the surface. With just this bit of surface, Kong Zhang also felt what he knew wasn't much more than Chen Ke.

Chen Ke poured water into the big bowls in front of himself and Kong Zhang. The two picked up the bowls and drank a lot before putting down the bowls. Having talked for so long, both had dry mouths. Chen Ke wiped the water from the corner of his mouth and said: "Mr. Kong, you and I share a common view: electric drive is the direction of future industry. Without developing the electric power industry, there is no future. So, I hope you can work here with us."

Kong Zhang was exhausted. Don't look at it as discussion; the knowledge he learned in his mind was almost completely mobilized and combed through once. This mental labor really consumed Kong Zhang's physical strength greatly. He leaned on the chair and answered almost in a state of collapse: "Mr. Chen, I'm convinced by you. Letting me work here is fine, but you have to give me money. Working for free won't do."

"How much do you want?"

"How much do I want? Let's put it this way, my request isn't high. However much you take, Mr. Chen, I'll take that much." Kong Zhang wanted to put on an air.

"Haha, however much I take, you take that much? Hahahahaha!" Chen Ke laughed out loud.

"What's so funny?" Kong Zhang asked strangely.

Chen Ke managed to hold back his laughter with difficulty. He looked at Kong Zhang with a pitying gaze. "Mr. Kong, how about this? I'll give you a chance. After you understand my income, I'll let you quote a salary request to me again. If you take as much as I do, I'm afraid you'll feel you suffered a loss."

"Eh!? Mr. Chen, you even have an Emperor's style!" Kong Zhang was very smart; he immediately heard the meaning in Chen Ke's words.

"How do I have an Emperor's style?" Chen Ke asked with a smile.

"Emperor, well, the whole world is his. Of course he can take not a single cent."

"Ugh~~! Then I don't have that. I also eat on salary. But government personnel here eat in the cafeteria; as long as you don't order extra dishes, it basically costs no money. Clothing..." Chen Ke patted his military uniform, "This is also provided by the government; you don't need to spend money either. But it won't be provided to you limitlessly. Just these few sets of clothes every year. My monthly income, calculated according to the outside, is about five silver dollars. My wife also works; our combined income is about eight or nine silver dollars a month. Mr. Kong, I'm afraid you can't accept that."

Kong Zhang's face changed after hearing this, but he still said stubbornly: "When Mr. Chen sits on the world (rules the country), this world will all be yours. At that time, what you get will be much more."

"What our People's Party wants to build is a republic; no one will be Emperor. Even if I become the leader, I also work and take a salary. This is a system. The state's property belongs to the state; I have no qualification to turn the state's things into mine."

Kong Zhang knew talking about this with Chen Ke was meaningless. Chen Ke made it clear he wanted to do big things; it was meaningless for him to argue about this with Chen Ke. He nodded. "Then like this, I want 50 silver dollars a month."

"50 silver dollars a month, okay. Then you have to take responsibility; you have to complete the tasks handed to you."

"Of course I will take responsibility, but you can't restrict my personal freedom. When I want to leave, you have to let me leave."

"Wanting to leave is no problem, but we have to sign a contract each time. Starting from five years. After the contract terminates, if not renewed, you are free. You can go wherever you want." Chen Ke answered fluently with Kong Zhang.

Kong Zhang knew it was impossible for him to leave now, and he might not really want to leave either. However, Kong Zhang couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, if your base area can't withstand the court's encirclement..."

Chen Ke laughed: "Don't worry, we don't have the dirty idea of pulling people to be buried with us. And we are currently in flourishing days, so we are exceptionally confident. I'll tell you now, if we reach that stage, no matter how long the contract has left, you, Mr. Kong, can leave."

Kong Zhang nodded. He couldn't help asking: "Mr. Chen, why don't you want money? When I studied, I read about this kind of person recorded in books, but I never understood why."

"I don't know about others. As for myself, I feel I don't need money to prove my value. I established merit and career; I created a new era and new life for the people. This is the result that proves my value. What do I want money for? Piling a pile of money at home, don't you think it's boring?"
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Chapter 91 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 5)

He Qian's journey was unusually smooth. She took the train from Beijing all the way to Hankou, and then took a boat from Hankou down the river. Originally, she thought the distant relative of the Sun family was an incapable young man, but unexpectedly, this silent young man handled things very briskly.

Whether on the train or on the boat, what everyone discussed was nothing more than the major event of the People's Party annihilating the Beiyang Army recently. Among various versions, irresponsible claims accounted for 100%. Some said the People's Party killed the Beiyang Army until corpses piled up like mountains, and even led all Beiyang Army captives to the Huai River and chopped off their heads. The corpses filling the river blocked the Huai River completely. Some corpses even floated into the sea along the Huai River. Others said a part of the Beiyang Army fought a bloody path and escaped back to Xuzhou. When someone mentioned the People's Party's notice calling Cixi the "Manchu Qing Bandit Gang Female Bandit Chief," everyone shook their heads and sighed, saying the People's Party had too much guts.

He Qian couldn't help wanting to laugh hearing this. The People's Party had rebelled openly; was there still any question of guts being big or small?

Listening all the way, people on the train generally didn't mean to support the People's Party's rebellion. Everyone sighed that the Manchu Qing was about to perish, but no one thought about whose hands the Manchu Qing would perish in. Revolutionary parties like the Tongmenghui and Guangfu Society didn't have much influence among the common people, and no one really took these people seriously. The People's Party, which rebelled armed and defeated the Beiyang Army, was the focus of everyone's attention. But no one really treated the People's Party as a new government capable of replacing the Manchu Qing. At least on the Beijing-Hankou Railway train, the People's Party was not accepted by the crowd.

When taking the boat from Wuhan, the discussions around were different. There weren't many passengers on the boat to Anqing. Everyone's discussion was whether the People's Party would attack the three towns of Wuhan. The Hubei New Army suffered two consecutive major defeats, and the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had appeared at Huangpi Pass as a deterrent. These facts had a more real impact on Hubei people. Since the People's Party could eliminate tens of thousands of Beiyang troops, the Hubei New Army with less than ten thousand people was simply unable to withstand a single blow; this was the consensus of Hubei people. The three towns of Wuhan were a wealthy area; the People's Party couldn't turn a blind eye to Wuhan. Those rebel troops wearing dark blue military uniforms might attack at any time.

Precisely because of such realistic considerations, Hubei people on the boat had a more pragmatic understanding of the People's Party. For example, everyone could accept the local public security order in Anqing. It was just that doing business couldn't evade taxes, but there was no extortion either. This was the thing Hubei people on the boat understood least. This was a very strange view: if paying a certain amount of money to the people handling things below, everyone could accept it. If it was completely government tax collection, everyone couldn't fully accept this fact instead.

He Qian didn't rest well along the way, feeling groggy all over. She could still listen to some discussions of fellow travelers in the first few days, but after rocking on the boat, she got seasick and couldn't listen to other discussions anymore.

Entering Anqing city, He Qian endured the physical discomfort, asked the City Management personnel for the location of the government, and went straight to the door. Hearing that He Qian was a relative of Chairman Chen Ke coming to visit Chairman Chen Ke, the reception staff didn't look respectful but frowned instead.

"Please follow us to the back, okay?" The staff said vigilantly.

He Qian didn't expect the People's Party staff to have this reaction. She and the distant relative of the Sun family were taken to the back and questioned separately. While He Qian explained her relationship with Chen Ke, the distant relative of the Sun family faced the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee and said frankly: "My humble name is Sun Yongying. I am here by the order of Lord Yuan Shikai to pay respects to Mr. Chen Ke. To discuss how to redeem the captured Beiyang officers and soldiers."

After listening to the two reports, Zhang Yu kept a gloomy face and didn't make a sound. The speed of Beiyang's movement was really somewhat unexpected. Zhang Yu originally didn't plan to intervene in such troublesome matters, but Zhang Yu was somewhat unhappy about the scope of authority of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. This newly built organization, like the Discipline Inspection Commission, was an internal department. Zhang Yu came from a bureaucratic background and understood system operation extremely deeply. When Chen Ke established various systems originally, they were already very complete. with the existence of these two powerful departments, Zhang Yu vaguely felt a kind of unease.

Thinking over and over, Zhang Yu still didn't want to intervene in matters outside his scope of authority. If this was Chen Ke's decision, Zhang Yu's opposition would be even more meaningless. After the Second Counter-Encirclement, Chen Ke's prestige in the army completely reached an unparalleled level. Not only Chen Ke, but Hua Xiongmao who commanded the siege battle, and the inland river fleet that shelled Huaiyuan County, had their status fully recognized. No matter how great Zhang Yu's credit on the southern line was, his fame was completely suppressed. If there was a collision with these two inspection departments at this time, with a transfer order from Chen Ke, Zhang Yu had absolutely no possibility of opposing.

"Send these two people to the base area as soon as possible." Zhang Yu issued the order.

He Qian was really tough too. She traveled without stopping along the way, taking a boat after riding a horse. Where had a person of young lady origin like her experienced such wind and sun exposure? Even if her body was almost about to collapse in such intense travel, He Qian still kept a string tight in her spirit: "Absolutely don't let people see my suffering and tiredness; absolutely cannot fall behind." Regarding the matter of four people "escorting" the two of them, He Qian didn't take it to heart at all. Since she had already fallen into the hands of the People's Party, He Qian didn't care about this matter anymore.

Arriving in Fengtai County almost groggily, as soon as He Qian went ashore, she saw crowds gathered everywhere. The pier was decorated with lanterns and colored streamers, as if celebrating some grand festival.

"Brothers, what is being celebrated here?" Sun Yongying's physical strength was still okay. He asked several People's Party escort personnel who either read books or kept silent along the way.

"It should be the celebration of this great victory," the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee answered. The four comrades also wanted to watch this celebration in their hearts, but the work at hand hadn't been handed over completely, so they had absolutely no time to participate. They urged: "Let's hurry to the reception department."

The "reception department" of the People's Internal Affairs Committee was also in the county town. The group managed to pass through the dense celebrating crowd and walked forward slowly. The county town was full of excited crowds, and police troops maintained order everywhere.

"Down with the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang!"

"Long live the People's Government!"

"Long live Chairman Chen!"

"......"

Cheers rose one after another in this crowded throng. Some spectator square formations simply began to sing songs. "Unity is strength, unity is strength. This strength is iron, this strength is steel. Harder than iron, stronger than steel..."

Thousands and tens of thousands of people gathering was a kind of power, a kind of atmosphere in itself. This song was a popular song within the base area. People's Party members, government cadres, and members of state-owned enterprises; there was not a single one who couldn't sing it. In Fengtai County, the proportion of these people accounted for more than half. Someone started, and immediately people followed and sang loudly. This was the most instinctive reaction of the masses. When they could finally open their mouths to express their emotions, singing together became the best choice.

Not only were the people masses influenced by this celebration, even the staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee were the same. While watching He Qian and Sun Yongying go to the reception department, they couldn't help singing together too. "Fire in unison at the counter-revolutionaries, let all undemocratic systems die! Towards the sun, towards freedom, towards New China, emitting ten thousand rays of light!"

As the song fell, a burst of cheers erupted from the crowd immediately. He Qian was already very uncomfortable. This earth-shaking chorus shook her extremely uncomfortably, and her stomach immediately churned. He Qian covered her mouth tightly and retched a few times. If she hadn't eaten nothing, she might have vomited in public.

The dissatisfied gazes of the surrounding masses immediately gathered on He Qian. The base area didn't block the news of Beiyang attacking. The base area even held several grand banquets for comprehensive evacuation. Everyone lived in fear for so long, and what they got was the news of annihilating Beiyang. After the big stone in everyone's heart fell, the uncontrollable ecstasy went without saying. This grand celebration not only had many celebrations and commendations, but the captured Beiyang high officials were also to be paraded through the streets to the public. On such a good day, He Qian's haggard look was already unsightly, and her appearance of wanting to vomit in the crowd was even more out of place.

However, He Qian's discomfort was only a small matter. Soon someone sang loudly again: "We workers have power! Hey! We workers have power! Busy with work every day, hey! Busy with work every day, built high-rise buildings, built railways and coal mines, transformed the world into a new look! ..."

The number of workers in Fengtai County was large. These songs praising labor workers were extremely popular among workers. In this era, there were plenty of opera programs praising various emperors, generals, ministers, scholars, and beauties, but there wasn't a single song praising laborers positively. Even if there were songs about laborers, they were all mournful, about how hard they worked to live but were trapped by food and clothing.

Songs like *We Workers Have Power* were generous and heroic, shaping the power of workers to change heaven and earth. How could any worker not sincerely love songs praising themselves? The chorus immediately rang out earth-shakingly. Everyone clenched their fists one by one, singing the people's songs with various accents and various scales. This was the people's celebration; this was the people's festival. No longer needing to praise others, or watch others' joys and sorrows. At this moment, what filled the hearts of the people was their own feelings, their own excitement. Quite a few people were already moved to tears. Many people didn't even notice tears already overflowing on their faces. Everyone forgot everything, just singing loudly praising their own songs. The loud singing pierced the sky of Fengtai County, rushing straight towards the vast horizon.

Listening to the song and looking at the excited crowd around, Sun Yongying felt a chill from the marrow of his bones in his heart. Yuan Shikai ordered him to come discuss redeeming Beiyang officers. Sun Yongying remembered the almost unconcealable unease on Lord Yuan's face. Nearly twenty thousand New Army troops completely annihilated; Sun Yongying himself actually didn't quite believe it. Not only these twenty thousand New Army troops, but two leaders among the Beiyang Army, Lord Wang Shizhen and Lord Duan Qirui, actually fell into enemy hands at the same time. A group of bandit troops could actually be so capable?

Along the way, Sun Yongying actually tried his best to observe, but everything he saw couldn't prove that this poor place Anhui had such ability. Although order was orderly, and there were steamships traveling in the river channel. But compared with prosperous Beijing and Tianjin, these counted for nothing.

Until seeing this celebration with unknown number of participants with his own eyes, seeing this jubilation almost like another world. Sun Yongying finally understood how much influence the People's Party had in Anhui. There were many carriages of princes going out in Beijing city, and naturally, there were many onlookers. But those people either gestured and praised the majesty of the government office, or those who had seen much critiqued the details of the carriage. Some bored ones arrogantly showed off various anecdotes of the princes. Where was there such a situation of millions of people of one mind?

Sun Yongying had also participated in quite a few Beiyang Army drills. Soldiers were just completing drill tasks. Except for paydays, it wasn't actually that lively in the troops. Although everyone in training was also fierce and brave, compared with this celebrating crowd, they were obviously strong in appearance but weak inside. This emotion from the bottom of the hearts of the celebration crowd absolutely didn't exist in the Beiyang Army. Let alone the pride, self-esteem, and strong meaning of sharing hatred against the enemy overflowing in these songs. If each of these people were given a gun, Sun Yongying had no doubt they could ignore the rain of bullets and rush forward, crushing all obstacles daring to block in front.

"These are really fierce bandits." Sun Yongying said silently in his heart.

A resonant bugle sound suddenly rang out in the singing, and cheers sounded like a sea tide immediately. The singing gradually fell, and almost everyone stretched their necks to look forward. Red flags fluttered; a team of soldiers singing a resonant song strode along the street under the guidance of the red flag. "Forward! Forward! Forward! Our team faces the sun, stepping on the motherland's earth, bearing the nation's hope, we are an invincible force. We are the sons and brothers of workers and peasants, we are the people's armed force..."

The number of soldiers naturally couldn't compare with the spectating masses, but that resonant voice wasn't overwhelmed by the cheers of the masses like a sea tide at all. Amidst the military song, the soldiers of the troops carried rifles on their backs, stepping with marching steps, rumbling past the crowd. The masses were not deterred by this tough military style; on the contrary, seeing the valiant and spirited sons and brother soldiers, the cheers became exceptionally intense.

These troops draped in red and colorful silk were all meritorious personnel in the battle. Many in the crowd knew the soldiers among them. Watching their own relatives holding their heads high, this pride and joy soared to an unparalleled height.

After the team of sons and brother soldiers passed, a clamor suddenly rose in the crowd. "Down with the Manchu Qing Bandit Gang!" "Down with the Beiyang Army!" "Down with counter-revolutionaries!"

What came over at this time was the Beiyang Army officials parading through the streets. Not only Beiyang officials, but previously captured Anhui high officials, Anhui Governor En Ming and others were also mixed with Beiyang Army officials and brought out.

He Qian and Sun Yongying squeezed into the crowd almost subconsciously; both wanted to see the captive team. The staff of the People's Internal Affairs Committee immediately grabbed the two. "What do you want to do?"

"Let me look." He Qian said hurriedly. She was very worried that her husband Sun Yongsheng was also in this team. But she couldn't help hoping Sun Yongsheng was in this team. If she could see Sun Yongsheng, it would at least prove he was still alive.

Sun Yongying didn't care much about Sun Yongsheng; he just wanted to see if Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui were in the team. Yuan Shikai had instructed that he must try every means to save these two back.

"Stop looking. Hurry to the reception center." The comrades of the People's Internal Affairs Committee were afraid the two would do something out of line. So rather than guarding against the two, it was better to take the two away and be done with it. No matter how the two resisted, it was still easy for four people to deal with two people. Dragging and pulling, He Qian and Sun Yongying were forcibly taken away.
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Chapter 92 Chaos Under Heaven (Part 6)

He Qian sat by the table with a pale face. The interrogator opposite looked stern but poured her a cup of water. It was cold water. Because He Qian hadn't eaten anything and was exhausted from the long journey, after drinking a cup of cold water, her body soon began to feel cold. The staff expressionlessly repeated the unchanging questions of "Name, Age, Native Place, Purpose." He Qian answered again with a numb brain. The interrogators looked at each other, leaving He Qian alone in the interrogation room. After finishing the record, the two went out. Not knowing how long passed, He Qian heard the door being pushed open, and a familiar voice shouted: "Aunt."

Looking up, she saw a figure at the door. After identifying carefully for a while, He Qian recognized that this woman in dark blue clothes was He Ying. Seeing the niece she hadn't seen for nearly two years, the big stone in He Qian's heart finally dropped. She swayed, wanting to stand up, but her legs had no strength at all.

He Ying rushed forward and held He Qian. The temperature from that warm palm penetrated the clothes, making He Qian unable to help shivering greatly. Numbness, coldness, panic, helplessness; all the emotions He Qian had forcibly frozen surged into her heart in this instant. He Qian first covered her mouth tightly with her palm, then simply bit her own palm fiercely, which prevented her from wailing loudly.

He Ying hugged her aunt tightly. She was called here urgently. Hearing that her aunt He Qian actually rushed to the base area, He Ying's first feeling was disbelief. Until seeing her haggard aunt with her own eyes, He Ying believed she wasn't dreaming. Seeing her usually resolute aunt frowning, maintaining control of emotions completely by biting her palm tightly, He Ying couldn't imagine how much suffering and grievance her aunt had endured. He Qian didn't cry, but He Ying's tears streamed down.

Having controlled her emotions with great difficulty, He Qian released her palm from her teeth. She asked: "How is Yongsheng?"

"Uncle's injury has stabilized. Wenqing and I visited him in the POW camp a few days ago; there should be no danger to his life," He Ying answered hurriedly.

Hearing this news, He Qian's body trembled slightly. She continued to ask: "You didn't drag him out to parade through the streets, right?"

He Ying answered: "No, we don't parade wounded soldiers. However, according to rank, Uncle's rank should also have been tied up and paraded. I have already told Uncle about this matter. I see Uncle is a person who cares about face; if I didn't explain it clearly to him, I was afraid he would feel we looked down on him in his heart."

"Thank you." A big stone in He Qian's heart finally fell to the ground. He Ying handled the matter very thoughtfully. Sun Yongsheng was a person who regarded face as more important than life. If Chen Ke and He Ying ignored Sun Yongsheng, Sun Yongsheng would definitely be angry. If Sun Yongsheng was paraded through the streets to the public, Sun Yongsheng would naturally think he suffered a great humiliation. Not letting Sun Yongsheng parade with Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen, Sun Yongsheng's self-esteem would also feel hurt.

He Ying pulled He Qian up. "Aunt, let's go home."

After signing her name on the document, He Ying supported He Qian and left the "Reception Office" of the People's Internal Affairs Committee together.

The noise of the celebration outside could be heard far away in the residential area of government department personnel. He Ying cooked and boiled water deftly. He Qian sat on the bed, her mind numb. Only after eating and taking a hot bath did she feel that inexplicable sense of panic disappear a lot. She was a young woman just twenty years old after all; experiencing and bearing these changes was too intense for He Qian. The experience of traveling a thousand *li* only accumulated new fears constantly. Only by the side of her relative did He Qian feel her constantly tense nerves gradually relaxing. She originally wanted to say something to her niece He Ying, but fell asleep without any consciousness.

It was almost dark when Chen Ke returned home. He Ying welcomed Chen Ke with a look of relief. Chen Ke hugged his wife gently and kissed her on the forehead. "Are my clothes ready?"

"Ready," He Ying answered.

"Then I'll go live in the dormitory," Chen Ke laughed. "If Aunt wants to visit the prison, you just write an application directly. No need to find me. Also, don't cook these days; go eat in the cafeteria."

"Okay." He Ying hugged Chen Ke, resting her head on Chen Ke's chest. "Should I tell Aunt about my family's matter too?"

"Tell her. Let her not worry. As long as our base area hasn't reached a desperate dead end, the Manchu Qing dare not really harm the He family."

"Mhm," He Ying answered.

"Go bring my clothes out; I won't go in," Chen Ke said.

Coming out of his own home, Chen Ke didn't go directly back to the office but went to the reception office of the People's Internal Affairs Committee. Yuan Shikai's reaction was so fast; Chen Ke was also somewhat unexpected.

Sun Yongying was searched several times. At this time, he had also eaten and sat honestly by the table. He had seen Chen Ke's portrait before coming. When seeing this number one bandit leader of the Manchu Qing appear in front of him with his own eyes, Sun Yongying still felt a shock. Chen Ke was too young, looking just in his early twenties, moving extremely steadily yet full of vitality. Sun Yongying was twenty-six this year and considered a person with an official position. He was by no means obscure among his peers. Compared with Chen Ke, who was similar in age to him, Sun Yongying's reputation and power were far behind. Although Chen Ke was called a bandit and chaotic party member, even Lord Yuan Shikai dared not underestimate Chen Ke. Thinking of these, a strong jealousy suddenly arose in Sun Yongying's heart.

The proposal brought by Sun Yongying was simple: hoping Chen Ke would release Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, and other Beiyang officers for the sake of the Beiyang lineage connection. Even if not releasing them temporarily, don't harm them.

Chen Ke answered: "Tell Mr. Yuan when you go back that we have our own prisoner of war policy. We will not kill prisoners. Our People's Party's prisoner policy, I think it is already written clearly in the notice, right?"

Sun Yongying hurried to smile apologetically. "I have seen this."

Next, Sun Yongying hoped to discuss the return of prisoners with Chen Ke. Actually, there was nothing to discuss. The People's Party unilaterally controlled a large number of Beiyang Army prisoners; whether to release them or not depended entirely on Chen Ke's will.

"We will release some seriously injured and disabled Beiyang officers. And if the relatives of the Beiyang Army want to come and transport the corpses back, let them come as soon as possible. It's cold; the corpses can be preserved."

"Then Lord Wang Shizhen and Lord Duan Qirui..."

"Those two are too capable; I can't release them in the short term. Moreover, we want to prove we have the ability to crush all attacks of the Manchu Qing, so we inevitably need the two to exert some effort and help out. So these two can't leave for the time being."

"Then can I meet these two lords?" Sun Yongying said. Yuan Shikai required Sun Yongying to meet Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui no matter what. The life and death of these two were too important to Yuan Shikai.

"Meeting them is fine," Chen Ke answered.

"Then I thank Mr. Chen first. Also, when Lord Yuan ordered me to come, he also said if Mr. Chen can send the Beiyang officers and soldiers back, Lord Yuan will definitely think of a way to protect the He family people." Sun Yongying finally had some confidence when saying this. This was the only "advantage" the Manchu Qing could grasp.

"Hmph!" Chen Ke gave a cold laugh but didn't answer.

Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui never expected Yuan Shikai's rescue reaction speed to be so fast. The two were locked in the same cell, grief-stricken in their hearts. Neither could imagine that as dignified high officials of the court, the top generals in Beiyang, they would actually suffer such a defeat.

Chen Ke did come to see the two once. Wang Shizhen had acted as Chen Ke's elder during Chen Ke's wedding anyway, and had received Chen Ke's kneeling bow. There was some unusual friendship after all. Chen Ke asked if the two were healthy; Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui turned a deaf ear to such nonsense. Contrary to their expectations, Chen Ke didn't persuade surrender or threaten. After normal etiquette and care, Chen Ke first explained the captive policy of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army to the two. Then he apologized to the two that he had to organize the Beiyang Army captives to parade through the streets; this practice violated the captive policy. He hoped the two would forgive him. Chen Ke guaranteed to the two that the People's Party absolutely had no intention of insulting the captives.

Veins popped out on Duan Qirui's forehead in anger. Wang Shizhen gave a cold laugh. "It seems we have to thank Wenqing for telling the truth."

Chen Ke answered calmly: "Although it is said that only victors can be magnanimous, our new government has been established not long ago. The masses still have a certain fear of the court and officers and soldiers. After you gentlemen are paraded through the streets, the masses see that the court and officers and soldiers are nothing to be afraid of; this psychological problem is easily solved. This helps our base area construction. The situation is stronger than people; even if it violates the captive policy, I have no choice. But I really have no personal malice towards you two, so I tell you two first. I hope you don't take the parade matter to heart either. This is public business, not private business."

It was thanks to the great self-restraint of the two; even as captives, they could care for their dignity, so the situation of the two jumping up and pointing at Chen Ke to curse didn't happen. Wang Shizhen even mocked himself: "I didn't expect this old man to have such use; rare, rare."

"There are few capable people in the Manchu Qing; you two are already top figures. Fighting with you two, I racked my brains. Look at the bearish appearance of the Hubei New Army; I'm not worried at all." Chen Ke also tried his best to comfort the two.

Having said that, the two were really frightened during the parade. Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui already knew the troops of the People's Party were definitely not bandits, and the attitude of the base area common people frightened the two even more. Common people watched parades just for the excitement, but the People's Party's parade was completely different. Tens of thousands of people shouting to beat and kill the two really didn't scare them. Being able to insult people of high status was truly excellent fun for the common people; Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui could completely imagine it.

The common people in the base area were not like this. What they exuded was not the stimulation and venting pleasure brought by "insulting high court officials," but a collective fanaticism for victory. Tens of thousands of people sang the same song together and shouted the same slogans. That earth-shaking situation was something Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen had never seen before. What these common people exuded was identification with the People's Party regime.

Those faces flushed with excitement, those arms waving neatly, those slogans of having completely overthrown the Manchu Qing regime, those confidences in building a new country. Just as Chen Ke said, parading through the streets was merely to prove that the People's Party didn't fear the Manchu Qing court and had the ability to crush any attack from the Manchu Qing court. When the common people saw these captives, they believed the People's Party had the ability to protect the base area common people. Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and those Beiyang officers and Anhui officials were like the roasted pigs and sheep carried in a sacrificial ceremony; they served as "tributes," as symbolic things like "sacrificial animals and jades."

Even the Beiyang Six Towns had never had such a united activity. Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen were both excellent people of this era; they were understanding people. Chen Ke thoroughly possessed the hearts of the people in the base area. By closely surrounding Chen Ke, the people obtained a sense of collective power. Both were clear that if Chen Ke went back on his word and ordered the Beiyang Army officers killed now, these common people in the base area wouldn't feel they were killing high officials of the court. The common people thought they just killed the "sacrificial offerings" in the celebration. They would happily kill the Beiyang Army officers and then offer these "sacrificial offerings" to Chen Ke's feet.

The status and identity of Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen in the Manchu Qing regime had no meaning to these common people. These common people completely didn't consider themselves subjects of the court; they considered themselves Chen Ke's people, people of the new government led by Chen Ke and the People's Party. The common people of the base area no longer considered themselves "rebels of the court"; this Anhui was already an "enemy country."

After the parade celebration ended and the two were taken back to the cell, Duan Qirui saw strong fear on Wang Shizhen's face for the first time.

"Old brother..." Duan Qirui couldn't help shouting. It wasn't that he had anything he must say, but unknowingly trembling, Duan Qirui felt if he didn't say something to break the silence, he couldn't bear the psychological pressure.

Wang Shizhen's body was also trembling slightly. "Brother Duan, I really misjudged back then. When Chen Ke was in Beijing, he was just a not-very-remarkable youth. I never expected he could win the hearts of the people so much. The hearts of the people in Anhui are no longer with the court."

Duan Qirui understood Wang Shizhen's words. The Beiyang Army had suppressed so many rebellions; the People's Party's army and common people were completely different from those rebels. Rebels and common people were never of one mind, so rebels were more excited and inflammatory than common people. In the base area, the fanaticism of the people even exceeded the troops fighting on the front line. It wasn't the People's Party fighting the court; it was these common people fighting the court.

"Monster (*Yao Nie*), this Chen Ke is a monster." Wang Shizhen muttered. He understood military affairs and was even more proficient in civil administration. In this aspect of feeling, Wang Shizhen was much stronger than Duan Qirui.

"Old brother, what do you say we should do?" Duan Qirui asked in a low voice.

"If we fight again, only by slaughtering all these people, leaving not a single one." Wang Shizhen said almost absent-mindedly, "These people are all scourges."

Duan Qirui agreed with Wang Shizhen's idea immediately. He suddenly understood why after entering the base area, not even a shadow of a commoner could be seen. Chen Ke's degree of control over the common people completely exceeded Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen's imagination.

Militarily, wanting to weaken Chen Ke's power by slaughtering common people seemed very difficult. The combat power of the People's Party army was absolutely not below the Beiyang Army. The Beiyang Army moving out in units of a regiment was now seen as meat buns hitting a dog—gone forever. Only by relying on a large army with overwhelming numbers to sweep through could they echo each other and achieve the goal of slaughtering all. However, with the current financial resources of the Manchu Qing, really gathering a force of such scale, the Manchu Qing's own finances would go bankrupt without waiting for the troops to arrive in Anhui.

"Still organizing *Tuanlian* (militia), following the path of Zeng Guofan and Lord Li back then?" Duan Qirui asked.

"Chen Ke is already a new Taiping Bandit Army in Anhui. Except for this method, I'm afraid there is no other method." Wang Shizhen answered. "The court gathers a large army to fight Chen Ke head-on, and other *Tuanlian* break Chen Ke's forces in various places. If we cannot tilt the power of the whole nation, it is absolutely impossible to destroy Chen Ke."

The time since the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom passed wasn't long yet; this encirclement and suppression strategy was far from being forgotten.

"If we can't destroy Chen Ke and let him go on like this, the one who destroys the Great Qing will undoubtedly be Chen Ke," Wang Shizhen said. Although Wang Shizhen didn't like the Manchu Qing court, suddenly seeing a force like Chen Ke that truly had the ability to overthrow the court, Wang Shizhen almost instinctively began to think about methods to destroy this new force.

Duan Qirui had the same thought, but his starting point was slightly subtly different from Wang Shizhen. Duan Qirui frowned. "If my Beiyang Army fights Chen Ke again, we must be careful and absolutely cannot repeat the same mistake. I see this person Chen Ke has quite a breadth of mind and tolerance. If Lord Yuan completely controls the situation of the court, we can still fight. Now there are too many people in the court intending ill against Lord Yuan. Those people's eyes are full of their own power and influence; they don't take the court's affairs to heart at all. This point is really thorny."

Hearing Duan Qirui say this, Wang Shizhen also felt very depressed in his heart. He couldn't help saying: "When a country is about to perish, monsters will surely appear. Below is Chen Ke; above are those people who hold sinecures. Foreign powers are also pressing step by step. This Great Qing's empire..."

Although he wanted to maintain the Manchu Qing court extremely instinctively, Wang Shizhen wasn't completely suppressed by his emotions over his reasonably clear strategic view. Chen Ke was already very strong, but the court was trapped in endless internal strife. Cixi was old; once Cixi died, the contradiction between the Emperor's Party and the Empress's Party would definitely erupt comprehensively. There were only a few people in the court who could prop up the overall situation. Zhang Zhidong was already seventy years old; as the saying goes, it is rare for people to live to seventy since ancient times. Seeing Zhang Zhidong had today but maybe not tomorrow, it was absolutely impossible for him to carry the main beam. Although Yuan Shikai had the ability to carry the main beam, he was of the Empress's Party, and the Emperor's Party all believed Yuan Shikai betrayed Guangxu. Once Cixi passed away, the Emperor's Party would definitely not let Cixi go. No matter how critical the situation was, the Emperor's Party would say nothing to agree to Yuan Shikai holding power. But where did those wastes of the Emperor's Party have the ability to prop up the Great Qing's situation?

Thinking about the People's Party side again, Chen Ke was only in his twenties, young to an excessive degree. The people gathered around Chen Ke, at least those Wang Shizhen saw, were similar in age to Chen Ke. These people were already showing their sharp edges now; giving them a few more years to practice, they would definitely be harder to deal with than now. These young people didn't even need to win completely militarily; time was completely on Chen Ke's side. Most of the capable people in the Manchu Qing emerged during the "Tongzhi Restoration"; they were already old. A few years later, even if not dead, they would be candles in the wind. Among the figures Wang Shizhen saw, there was basically no one who could prop up the situation. If the People's Party couldn't be destroyed as soon as possible, the People's Party would have no opponents by then.

Under emotional excitement, Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui didn't pay attention to secrecy at all. Talking about strategic planning to destroy the People's Party, they were almost self-forgetful. They thought no one guarded their cell, but completely ignored the saying "walls have ears." The comrades responsible for monitoring had already recorded their conversation.

When Sun Yongying went to "visit the prison," not long after Chen Ke returned to the office, the organized materials were delivered to Chen Ke. Flipping through a few pages, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud. This looked just like Baldy Chiang's strategy for encircling the base area back then no matter how you looked at it. Moreover, Baldy admired Zeng Guofan very much. Chen Ke couldn't help comparing Baldy's encirclement of the base area and Zeng Guofan's strategy of defeating the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Not to mention, there was really a spiritual resemblance. "Beiyang really has talents," Chen Ke thought.

"Chairman Chen, these two people are really diehard counter-revolutionaries," the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee said angrily.

"This is inevitable. If they don't stand on the people's side, they must stand on the opposite side of the people. This stance is absolutely irreconcilable. It is normal for them to think so." Chen Ke comforted the staff member.

"We spared their lives, yet they didn't think of gratitude but wanted to slaughter the common people of the base area instead!" The comrade of the Internal Affairs Committee glared with round eyes; that was anger from the bottom of his heart.

Chen Ke hurriedly advised: "Not killing captives is our discipline, our own integrity. It has nothing to do with the enemy. A dog eats shit because it is a dog; it definitely wants to eat, it must eat. As humans, we can't make ourselves like dogs, right?"

Although angry enough to smoke from seven orifices, Chen Ke's analogy still made the comrade opposite laugh in anger.

Chen Ke continued: "I know in this war, some comrades thought we made a fuss over nothing by preparing for strengthened defense and clear fields (*Jian Bi Qing Ye*). Some comrades even thought we were scaring ourselves, wasting effort for nothing. But I know our enemy is very ferocious. Since they are people who exploit the common people, they can do things like robbing and killing the common people. We would rather suffer more tiredness ourselves than give them the chance to harm the common people."

The comrade of the Internal Affairs Committee nodded repeatedly. As an internal security department, the Internal Affairs Committee also had to participate in this work of strengthened defense and clear fields, so there were not few complaints internally. Now he understood why Chen Ke wanted to do this thankless task.

The reason Chen Ke engaged in strengthened defense and clear fields originally was just that he completely learned the Party's practice during the Anti-Japanese War, but the conversation between Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui really touched Chen Ke's emotions. He could finally "connect theory with practice."

Chen Ke continued: "Some comrades think we are afraid. We are not afraid of Beiyang, nor the Manchu Qing. What we are afraid of is that because our work is not in place, the people get hurt. This is also the reason why our work is very hard, because we are not the masters of the people; we are the People's Party serving the people. This is our Party's purpose. No matter when, we cannot violate this principle."

Members of the Internal Affairs Committee were all Party members or activists for joining the Party. Hearing Chen Ke's words, the comrade of the Internal Affairs Committee looked at Chen Ke with bright eyes, stood at attention, and saluted Chen Ke. "Chairman Chen, I will definitely strictly observe the Party's purpose and resolutely serve the people."

Chen Ke nodded. "I believe in the comrades. Take this material and report to Comrade Qi Huishen. Comrade Qi Huishen has returned to Fengtai County and will also completely transfer back to the Internal Affairs Committee work. The Internal Affairs Committee should hold a meeting to discuss it. After all, these two people spoke their heartfelt words; our comrades also need to know what exactly the enemy thinks. How should we deal with their thoughts. But I emphasize again, we must abide by our own discipline. No abusing or making things difficult for captives. Dogs can eat shit; people can't."

"Yes."

While Chen Ke was conducting ideological education, Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui faced Yuan Shikai's envoy, moved into a mess.
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In Beiyang, Sun Yongying was an insignificant small character compared to Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui. However, he was outside the cage and still had personal freedom. These two high officials were inside the cage. Sun Yongying felt great in his heart, but at the same time had a strong sense of unease. If he swapped places with the two inside the cage, Yuan Shikai would absolutely not bother to rescue him.

Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui didn't care what this small character in front of them thought. Sun Yongying appearing here by Yuan Shikai's order proved everything. The two expressed that they had failed Yuan Shikai's deep love.

Sun Yongying hurriedly relayed Yuan Shikai's words: "Gentlemen, this time it was the Ministry of Army that was incompetent. Lord Yuan believes you two have done your best."

For high officials, stopping at the point was enough; this sentence already thoroughly explained Yuan Shikai's coping strategy. The three-pronged attack was planned by the Ministry of Army. Before the Third Town moved out, the Hubei New Army retreated to Wuhan after a great defeat, and the Jiangnan New Army ran to the south bank of the Yangtze River on their own. The pre-war strategy had long been unrecognizable. The Beiyang clique would absolutely refuse to carry this black pot and bear the responsibility for the defeat. The expressions of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui immediately showed that the two understood the meaning in Yuan Shikai's words. After exchanging information, Sun Yongying left the cell.

The next day Sun Yongying asked to see Chen Ke but was told Chairman Chen Ke had official duties now. Sun Yongying had to return to the residence where he was under house arrest. He guessed whether Chen Ke was reviewing the troops at this time, or drinking and making merry with the officers of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army at the celebration banquet? Sun Yongying didn't expect that Chen Ke was currently in the prison.

"Chairman Qi, how did the talk go?" Chen Ke and Qi Huishen sat in the prison office exchanging intelligence.

"After the parade yesterday, this group's attitude changed very quickly. I talked all night, and they all expressed agreement." Qi Huishen said while rubbing his red eyes. There was a very special square formation in the spectator crowd of the victory celebration. This group of people looked withered one by one; one look and you knew they had suffered a lot. The People's Party broke almost all fortified villages in the base area; these people were the owners of the fortified villages. A few months ago, a secret society in Wuhe County tried to attack the local government under the banner of "rescuing fortified village folks" and was caught in one net. More than eight hundred counter-revolutionaries were executed from top to bottom, which counted as a major event. Since then, no local secret society was willing to test the law with their own bodies.

However, Chen Ke never found a reason to kill all the captured fortified village landlords. The land of this group of landlords had been distributed by the local grassroots government, and no heroes of the *Jianghu* came to try to rescue these former local powerful figures. Since the People's Party arrived in the base area, landlords with blood debts were also dragged out for public trial and execution. Although the remaining few hundred people must have committed evil deeds before, the People's Party hadn't arrived in the base area at that time; the retrospective period had passed. Really killing them all along with their families—there was no such radical view within the Party, and Chen Ke himself hadn't sorted out a reason for such a massacre.

So Chen Ke first let them watch the victory celebration. In the celebration, this group of former powerful figures was trembling with fear. They themselves had many connections with the Beiyang Army. Some people even recognized some Beiyang officers in the captive ranks. These people had been locked up for a year and didn't have much courage to begin with. They occasionally fantasized that the court's government army could fight back to save them. After the court's government army fought back, they also became captives of the People's Party. The cruel fact completely crushed the will of this group.

Qi Huishen talked to them, asking them to write a document handing over land to the government. The former powerful figures were all ashen-faced. Those with backbone simply wrote it obediently without a second word, and after writing, asked Qi Huishen to give them a quick death. Those without backbone immediately knelt on the ground and began to beg for mercy; they expressed willingness to hand over land, but only begged for their lives.

It wasn't that there were no diehards; only two people refused to write even unto death. They declared: writing is death, not writing is also death. So they would rather die than write. Qi Huishen told these two that after writing the document of "voluntarily donating land to the government," not only would they not be killed, but land would also be distributed to them according to regulations. As long as they lived law-abidingly in the future, the government would protect their legitimate rights and interests. These two didn't believe it at first. After Qi Huishen guaranteed to them that the government wouldn't deceive them, these two also obediently wrote the document.

"Chairman Chen, really release these people?" Qi Huishen asked. He knew Chen Ke was originally prepared to kill this group completely.

Chen Ke nodded. "Give them another chance. If we just kill them like this, I'm afraid the common people will misunderstand that we don't let property owners go. Although I can't be sure what impact doing this will have in the future, human heads aren't chives after all; they won't grow back after being cut. Public execution is one thing; indiscriminate killing is another."

Although Qi Huishen knew this group would definitely make trouble as long as there was a chance, he agreed with Chen Ke's idea very much. It wasn't that Qi Huishen opposed killing counter-revolutionaries, but this method of killing indeed didn't have a rigorous explanation. The Internal Affairs Committee held the authority to eliminate counter-revolutionaries; it could be said to be an extremely powerful department. Precisely because he held such great power, Qi Huishen understood that standards couldn't be set randomly. Especially in terms of liquidating the old era and old system, if the standard wasn't set right, then really everyone in the world could be killed. Instead of tangling in this aspect, it was better to put down the burden of the old era and fully strike at the counter-revolutionaries appearing after the promotion of the new system.

Seeing Qi Huishen didn't refuse, Chen Ke stood up and said: "Since they all signed, then I'll give them a speech, and we'll release people."

When the former powerful figures were gathered together, their hearts were all uneasy. After signing the document, they knew they already had nothing. Of course, they actually knew their own land had been distributed long ago, but signing the document meant their own abandonment; this symbolic meaning was still quite significant. Before signing the document, they could feel they were martyrs; after signing, the desire to survive became exceptionally strong.

When learning that the People's Party Chairman, that is, the current local emperor of the base area, Chen Ke, was standing on the platform in front of them, these landlords felt even more uneasy in their hearts. A single sentence from Chen Ke could completely decide their life and death, and no one could make Chen Ke change his mind again.

Chen Ke's sharp gaze swept over these people once before he opened his mouth and said: "Gentlemen, you are about to be released immediately. Before releasing everyone, I want to talk to everyone."

A slight commotion erupted in the crowd below. Chen Ke said he wanted to release them; this shouldn't be fake. But Chen Ke wanting to talk to them, presumably he wanted to extort them fiercely. Looks of joy and pain flashed alternately on these people's faces, but finally, the look of joy gained the upper hand.

Seeing it was quieter below, Chen Ke continued: "Gentlemen, the new government adopts a state-owned land system. This land doesn't belong to me, doesn't belong to the People's Party, but belongs to the People's Government. Those willing to farm, whether men or women, old or young, can be allocated three *mu* of land per person. They have the usage rights of this land. So after gentlemen go back, if you are willing to farm, then you can apply for land. Our new government won't make things difficult for everyone."

The landlords below looked at Chen Ke with surprised expressions. This news completely exceeded the imagination of this group. It wasn't about how much three *mu* per person was—which of these people hadn't once sat on thousands of *mu* of fertile fields? This policy showed that the new government didn't intend to kill these people to the last one. This was incomprehensible instead.

"In addition, I don't know if everyone noticed, what we asked everyone to sign was a document handing over land. Your shops, whether in the countryside or in the city, we didn't confiscate. We want land. Land is state-owned, so no one is allowed to have land ownership. In the new government from top to bottom, no one has land permanently belonging to their name that can be inherited by children after death."

"Mr. Chen, you mean, our family's shops still belong to us? We can still operate?" A landlord asked with a trembling voice.

"Correct. However, during the flood, some shops were damaged. I can only guarantee that our People's Party didn't go to destroy them. But our new government cannot be responsible for compensating you for these property damages." Since Chen Ke said the former part, he thought it necessary to clarify things, lest this group go out holding unrealistic ideas and then suffer a blow. That would weaken the People's Party's goodwill instead.

These former powerful figures could understand Chen Ke's meaning. Actually, that Chen Ke could claim not to confiscate the businesses they operated was already greatly beyond these people's expectations.

"In addition, gentlemen were all caught here because you resisted our army. So there isn't much floating wealth left in your homes either. I also have to explain this point to everyone. After gentlemen go back, I personally hope everyone can concentrate on labor. Now our Anhui government develops production and invigorates the economy. As long as gentlemen put down past grudges and work hard, this life can definitely get better quickly. I can guarantee this point to gentlemen. If gentlemen feel unconvinced and insist on distinguishing high and low with us, then I suggest gentlemen can leave our base area and throw yourselves to the Manchu Qing; we will absolutely not stop you. I want to tell everyone in advance, if you stay in the base area to live but act as insiders for the Manchu Qing, then all will be beheaded. Where to go depends on gentlemen's own choice. After everyone finishes eating in a while, we will send people to send everyone back to your hometowns. Let's disperse."

"Chairman Chen, please wait a moment." Someone shouted. Everyone's eyes fell on that person. Chen Ke didn't know this person; he only saw he was over forty years old, looking quite capable. He shouted loudly: "Chairman Chen, I am convinced by the People's Party. I want to sell my life for the People's Party. I wonder if I can join under Chairman Chen's command."

Hearing this, the faces of quite a few landlords were twitching. Someone changing allegiance so quickly was really greatly beyond everyone's expectation.

Not only the landlords, but the surrounding soldiers and staff of the Internal Affairs Committee also changed their expressions. Chen Ke laughed: "The new system promoted by our People's Party is a system that allows everyone to obtain a better life through their own labor. We guarantee the people's right to obtain the fruits of their reasonable labor, so we don't need people to sell their lives. If you sell your life to us, we can't afford this life-selling money. If you want to follow us, then rely on your own hands to work hard, cooperate well with the common people, and live a better life together. If you live such a life, that is truly following us. To us, human life is of vital importance; we cherish every commoner's life. We don't buy anyone's life."

After speaking, Chen Ke waved his hand, signaling the staff to take these people away. Chen Ke himself turned and left without looking back.



★


Danger of Translator Yan Fu

Volume 3 - Chapter 240

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 94 The Danger of Translator Yan Fu

If one asked the common people in the base area who the most influential person in the Anhui base area was, everyone would choose Chairman Chen Ke without exception. If one continued to ask who the second most influential person in the Anhui base area was, the answers would be diverse. Let alone the common people, even the People's Party and local cadres were completely unclear about who the number two figure in the base area was. From the perspective of organizational studies, if Chen Ke died suddenly, no one in the base area could immediately stand in the position of the second-generation leader.

Chen Ke was very clear about this, and the surrounding central leading comrades were equally clear. So Chen Ke strengthened the role of the Party Committee, and efforts in this regard received unanimous support from all parties. If the leader was gone, everyone at least still had the organization to rely on. With the Party Committee, there was always a platform to realize democratic centralism. Comrades could obey an outstanding leader with joy; similarly, although not with joy, everyone could also accept the principle of democratic centralism.

Chen Ke knew everyone's thoughts, and he also paid extra attention to the organizational principle of democratic centralism. Only when he himself couldn't theoretically elaborate on the principle of action, but Chen Ke obtained exact answers from the Party's history and Grandpa Mao's actions, would Chen Ke force a resolution through relying on his prestige and status. As long as he could theoretically elaborate on the problem, Chen Ke always persuaded and educated comrades tirelessly.

However, this didn't mean Chen Ke never considered the issue of a successor. He was still an ordinary person in this era, which meant that laboring under the sun would also tan him, or even peel his skin. Bumping into things would also cause sprains or bleeding. Chen Ke didn't obtain an immortal body, so for a political figure, his own death was also a problem that needed to be considered.

Different from other comrades' thoughts on the successor, Chen Ke believed that if he died accidentally, the one most likely to ascend to the position of successor was Yan Fu.

Later generations evaluated Yan Fu as a "famous bourgeois enlightenment thinker, translator, and educator in the late Qing Dynasty." As a translator, the books Yan Fu translated were all famous.

Translated Huxley's *Evolution and Ethics* (*Tian Yan Lun*) from 1896 to 1898. Translated Adam Smith's *The Wealth of Nations* (*Yuan Fu*) in 1901. 1903 was the peak period of Yan Fu's translation work. In this year, Yan Fu translated several books in succession. Spencer's *The Study of Sociology* (*Qun Xue Yi Yan*). John Stuart Mill's *On Liberty* (*Qun Ji Quan Jie Lun*). John Stuart Mill's *A System of Logic* (*Mu Le Ming Xue*). Jenks' *A History of Politics* (*She Hui Tong Quan*). Starting from 1904, Yan Fu began to translate Montesquieu's masterpiece *The Spirit of the Laws* (*Fa Yi*).

The theories and thoughts in *The Spirit of the Laws* had an extremely profound impact on the bourgeois revolutionary movements in the world. Especially the popular theory of separation of administrative, legislative, and judicial powers, checks and balances, and safeguarding civil liberties proposed in it, was praised by the bourgeoisie of all generations. The first to use Montesquieu's theory to build a bourgeois country was the United States. The leaders during the American War of Independence were all familiar with *The Spirit of the Laws*, and incorporated Montesquieu's theory of separation of powers into the Constitution. The *Declaration of the Rights of Man* issued during the French Bourgeois Revolution in 1789 also declared that there is no constitution without the separation of powers. Through the practice of the French and American bourgeois revolutions, it had become the organizational principle for bourgeois countries to build democratic systems and political regimes.

Being able to translate these masterpieces into Chinese meant Yan Fu at least had to understand what was being said in these books. Talking about solid theoretical foundation, Chen Ke considered himself inferior to Yan Fu. For the People's Party to survive, it had to establish an effective organizational model first. As the founder, as Chen Ke who tangibly solved specific survival problems, he could sit in the position of leader. Once Chen Ke died now, the only person who could give theoretical guidance to the organization of the People's Party was probably Yan Fu. Chen Ke didn't understand these before; with his own growth, Chen Ke understood now.

Releasing landlords meant Chen Ke decided to settle the past. From now on, a brand new work stage unfolded. Future work would mainly be internal affairs. Party building, government formation, economic work, system construction. These all required theoretical support without exception. So Chen Ke went directly to Yan Fu.

Yan Fu hadn't shown his face much these days. The destruction of the Beiyang Third Town didn't make Yan Fu feel like the fox mourning the death of the hare (sympathizing with like-minded people). But he was a Beiyang person after all. If he sat on the rostrum to watch these former colleagues, Yan Fu couldn't bear it, and he was also a bit worried about outsiders' views. No matter what, Yan Fu also had the mark of Beiyang on him. Chen Ke knew the difference between Li Hongzhang's Beiyang and Yuan Shikai's Beiyang. Most people in the base area didn't know, or deliberately pretended not to know.

Seeing Chen Ke visit, Yan Fu was slightly surprised. After the two sat down, Chen Ke spoke his thoughts straight to the point.

Yan Fu listened quietly. Chen Ke's core requirement was simple: in the process of Chen Ke carrying out comprehensive theoretical construction, he didn't want Yan Fu to jump out and propagandize the bourgeois set of theories.

Listening to Chen Ke say seriously: "Although truth becomes clearer the more it is debated, we don't have the leisure to discuss theory now; let's build the base area first. I don't have time to conduct systematic theoretical research now, so some things are not discussed."

Yan Fu couldn't help smiling. "I know Wenqing's worry, but why does Wenqing think I am this person who will cause trouble?"

"Mr. Yan, I'm not saying you want to cause trouble, but the core issue of system construction is interests. The political system is the rule determining the division of interests. In the books you translated, the theories of checks and balances of power and interest games will inevitably be used maliciously by people, becoming excuses for interest groups to fight for power and defend their own privileges. For example, we eliminated landlords in our base area, but in China, landlords exist in large numbers. Our People's Party and the new government stand on the stance of laborers, and landlords stand on the stance of exploiters. The two sides have no common value standards at all; the two sides are incompatible like water and fire. Checks and balances of power and interest games are things within a system of common political standards and value standards. And we already have the people's democratic dictatorship and democratic centralism. Regarding landlords, we are in class struggle. Everyone doesn't have this foundation; it's either the victory of landlords and the exploiting class, or the victory of the laboring masses. There is no third road to take. And your theoretical research in this area will undoubtedly lead to a lot of unnecessary confusion."

Yan Fu continued to listen quietly. At the age of twenty-something, Chen Ke could distinguish class struggle ruthlessly and clearly point out the incompatible interest contradictions between exploiters and laborers. Yan Fu was quite appreciative. Although he felt Chen Ke's attitude was too tough, Yan Fu didn't feel it was unacceptable at all. Yan Fu was a true great scholar in the late Qing, and also one of the first batch of people who could truly open their eyes to see the world. If not so, Yan Fu wouldn't willingly submit to the young man Chen Ke.

Seeing Chen Ke frankly state the theory of not agreeing to engage in a bourgeois regime, and then looking at himself with burning eyes, Yan Fu nodded and said: "I know. I am also a People's Party member. Obeying the Party's command and abiding by the Party's discipline is the integrity of a Party member. I will stick to integrity."

Chen Ke was somewhat surprised. He originally thought Yan Fu would discuss with him for a while. Yan Fu worked hard to translate so many books and introduce so many theories; now he would completely stop propagandizing these. Chen Ke himself didn't believe it.

Seeing Chen Ke's surprised look, Yan Fu explained: "Chairman Chen, you said a sentence I agree with deeply: checks and balances of power and interest games are things within a system of common political standards and value standards. If the base area had adopted the things I translated from the beginning, it would definitely have perished early on. I am very clear about this. Since these things are useless now, if I use them for propaganda, it is only for my own reputation and status. I don't want to do this."

Yan Fu spoke openly and aboveboard; Chen Ke couldn't question anything anymore. He nodded. "Mr. Yan, I came this time not just to talk about this matter. I have a plan that needs Mr. Yan's full support. This involves Western affairs. Whether translators or staff members, without Mr. Yan's training, I'm afraid they will get half the result with twice the effort."

"Let's hear it," Yan Fu asked.

"Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and the Beiyang officers, I am going to release. And extorting a large sum of cash from Yuan Shikai is also unrealistic. I have a plan; I don't know if it can be realized. I want to do a business deal with Yuan Shikai, Sheng Xuanhuai, and the foreigners."

Yan Fu listened to Chen Ke's plan seriously. As the plan was explained, Yan Fu sometimes frowned tightly, sometimes nodded repeatedly. Or looked serious, or simply looked astonished. When Chen Ke finished explaining the whole plan, Yan Fu was actually somewhat at a loss.

He pondered repeatedly over the plan Chen Ke just elaborated, and managed to say a sentence with difficulty: "This is a bit too whimsical."

Chen Ke didn't agree with Yan Fu's view. "We can't do business at a loss. Releasing people is fine, but we have to get something no matter what. Moreover, contradiction and unity are a pair of dialectical relationships. There are indeed some contradictions between us and Yuan Shikai that will not end until death. But everyone also has places where we can cooperate. We also have some common enemies. If cooperation can be reached, it means all participating parties have common interests. I feel there is no need to adopt an opposing attitude in everything. Business is business; it is nothing else."

Yan Fu thought back and forth, and finally nodded. "If it can pass in the Party Committee meeting, then I will definitely complete the work I should undertake."
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Chapter 95 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 1)

"Mr. Tao, now we occupy the fertile lands of Wu and Chu. As long as we raise an arm and call, it will immediately be a situation where the whole world responds. Even if our Guangfu Society does not covet power and position, this merit of advocating the founding of the nation will certainly not be buried." The young man sitting opposite Tao Chengzhang said with saliva flying everywhere.

Even knowing these words were thorough nonsense, Tao Chengzhang still felt these words sounded pleasing to the ear. The only dissatisfaction was the word "our" in these words, but Tao Chengzhang didn't criticize anything. Moving his body slightly, Tao Chengzhang changed to a more comfortable sitting posture and continued to listen to that person speak.

Fundamentally speaking, Tao Chengzhang's cultivation wouldn't indulge in flattery, but flattery could indeed soothe people's pressure sometimes. Reality was too cruel; this was Tao Chengzhang's greatest feeling recently. When striving for the revolution, what everyone saw was often that high peak of revolutionary success. After climbing up this mountain with all kinds of hardships and difficulties, two different feelings surged up at the same time. The coldness at the high place was certainly one of the feelings, but more importantly, countless extremely realistic problems rushed towards him mercilessly.

For any regime, nothing was more important than two things. First was grain, second was money. The cadres of the Guangfu Society and the troops of the Guangfu Army all needed to eat, drink, and be paid. Even if the high-ranking cadres could sympathize with the current difficulties one by one and not ask for pay, how many high-ranking cadres were there? This bit of saved salary silver was just a drop in the bucket for the current scale of the Guangfu Society. Tao Chengzhang once thought the situation would take on a new look after the success of the revolution. Even after experiencing the painful lesson of having no grain and no silver in Chizhou, Tao Chengzhang still felt that if it were in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and other places which were the base areas of the Guangfu Society, the Guangfu Society could solve the problem of grain and pay.

In fact, Tao Chengzhang was very disappointed with the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions.

There were quite a few people coming to ask to see Tao Chengzhang. Now Tao Chengzhang didn't need to work hard to visit various places at all. The number of people actively asking to see him every day was quite large, and he had to receive several people at the same time for each reception.

The young man who spoke just now praised Xu Xilin greatly. Tao Chengzhang knew the purpose of this young man very well. He laughed: "I am clear about Young Master Zhao's purpose. Since Young Master Zhao supports the revolution so much, there should be no problem with the money and grain of Mozhuang this year. On behalf of the Guangfu Society, I thank Young Master Zhao very much."

Hearing Tao Chengzhang's words, Young Master Zhao was like being struck by lightning; he opened his mouth wide and couldn't speak. Not only Young Master Zhao, but several people beside him also had uneasy looks on their faces. They were all landlords near Shaoxing. The purpose of coming to visit Tao Chengzhang was hoping to persuade Tao Chengzhang not to levy grain taxes this year. Unexpectedly, Tao Chengzhang spoke first and sealed this issue dead. Everyone was both shocked and angry in their hearts. But Tao Chengzhang was now the biggest "rebel" in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; they simply didn't have the courage to resist to his face. The fierce momentum of the Guangfu Society's rise was completely unimaginable to these landlords and gentry beforehand.

The People's Party posted notices in Hangzhou. On the third day after the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army completely annihilated the Beiyang Third Town and the New Army 13th Brigade, the troops prepared by the Guangfu Society in various places immediately raised flags and attacked various prefectures and counties in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Before this, the rebellion preparation of the Guangfu Society was almost open. In Shaoxing, Zhuji, Yiwu, Jinhua, Lanxi, and other places, the Guangfu Army under the banner of the Guangfu Society recruited soldiers and bought horses, and also constantly threatened the government office and lobbied Qing troops in various places. In Shaoxing, the core area of the Guangfu Society, the headquarters of the Guangfu Society was set up in the Datong School not far from the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen. Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu simply dared not make any move.

More than a month ago, the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army defeated the Hubei New Army, and then crossed the Yangtze River to attack Wuhu. The entire Jiangnan was shaken. In 1907 when communication was extremely backward, except for a few big cities with telegraphs that could still get relatively accurate news, the news obtained in other areas was mostly rumors and hearsay. Landlords and gentry naturally couldn't get accurate battle reports. What they saw with their own eyes was the Guangfu Society's completely open rebellion preparation. Facing these blatant rebellion preparations, the government offices in various places not only didn't send troops to suppress them but shrunk back instead. Completely looking like turtles with today but no tomorrow. As for the runners, petty officials of various government offices, and soldiers in various places, they asked people to establish connections with the Guangfu Society early on, lest they suffer collateral damage in the upcoming wave of rebellion.

The landlords didn't know that under the deterrence of the People's Party, troops in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang area were gathering towards the cities where the Governor-General and Governors were located to cope with the People's Party that heaven knew when would attack. Big cities like Hangzhou had sensitive news. The Hubei New Army troops attacking the People's Party were completely wiped out within Hubei territory. The People's Party, which annihilated the Hubei New Army, had already begun attacking Wuhu. And the Beiyang Army dispatched by the court out of Xuzhou was fighting with the People's Party. This situation didn't look optimistic no matter how you looked at it. Even out of tradition, they had to gather troops to cope with future wars. Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun was very clear about the Guangfu Society's rebellion preparation. He was even clearer that if the military operation to suppress the Guangfu Society failed, Zhejiang would immediately change color completely. Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun wanted to see the battle results of the Beiyang Army first. If the Beiyang Army won, he could mobilize troops to deal with the Guangfu Society.

After the results of the complete annihilation of the Beiyang Army and the capture of Wang Shizhen and Duan Qirui reached Hangzhou, Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun was scared cold in hands and feet, but also felt lucky that he had already gathered the troops of Zhejiang, so he could defend Hangzhou at any rate. As for what would happen in other places, Hangzhou Governor Zeng Yun felt that since the Beiyang Army had been annihilated, the court simply had no time to pay attention to him.

The Guangfu Society learned the war results through the liaison officer with the People's Party. They immediately raised troops to attack the prefecture cities in various places. Rather than attacking, it was more accurate to say taking over. Tao Chengzhang still remembered the situation at that time clearly. when the "Guangfu Army" formed by the Guangfu Society pounced on Shaoxing aggressively, no one resisted at all. The officers and soldiers guarding the city gates, as well as the runners and petty officials of the Shaoxing locality, either hid without a trace or simply defected to the Guangfu Society through connections.

When attacking the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen, the tree fell and the monkeys scattered from inside out long ago. Learning that the Guangfu Society was entering the city, several petty officials waited at the city gate early. Seeing the Guangfu Army with white bands wrapped around their heads, these few people trotted over bowing their waists and asked to lead the way. When the Guangfu Army arrived at the entrance of the Prefect's Yamen, the gate of the Yamen was wide open. Shaoxing Prefect Gui Fu had run away without a trace long ago.

Within a few days, the Guangfu Society occupied a large piece of territory. The core of these territories was naturally Shaoxing city. With the experience in Chizhou, the Guangfu Society's ability to rectify local government affairs improved a lot. Posting notices to reassure the people and restoring order in the locality generally didn't cause any big problems. However, Tao Chengzhang's plan to start levying taxes in various places spread like wildfire. The gentry who originally held an attitude of fear and watching from the sidelines towards the "revolution" began to come to the door to lobby one after another.

Most members of the organization Guangfu Society gathered under the banner of "anti-Qing." Tao Chengzhang didn't know Chen Ke's evaluation of the Guangfu Society at the People's Party meeting. Chen Ke believed the Guangfu Society was "a group of anarchists, a group of quasi-reactionary forces demanding landlords and gentry implement thorough local autonomy. If anti-Qing is the standard, they can be temporarily classified as revolutionaries. If viewed from the perspective of people's revolution, the Guangfu Society is also quite reactionary."

Tao Chengzhang hadn't learned Grandpa Mao's thought, let alone understood what class struggle was. He had absolutely no scientific analysis method for the class nature of the Guangfu Society. But Tao Chengzhang was very clear that within the Guangfu Society, there were quite a few cadres advocating that the government office shouldn't levy taxes on the locality. In the view of these people, after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, they could return to Jiangsu and Zhejiang to govern the countryside. Whether landlords, gentry, or guild leaders and secret society leaders in various places, each occupied their own one *mu* three *fen* of land (small territory) and managed it well.

The purpose of the Guangfu Society was "Restore the Han nationality, return our rivers and mountains, dedicate oneself to the country, retire after success." In this regard, the leaders of the Guangfu Society spoke sincere words. They originally believed that after overthrowing the Manchu Qing, China could be strong, and the new Chinese government would no longer continue to forfeit sovereignty and humiliate the country. As for what exactly New China would look like, the Guangfu Society had no real consideration at all. Anyway, the Guangfu Society would go home to play autonomy by then. As long as the new government didn't affect their own interests, the Guangfu Society was unwilling, or rather they were unable to consider what exactly a new government should look like.

If not for the few months of painstaking management in Chizhou, if not for seeing the bleak ending of the once powerful Yue Wang Hui, Tao Chengzhang would still think so now. But after being in charge and knowing how arduous governing a place was, Tao Chengzhang had to face terrible practical problems.

Relying on the grain and money obtained from the government treasuries, the ten thousand or so people of the Guangfu Army would eat up the mountain in less than a year. As for fighting, the grain and pay of the Guangfu Army simply couldn't support three months. If a tax system belonging to the new government of the Guangfu Society couldn't be built quickly, the performance of the Guangfu Society wouldn't be much better than the Yue Wang Hui.

Tao Chengzhang was considering how to build this system when he heard the elder among the several local gentry visiting this time say: "Mr. Tao, national tax burden, taken from the people, used for the people. I heard Mr. Tao talk about these before and agreed deeply. Now the common people, not to mention having no clothes to cover their bodies and no food to fill their stomachs, their livelihood is also quite arduous. This regime of the Guangfu Society has just been established; it is precisely the time to win people's hearts. Even if not opening granaries to release grain, at least delay tax collection for a year. Only then will there be the atmosphere of a new government."

These words stimulated Tao Chengzhang greatly. In Chizhou, Tao Chengzhang had heard exactly the same gentry suggestions. These people reasoned sonorously, but inside they all had only one purpose: "No handing over grain, no paying taxes."

"Gentlemen, listening to your words, presumably you all support the revolution." Tao Chengzhang sneered.

The gentry were all silent as cicadas in winter. They all had big families and businesses in Shaoxing. At this time, they had to come to negotiate with Tao Chengzhang. Actually, these people knew clearly in their hearts that Tao Chengzhang would definitely extort a sum from them. It seemed this was the time for Tao Chengzhang to open his mouth.

Tao Chengzhang scanned the crowd once before saying: "Now the Manchu Qing might send troops to attack in a blink of an eye. If I, your brother, can't withstand the siege of the Manchu Qing, then I will let down the revolution and the tens of thousands of revolutionary comrades following me. Fighting without money and grain won't do. Since gentlemen support the revolution, then I, your brother, want to discuss with gentlemen how much gentlemen want to contribute to the revolution. Let's set a number. Of course, I, your brother, won't take yours for free either. These money and grain will be deducted from gentlemen's taxes next year."

Hearing these words, the landlords and gentry were no longer silent as cicadas in winter, but faces ashen like death.

The headquarters of the Guangfu Society was set up in the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen. Sending away those gentry, Tao Chengzhang returned to the front hall with a gloomy face. Unlike Tao Chengzhang, the Guangfu Society cadres coming in and out still looked happy and full of spirit. The uprising was really too easy. The Manchu Qing was like a broken house; the Guangfu Society just kicked it, and the Manchu Qing's rule in Zhejiang collapsed by half. The Guangfu Society crowd worked in the Shaoxing Prefect's Yamen. Going out to handle affairs, the common people in the city all looked up to everyone. This pleasure of being high above simply couldn't be described in words.

"Huanqing, how did the talk go?" Xu Xilin was considered the most experienced senior cadre in the Guangfu Society; he didn't get carried away like other young cadres.

Tao Chengzhang didn't answer. He looked at the crowd in the room, frowned, and asked: "Why aren't everyone here? I said let everyone have a meeting. I was just delayed for a while; can't you wait for even this little time?"

The crowd looked at Tao Chengzhang, their faces not looking very good. Tao Chengzhang was very smart; he soon understood the meaning of these faces. Tao Chengzhang's eyes widened round. "Could it be that the few people not here haven't arrived yet?"

No one dared to answer. This silence already proved Tao Chengzhang's judgment was correct. Tao Chengzhang looked left and right, veins almost popping out on his forehead. "Send someone to tell those few people now that they don't need to come in the future."

The young cadres were scared into silence one by one. The youths who had good relations with the few people who didn't come all looked at Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin. These two were cadres with status second only to Tao Chengzhang. If they persuaded Tao Chengzhang, Tao Chengzhang couldn't reject their face. But Xu Xilin and Qiu Jin also looked dissatisfied and had no intention of persuading at all.

Tao Chengzhang ignored those few people anymore. He waved his hand. "Gentlemen, is there still no news from the Jiangnan New Army side?"

"Zhang Xun sent the Green Standard Army to block the four gates of Nanjing city. Seeing anyone without a queue, they immediately arrest them as revolutionaries. It is said quite a few people were beheaded. Inside the Jiangnan New Army, there were even massive searches and arrests. Quite a few of our comrades were arrested." The cadre responsible for contacting the Jiangnan New Army answered.

Failing to incite the defection of the Jiangnan New Army was a huge setback in the Guangfu Society's plan. In the original plan, the Guangfu Society thought they could easily incite the defection of the Jiangnan New Army and then seize Nanjing. After the uprising Jiangnan New Army was incorporated into the Guangfu Army, the large troop would head straight for Hangzhou, and the entire Zhejiang could be taken.

However, the progress of things was completely unsatisfactory. No matter how the lobbyists of the Guangfu Society and the Guangfu Society members infiltrated into the New Army lobbied, and how the mood in the New Army was excited, this uprising just couldn't be launched at all. With great difficulty, the Guangfu Society members inside the New Army decided to rise up, but this time was postponed twice again. The reason for the two postponements was very simple. Before Zhang Xun sent troops, he gave the Jiangnan New Army a sum of troop dispatch reward money, so the originally enthusiastic New Army felt embarrassed. And when Zhang Xun returned troops to Jiangnan to go to Wuhu, the People's Party troops immediately withdrew troops and returned to Anhui. Since no war was fought, the Jiangnan New Army felt the People's Party was nothing special instead, and this uprising enthusiasm dropped greatly. Moreover, the day for paying military pay was coming soon. The revolutionary officers and soldiers in the New Army all hoped to take one more month of military pay before talking.

As a result, as soon as the New Army returned to Nanjing, Zhang Xun immediately mobilized the Green Standard Army to monitor the New Army, and killed "revolutionaries" in Nanjing on a large scale. The revolutionary situation immediately entered a freezing point. Tao Chengzhang couldn't understand why the well-equipped and well-trained New Army could actually be watched by the Green Standard Army, whose number and combat capability were far inferior to the New Army. As long as these New Armies could strike back, Jiangnan would change color completely. But just for two payments of salary, these officers could be indecisive. Now not only could the revolution not be launched, but they themselves might also be unable to protect themselves.

Tao Chengzhang stood up. A large map hung in the conference hall. This was one of the materials the People's Party supported to the Guangfu Society. He pointed to the map, his voice almost squeezed out from between his teeth. "The Jiangnan New Army is in Nanjing, and a part of Zhejiang Green Standard Army is in Hangzhou. If they send troops, how do we deal with them?"

No one answered this question. Not that these cadres dared not fight; they just didn't know what to do facing this situation. After a while, Qiu Jin stood up. "Huanqing, let me lead the Guangfu Army to attack Hangzhou."

With Qiu Jin taking the lead, several cadres responsible for training the Guangfu Army also stood up and said: "We will attack Hangzhou together with Commander Qiu."

Tao Chengzhang shook his head slightly. He knew the Guangfu Army hadn't even fully equipped rifles yet. Thousands of people relying only on rifles basically couldn't attack Hangzhou. "Bosun, what do you think." Tao Chengzhang asked Xu Xilin.

Hearing Tao Chengzhang's question, Xu Xilin directly threw out two choices: one was for the Guangfu Society to attack Hangzhou with full force, and the second was to ask the People's Party to send troops.

This proposal triggered a silence in the conference hall. Just at this moment, a person rushed in from outside. It was the late cadre. Before he stood steady, Tao Chengzhang shouted, "Get out!" That person still wanted to argue, but Tao Chengzhang ordered him to stand outside the door without saying a second word. Everyone dared not persuade, and the late cadre dared not disobey Tao Chengzhang either, so he had to go stand outside the door with a look of grievance.

Tao Chengzhang looked up at the map again. Hangzhou was in the center of Zhejiang Province, Shaoxing was south of Hangzhou, and there were only a hundred or so *li* between the two cities. If the Guangfu Society couldn't take Hangzhou, it was fundamentally impossible to advance into northern Zhejiang. Let alone Nanjing, which was north of Hangzhou and close to the Yangtze River. But if the Guangfu Society didn't attack Hangzhou, the Green Standard Army in Hangzhou could go south and arrive in Shaoxing in two or three days. The current situation couldn't even be talked about as being beside the couch; it was simply a situation where a dagger was pressed against the ribs.

While thinking, he heard a Guangfu Society cadre muttering: "Why should Anhui people intervene in our Zhejiang people's affairs." The voice wasn't loud, but everyone could hear it.

Tao Chengzhang felt a shock in his heart but couldn't say anything. The Guangfu Society's attitude towards the People's Party underwent a great change in the days of great success after the Guangfu Society raised troops. This was unexpected to Tao Chengzhang.

The cause was that not long ago Tao Chengzhang discussed tax matters with comrades. In between, the importance of money and grain to the troops was naturally mentioned. Young cadres lacked financial concepts; they asked if the People's Party being so brave and skillful in battle had a close relationship with grain and pay.

"The People's Party has people, money, and guns; traversing Anhui is no problem at all. While the Yue Wang Hui, which rose with the People's Party, had nothing after leaving Anqing city. No amount of money could withstand such spending. Let's not say whether we can gather ten thousand Guangfu troops; even if gathered, bringing these people under Nanjing city, there would be no grain." The one speaking was an old cadre who had participated in the first Battle of Anqing; he was very clear about the situation in Anqing and Chizhou.

"Where did the People's Party's grain come from?"

"The People's Party seized all the landlords' land and then distributed it equally to the common people. The People's Party's new government manages directly to the villages; the People's Party can levy and allocate the harvested grain immediately. Of course they don't lack grain."

Many Guangfu Society cadres heard of such things for the first time. Looks of surprise and astonishment appeared on the faces of these cadres. The People's Party's policy of completely eliminating landlords made most cadres in the Guangfu Society feel cold air on their backs. They mostly came from landlord and gentry families. If the People's Party occupied Jiangsu and Zhejiang, and then did this once in Jiangsu and Zhejiang...

Thinking of this, quite a few Guangfu Society cadres shuddered.

"Our Jiangsu and Zhejiang affairs should be handled by us Jiangsu and Zhejiang people ourselves. Letting Anhui people intervene in Jiangsu and Zhejiang affairs may not be appropriate." A cadre had already put forward his own view. This view immediately received the approval of quite a few Guangfu Society cadres. The Guangfu Society also had policies to restrict land annexation, although such policies hadn't been fully discussed, being merely the ideas of Tao Chengzhang and others. Everyone couldn't directly oppose this policy, so the evaluation of the People's Party became "Zhejiang people's affairs, not Anhui people's turn to intervene."

Actually, most Guangfu Society cadres knew that most of the main cadres of the People's Party were not Anhui people. They came from all over the country, and there were even quite a few People's Party cadres who were Zhejiang people. But these Guangfu Society cadres who opposed the People's Party's land policy would rather classify the People's Party all into the ranks of Anhui people. Absolutely not allowing the People's Party to promote "Anhui people's land reform" in Zhejiang; this became a quite powerful consensus within the Guangfu Society. Even facing the current crisis situation, these Guangfu Society cadres first instinctively opposed the People's Party intervening in Zhejiang revolutionary matters.

Qiu Jin didn't have such strong opposition. She had been to the People's Party base area. In the eyes of Zhejiang people, Anhui was a poor place. But what Qiu Jin saw and heard was that the livelihood of the common people in the base area was generally much better. The revolution didn't cause the base area common people to suffer any losses, and the People's Party also controlled local tax revenue through land reform, directly solving the problem of grain and pay. Although Qiu Jin didn't plan to carry out land reform in Zhejiang too, Qiu Jin didn't think Anhui was a scourge.

"Asking the People's Party to attack Hangzhou together isn't a bad thing either. The People's Party is also quite reasonable. As long as we discuss it beforehand, they won't stay in Zhejiang either." Qiu Jin actually wanted the brave and skillful People's Party to participate in this war very much. Carrying the remaining prestige of annihilating the Beiyang Army, the Green Standard Army in Hangzhou would naturally be unable to withstand a single blow. I'm afraid the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing would also rise up following the trend.

"As far as I know, the Yue Wang Hui also raised troops with the People's Party. Where is the Yue Wang Hui now? Already vanished without a trace. We can't repeat the same mistake." The opponent's view also had many supporters. The Yue Wang Hui claimed a hundred thousand members and once occupied Anqing. Yet such a huge force was completely destroyed in just a few months. Mentioning the Yue Wang Hui, Guangfu Society cadres inevitably felt like the fox mourning the death of the hare.

At this point, Tao Chengzhang could only make a decision relying on his identity as the leader of the Guangfu Society. "I've decided. Still send someone to ask the People's Party to send troops to recover Zhejiang together first."

As soon as the voice fell, someone already stood up to oppose. "Mr. Tao, as the saying goes, it's easy to invite a god but hard to send him away. In case the People's Party stays in Zhejiang and refuses to leave, how do we explain to the common people of Zhejiang?"

Before Qiu Jin could stand up to oppose, Tao Chengzhang already said loudly: "The People's Party will absolutely not be like this. As long as we talk well beforehand, they will still keep their promise. I guarantee this for the People's Party. Bosun, please go see Chen Ke this time, how about it?"

"Good." Xu Xilin stood up and answered.

"Mr. Tao, I'll go too." Immediately a cadre volunteered to be an envoy to Anhui.

The corners of Tao Chengzhang's mouth pursed slightly. He laughed: "Going to find the People's Party this time, I won't decide on my own to cede Zhejiang land to the People's Party. I will discuss the negotiation conditions properly with everyone."

This statement finally received the tacit approval of the Guangfu Society crowd. So the Guangfu Society began to discuss the requirements for the People's Party.

In the evening, Xu Xilin found Tao Chengzhang when no one was around. As soon as he entered the room, Xu Xilin said: "Brother Huanzhang, everyone's request this time is a bit too excessive."

Tao Chengzhang smiled bitterly. This request was indeed extremely excessive. Everyone thought the People's Party absolutely couldn't occupy any territory in Zhejiang. Not only that, the People's Party also needed to provide grain and munitions themselves. Captured munitions and materials would all belong to the Guangfu Society. Moreover, the People's Party troops must obey the command of the Guangfu Society and couldn't act on their own.

Even so, there were still Guangfu Society cadres who didn't trust the People's Party. They even proposed that the People's Party's weapons and ammunition be controlled by the Guangfu Society. Tao Chengzhang didn't want to trigger serious differences within the Guangfu Society, so he didn't say anything about the previous requirements for the time being. Hearing this requirement that almost asked the People's Party to disarm, he directly expressed opposition clearly.

Actually, the Guangfu Society cadres also knew this requirement was very excessive, and most expressed support for Tao Chengzhang. Under such circumstances, the cadre who proposed this requirement actually spoke plausibly: "Since they are friendly troops, these requirements cannot be accepted. Where is the logic of friendly troops being so suspicious of the main army?"

Xu Xilin saw Tao Chengzhang's bitter smile. He hurriedly said: "Brother Huanqing, that person Chen Ke will absolutely not compromise on such major issues because of personal friendship. If we propose such requirements, it is absolutely impossible to make the People's Party send troops."

"Do you think I don't know? If someone dared to propose this requirement to us in Shaoxing, I'm afraid he wouldn't be able to leave the room alive." Tao Chengzhang expressed complete agreement.

"Then why didn't Brother Huanqing speak at the meeting?" Xu Xilin couldn't help asking.

"I don't want our comrades to sacrifice for nothing. Although comrades speak unreasonably, they are our comrades after all." Facing Xu Xilin, Tao Chengzhang revealed his heartfelt words. "Besides, letting you go negotiate, I'm afraid I have to let you, Bosun, tell some lies. Even if we cede some places to the People's Party, we have to agree now."

"Brother Huanqing, my personal reputation is nothing. But back then the Yue Wang Hui asked for Anqing, and the People's Party gave them Anqing. We wanted Chizhou, and the People's Party gave us Chizhou. What was the result? Neither the Yue Wang Hui nor we could hold it. Now Anqing and Chizhou both belong to the People's Party; no one fights with them anymore. Even if we wanted to cede land, the People's Party might not necessarily want it. Offending the People's Party completely now, if there is any crisis in the future, what face do we have to beg at the People's Party's door again?"

Tao Chengzhang actually fully supported Xu Xilin's view. He asked: "Then what does Bosun think?"

Xu Xilin said frankly: "The plan for today is either we rely completely on ourselves to take Zhejiang. No matter how many people are sacrificed, we fight it down ourselves. This is the best. If we can't do it, then simply let the People's Party send troops to help. Whatever they want, we give them. Looking at it now, the People's Party didn't want Anqing and Chizhou at the beginning of the year at all; it was just the Yue Wang Hui and us who couldn't hold our breath and revealed the bottom first. As a result, the People's Party occupied the moral high ground, and later we couldn't hold it. The result was the People's Party owed us no favors at all. Instead, we ourselves can never mention Chizhou matters again. This is a lesson from the past; we absolutely cannot repeat the same mistake this time."

"Comrades will absolutely not agree," Tao Chengzhang answered.

"If they don't agree, then let these people fight Hangzhou. As the saying goes, inviting a general is not as good as goading a general. Since they are unconvinced, they will exert their full strength instead. Since we decided to rise up, naturally we put life and death aside. Brother Huanqing cherishes the lives of comrades, but for the People's Party to have today's situation, which time wasn't it fought out by themselves? If Brother Huanqing is determined to fight ourselves, I am willing to personally lead troops to march on Hangzhou."

Xu Xilin spoke decisively. Tao Chengzhang couldn't bring out other reasons either. Thinking for a while, Tao Chengzhang nodded heavily. "Then let it be decided so. Fight Hangzhou; we Guangfu Society will fight it personally."
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Chapter 96 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 2)

Early winter was a good time for various congresses to be held. As the year was coming to an end, farm work was basically finished, and the slack farming season had begun. Taking advantage of this period, what should be summarized was summarized, and what should be looked forward to and prepared for was looked forward to and prepared for. The Anhui People's Representative Congress was held again in Fengtai County.

Unlike the hastily organized congress last time, at that time, let alone the representatives, the People's Party itself was preparing various evacuation works, as if the Manchu Qing was about to invade Fengtai County immediately. This frightened the representatives from various places. Some were so scared that they took their whole families and ran to other places after returning home. Except for the representatives who resolutely followed the People's Party, other representatives all hid, afraid that the Manchu Qing would pursue and arrest "bandit crowds" after the People's Party was destroyed.

Only more than a month later, the Beiyang Army was completely annihilated. The People's Party ordered NPC representatives from various places to Fengtai County to attend the first government work report meeting. Only 80% of the total number of representatives could be notified. The proportion of People's Party internal representatives, as well as NPC representatives who firmly followed the People's Party, surged from less than 60% originally to nearly 80%.

On the first day of the congress, the first agenda item was to strip these fleeing people of their NPC representative qualifications. In the secret ballot, 95% of the people voted in favor.

These papers looked the same, but actually had secret marks. The People's Internal Affairs Committee quickly counted who exactly cast the 5% opposing votes. Chen Ke required the Internal Affairs Committee to keep it secret; this was just making some preparations, not flaring up on the spot or settling accounts after the autumn harvest. If these representatives were really of one heart and mind with the People's Party, it would be an incredible thing instead.

After stripping those people of their NPC representative qualifications, the number of people at this congress changed from absent to full. Starting from the second day, representatives were organized to visit the base area. The psychological change brought by military victory was quite large. NPC representatives who dared to stick to their homeland when the Beiyang Army attacked either sincerely supported the People's Party or were particularly bold. The proportion of speculators among the latter was quite high; they were now full of joy, thinking their choice was so correct. A bright future unfolded before them.

As the saying goes, experts watch the method, laymen watch the scene. The representatives basically couldn't understand industrial construction. What impressed them deeply was visiting the gas hot bulb engine. That huge iron machine emitted a chugging roar; the rapidly rotating wheels on the machine drove belts, which in turn drove various mechanical equipment. The People's Party cadres forced scientific and cultural education, so they didn't feel anything unexpected about this. Representatives not from the People's Party felt dazzled.

Wanting to understand industrial progress and technological breakthroughs required sufficient scientific knowledge; non-Party representatives could only watch the excitement. Until visiting agricultural development, these non-Party representatives saw something significant. As the capital of the base area, the current wealth of Fengtai County really surprised these non-Party representatives. Quite a few of these people had experience managing large tracts of land. Vast and flat farmland, large-scale water conservancy channels crisscrossing between farmlands. Various roads built, concentrated residential areas in rural towns. Everything in perfect order shocked the representatives.

What surprised them even more were the social facilities in these concentrated residential areas. Schools, post offices, clinics, supply and marketing cooperatives, assembly squares serving as both villager meeting places and performance venues. Not to mention the almost identical red brick houses for every household. The powerful strength possessed by the new government of the People's Party was demonstrated vividly.

And the People's Representative Congress composed of NPC representatives was theoretically the master of all this. At least the non-Party representatives had a cognition that they, the representatives, controlled everything before their eyes, or at least they thought they could get a share of the pie from it. This feeling was really too good.

The visit lasted for two days. Starting from the fourth day, the NPC began to formally listen to the government work report. There were three main contents in this government work report. The most important was undoubtedly requiring preliminary land reform to be realized within the base area within one year, that is, land nationalization, people regaining land use rights, and beginning to build new towns.

Ranking second was the census work of urban and rural residents. Governments at all levels in the base area had to start population census and corresponding household registration establishment.

Ranking third was the construction of a universal education system.

The government representative making the report was Ren Qiying. Originally, this work was intended for Yuwen Badu, but Yuwen Badu tried to make the report several times; reading documents was okay, but letting him explain, Yuwen Badu would stutter and become somewhat incoherent. No way out, this work finally fell on Ren Qiying, who was recognized as eloquent.

At the meeting, Chen Ke required Ren Qiying to make the report in reverse order starting from the most superficial universal education system. Even with Ren Qiying's cleverness, she didn't understand what was going on at first. Chen Ke rarely didn't explain much but handed the work to the two sets of Party and government teams in Fengtai County to discuss. Ren Qiying guessed a part of Chen Ke's mind; this was to test Ren Qiying's ability. As long as this work could satisfy Chen Ke, it meant Chen Ke would entrust Ren Qiying with important tasks. However, Ren Qiying was still a young girl after all; no matter how capable she was, her perspective on viewing problems still couldn't synchronize with Chen Ke. Ren Qiying stated clearly at the time that she completely didn't know what to do.

Amidst the complicated gazes of the comrades, Chen Ke stated his view calmly: "The NPC is different from our Party and government organizations. Especially this NPC meeting; the purpose is not to let representatives make resolutions and judgments. Our purpose is to let them know how the government operates. So we can't talk about class struggle in the NPC. Talking about class struggle makes this not an NPC meeting but a struggle session. Starting from the universal education issue is going from shallow to deep, letting them gradually understand government operation. Everyone knows receiving education is a good thing. We start from the result of doing good things, and finally talk about land reform issues. Only then can the representatives understand why we want revolution. Without revolution, they can't enjoy the fruits of universal education."

Chen Ke already felt he spoke very clearly, but the comrades who could understand could be counted on one's fingers. Ren Qiying was one of them; she clearly stated that she would undertake this work.

After the meeting started, Ren Qiying made the government report according to prior preparation. Representatives from the People's Party had an understanding of these several topics. Everyone had participated in related work more or less, and quite a few comrades were responsible for related work in various places themselves. Representatives from outside the Party felt confused listening to these topics.

The least controversial topic was universal compulsory education. In Chinese tradition, reading books was a good thing; as long as there was an opportunity to read, everyone wouldn't let it go. Previously, reading required hiring a teacher; this expense wasn't something every family could bear. Even in small landlord families, there were plenty who couldn't afford to read. Representatives from the People's Party naturally had to fully promote compulsory education because this was the Party's policy. Representatives not from the People's Party also supported this policy.

Under the superficial consensus, different views appeared. In this era, the purpose of reading was to become an official. Why promote universal education, why let everyone read and write—different people naturally had different understandings of the inherent meaning of this practice.

From the perspective of the People's Party, compulsory education contained a complete core of theory and practice. From the perspective of political power, the education process was originally a process of condensing the masses. Especially the people who received government education since childhood would naturally distance themselves from the old era. From the perspective of social operation, putting children in kindergartens and schools could effectively reduce family pressure and better liberate labor force, especially female labor force. From the perspective of developing productive forces, universal education was the most effective way to improve labor quality.

These contents could still be said openly at the NPC meeting. Ren Qiying dared not say the contents discussed within the Party at the NPC. Chen Ke only talked about the "problem of revolutionary successors" to high-level cadres. School education could set various tests by the school. Those who could let "human sociality" develop to the maximum would naturally know to follow the Party and know to enter the social system. Even with a very unoptimistic ratio, 50% of the people educated in the education system understood the structure of society, and 5% understood they had to follow the Party and understood that personal safety and value must be realized through social operation. Chen Ke firmly believed that even relying only on this 5%, the People's Party could thoroughly manage the country. Moreover, China's greatness lay in the general consensus that individuals must rely on the state to realize their value. The people not only accepted the existence of a strong central government but even eagerly longed for the existence of an almost omnipotent strong central government.

So a comprehensive compulsory education system must be promoted. If a powerful central government was controlled by the elite education system, instead of graduates selected from the people of the whole country through comprehensive compulsory education controlling the government, the result could only be China rapidly becoming an imperialist country exploiting internally and invading and expanding externally. Chen Ke would absolutely not allow the people's revolution he painstakingly created to fall into such a state.

Comrades within the Party couldn't fully understand these contents Chen Ke recounted either. This was viewing compulsory education from a national perspective, and also viewing compulsory education from the perspective of past and future. Although Chen Ke wasn't a genius, he was in the downstream of history and truly saw the process of history. So Chen Ke could establish his faith from the history he saw. And could establish what he wanted to stick to. Comrades within the Party didn't have this historical practice; for everything Chen Ke said, everyone could only find explanations from what they had already learned.

However, the People's Party had its own discipline and system. If one could understand the Party Central Committee's policy, then strive to implement the policy in work. If one couldn't understand, one also had to gradually understand the Party Central Committee's policy in work.

These representatives outside the Party hadn't received the internal education of the People's Party at all; it was even less possible for them to understand the many meanings contained in compulsory education. They could only interpret the People's Party government's policies based on the world they knew. Thus, various discussions in the NPC meeting that made Chen Ke feel very helpless unfolded.

The most typical thing was that representatives outside the Party actually viewed the compulsory education system as a profit-making industry. After opening schools, how much money should each student pay? Someone actually asked this stupid question. One hearing this question knew they didn't listen to the government work report properly. The government work report clearly pointed out that compulsory education was free. Not only not collecting money from the common people, but the state also had to pay a large sum for school buildings, educational equipment, and teacher salaries. What students had to pay was merely books and miscellaneous fees.

Understanding that running education not only didn't make money but also lost money, representatives outside the Party were frightened without exception. In the intelligence collected by the People's Internal Affairs Committee, representatives outside the Party discussed privately one after another whether the People's Party would apportion this cost to the rich. Quite a few representatives thought that if this forced apportionment happened, they would resolutely oppose it.

The government work report was carried out in sections because the People's Representatives had absolutely no concept of a modern state, let alone knew how to operate various policies of this modern state. Not only representatives outside the Party, but representatives within the People's Party were not just People's Party members; a large number of mass representatives who firmly supported the People's Party also didn't understand these policies and related implementation methods and processes. The People's Party government must undertake comprehensive explanation work. Instilling a brand new concept into people who had no concept at all was far more difficult than directly taking a gun and killing this person. Even compulsory education, which everyone supported, encountered this arduous process.

With the progress of the meeting, Chen Ke discovered a situation he hadn't thought of at all originally. The seats of the representatives were self-chosen; you could sit wherever you loved to sit in the venue. People's Party members naturally sat together. And other representatives sat in patches according to region. With the progress of the meeting, the pattern began to change. The People's Party still sat together. For representatives not from People's Party member backgrounds, based on their own political stance, representatives supporting the People's Party naturally chose to sit next to the People's Party. Those representatives who didn't stand on the stance of the people masses, with the deepening of understanding of the topics, gradually formed a situation of sitting together. Regional factors quickly gave way to political factors. The discussion on the content of the government work report made political factors dominate everyone's stance and emotions even more. The polarization expanded at a surprising speed.

Originally, the seats in the venue were one carrot one pit, one stool per person. After Chen Ke discovered this problem, he deliberately had a dozen more stools filled every day. After the meeting was held for a few days, looking down from the rostrum, the People's Party and followers sat darkly on the left, while representatives with different political views sat darkly on the right. An area was forcibly left empty in the middle. Only a few representatives who held themselves aloof, neither willing to follow the People's Party nor willing to mix with those other people, sat sparsely in the middle zone. Political view division completely replaced regional division, although many representatives had never even heard of the term "political view."

The government work report was naturally the work of the bureaucratic system. Chen Ke had no prejudice against the bureaucratic system. Bureaucrats were also people; they also needed methods and systems to work. The bureaucratic system needed scientific and humane systems and methods even more than other systems. So the government work report didn't talk about isms and ultimate ideals at all.

At the current stage, compulsory education wasn't just about building a school education system, but also comprehensive literacy work for the people. To eliminate illiteracy, one had to know how many people were in the base area and the education level of these people. So as to formulate corresponding specific implementation methods. This required building a household registration system.

And the household registration system involved the urban-rural dual household registration issue. The dual household registration needed to be carried out on the basis of completed land reform. These works had stages. Roughly speaking, land reform was first, household registration followed closely, and compulsory education was last. Of course, those masses who followed the People's Party closely had already let their children join the opened schools first, and they were also receiving education themselves. This showed a situation that didn't completely conform to the general work sequence.

One doesn't know the cost of fuel and rice without running a household. The government listed the contents of these works one by one. Not to mention anything else, just the demand for paper made these representatives dumbfounded. In these years, paper was precious, especially white paper used for writing was not cheap. To complete the household registration system statistics and other work needs, just this white paper would require more than a hundred thousand *jin*. Converted to market price, it would cost at least more than a hundred thousand taels of silver.

The population of the Anhui base area was estimated to be more than ten million now; no one knew the specific number. Just the paper used for the household registration construction of the common people, calculated at one tael of silver for one thousand *wen* of money, the government would spend at least ten *wen* of white paper on each person. As for ink, plus the wages of government personnel and the salaries of auxiliary personnel to be mobilized, it was another large expense. Some representatives outside the Party who were proficient in calculation estimated privately that just the census work would require spending at least five hundred thousand taels of silver. And the People's Party shouldered this money alone.

Among the representatives outside the Party, one representative's family ran a paper-making workshop. He was very happy about this news. Such a huge demand for paper gave his workshop extremely large profit possibilities. When he overestimated himself at the meeting and proposed willingness to supply paper "cheaply," Ren Qiying, the spokesperson for the People's Party government work, smiled and told this representative that the People's Party had already collected all the paper. Of course, Ren Qiying also smiled and told this representative with a face full of astonishment and depression that if there was demand, the government would contact this representative.

Watching this live drama, almost all government department personnel attending the meeting laughed secretly in their hearts. At that time, Chen Ke spent considerable manpower and material resources to open a paper mill; quite a few comrades didn't quite understand. Now they understood that Chairman Chen's style in this matter was exactly the same as usual, always preparing before problems occurred.

The paper mill used processing techniques for two raw materials: wheat straw and rice straw. In the past, common people used wheat straw and rice straw as kitchen fuel or burned them for ash fertilizer. After the People's Party paper mill purchased wheat straw and rice straw, the common people were naturally extremely happy. Things that originally couldn't be sold for money at all could now be exchanged for income; this was a good thing like a pie falling from the sky. Common people going to purchase points in various places to sell wheat straw and rice straw came in an endless stream. After selling wheat straw and rice straw, the common people's faces bloomed with smiles when counting banknotes. And the paper mill obtained stable and homogeneous raw materials, so it could naturally produce paper products stably and homogeneously.

The impact of this matter on comrades was quite large. Originally listening to simple and obscure "large-scale stable homogeneous raw materials, large investment built factories, mass production of cheap products," everyone hadn't seen this industrial production route, so it was naturally impossible to imagine it out of thin air. Leaving aside the various complex process technologies adopted by the paper mill, just in the process of paper mill construction, raw materials, and products, comrades in government departments had a feeling of sudden enlightenment.

Representatives outside the Party were shocked by the People's Party's great wealth on one hand, and instinctively felt a huge threat on the other. In their experience, whatever the government office wanted to do, they always had to rely on local gentry. Either contributing money, or organizing local labor, or government procurement. Although the struggle between the government office and gentry was extremely fierce. But as long as money was used in place, the gentry could still earn considerable benefits.

Now, although the People's Party didn't plunder gentry, it also didn't rely on gentry. By building grassroots political power, the People's Party step by step grasped the common people who originally didn't deal with the government office in their hands. If this went on, the gentry who had held the leading position in the countryside for thousands of years would be marginalized step by step, completely thrown outside the political power and the people.

If they hadn't participated in the People's Representative Congress, representatives outside the Party wouldn't have been able to understand this. Attending this congress, not only were the eyes of the People's Party followers opened to view society, but these representatives outside the Party who once occupied the mainstream of society also had their eyes opened.

In the intelligence collected by the People's Internal Affairs Committee, in the first few days, the gentry were almost still talking nonsense according to their social status. As the meeting proceeded, their private discussions became more and more interesting. When these backbones of the old era society originally scattered in various places gathered together to discuss problems, the depth and breadth of their view of problems were also constantly strengthening. These people could also view the immediate problems seriously.

While on the surface it was still peaceful, but internally wind and clouds were surging, news of the Guangfu Society capturing Hangzhou came. For the People's Party, this news was really a bit insignificant. Chen Ke just instructed the intelligence department to strengthen inquiries; specific countermeasures would be carried out after the NPC meeting.

When issuing this instruction, Chen Ke hadn't even finished reading the intelligence content completely. Until the meeting adjourned in the evening, after Chen Ke finished discussing the specific work of the day with comrades in the Party, and Chen Ke's trusted secretary handed this report to Chen Ke again, Chen Ke remembered there was such a thing.

A thick stack of intelligence content was detailed. The People's Party hadn't infiltrated into the Guangfu Society, so this was intelligence collected by the intelligence networks built by the People's Party in various places in Zhejiang through public content. In the view of the intelligence network trained by the People's Party, except for the internal meeting content of the Guangfu Society which needed some time to get, the actions of the Guangfu Society had no secrecy to speak of. Learning that the Guangfu Society was going to attack Hangzhou, the People's Party intelligence network specifically sent observers. As a result, after the observers arrived in Hangzhou and waited for four days, the Guangfu Army under the Guangfu Society arrived outside Hangzhou city.

What surprised Chen Ke slightly was that Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun almost turned a blind eye to the Guangfu Society raising troops in southern Zhejiang. But when the Guangfu Army attacked Hangzhou, Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun showed unusual integrity. Zeng Yun decisively rejected the Guangfu Society's persuasion to surrender. And he personally supervised the Defense Army, Training Army, and Green Standard Army already gathered in Hangzhou, organized defense, and deployed positions. About three thousand troops of various routes gathered inside Hangzhou city; this was already all the troops in southern Zhejiang.

Long before getting the news of the Guangfu Society moving out, Zeng Yun gathered these troops by the West Lake and delivered a public speech. The speech content had an appendix. After reading it, Chen Ke had a strong feeling of meeting a bosom friend. Reading the sincere parts, Chen Ke couldn't help laughing out loud.

Zeng Yun mentioned neither loyalty to the court nor personal loyalty. He simply and briskly explained the source of grain and pay for these Qing troops in front of him. The grain and pay of these Qing troops were all issued by the court. If the court fell, this grain and pay would naturally have no source. Zeng Yun stated that the Guangfu Society had its own army and would absolutely not recruit these Defense Army, Training Army, and Green Standard Army soldiers. Even if recruited, they wouldn't treat them as their own people. If these Qing army brothers thought they could live well without relying on the court, they could go to the Guangfu Society side now, or disperse by themselves. If they felt they only had food to eat by relying on the court, then defend the city well. Everyone could decide for themselves where to go.

For the Chinese people, as long as the reasoning spoken was the truth, everyone could understand. Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun didn't cheat or coax; his reasoning was clear, and logic complete. The Defense Army, Training Army, and Green Standard Army were all clear that as long as Hangzhou was taken, they would immediately lose their livelihood, and had no means to make a living immediately at all. Among the more than three thousand people, except for less than four hundred guys who were indeed afraid of death choosing to leave, the others all chose to stay and defend the city.

Zeng Yun immediately issued reward money and called the commanders of various units together to discuss city defense matters. At any rate, a defense line was built before the Guangfu Army arrived.

The experience of the battle wasn't anything special. The military literacy of both sides was naturally the defending Qing army having the advantage, while in terms of morale, the Guangfu Army was higher. When exchanging volley fire, the defenders had relatively sufficient bullets. The Guangfu Society suffered a loss in the attack on the first day. The next day, seeing they could hold Hangzhou, the Qing army's morale was greatly boosted, and combat performance was better than the first day. Plus with artillery help, although the shell accuracy was very poor, the rumbling sound of cannons also stimulated morale very much. The Guangfu Society's attack on the second day was thwarted again.

On the third day, the Guangfu Society didn't attack the city. Zeng Yun immediately rewarded the three armies. The Qing army became even more energetic.

However, as the saying goes, joy begets sorrow. In the battle on the fourth day, after the excited Qing army repelled the Guangfu Army again, heaven knew if the alcohol from the previous day hadn't worn off, or if someone offered a heavy reward, they actually began to pursue the retreating Guangfu Army. At first, the pursuit was very smooth. According to the development of the situation, the Guangfu Army might collapse across the board. Suddenly, a troop attacked the flank of the sortieing Qing army.

The comrade writing the report seemed to have captured the Qing army officer participating in the sortie. The report contained a paragraph of literary language: "More than eighty enemy elites suddenly appeared on our flank, all with white cloth wrapped around their heads, bare-chested, wearing only white short jackets. Led by three women and two youths. Holding bombs, short guns (pistols), and Japanese swords in hand. First threw bombs, then shot with short guns, and after bullets were exhausted, engaged in hand-to-hand combat with Japanese swords. Our army was then defeated."

The subsequent battle was very traditional for the Qing army. The sortieing Qing army troops routed back to the main camp. The Guangfu Army dare-to-die corps tailed behind chasing and killing, rushing into the Qing army's defensive position. The Qing army collapsed in hand-to-hand combat. After the main force of the Guangfu Army killed their way into Hangzhou city, Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun actually didn't flee but conducted stubborn resistance relying on the Governor's Yamen. Because of street fighting in the city, the attacking Guangfu Army lacked room to maneuver; casualties were heavy in several hard attacks. Until the next day, they dragged cannons into the city and forced the artillerymen among the captives to operate the cannons. The captured artillerymen were actually quite loyal and refused to obey. The Guangfu Army chopped off the heads of several captured artillerymen before someone personally operated the cannons to shoot at the Zhejiang Governor's Yamen.

Only after the main gate and surrounding walls of the Governor's Yamen were blasted down did the defense collapse. Even so, the personal soldiers of Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun still resisted for a long time. The Guangfu Society paid a considerable price to obtain the final victory. As for the end of Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun, the report said it uncertainly. Some said he was killed by a shell, some said he committed suicide, some said after being captured, the Guangfu Society hated Zeng Yun for resisting desperately in a corner and executed Zeng Yun on the spot. Anyway, the result was that Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun died.

Putting down the materials, Chen Ke thought, the Guangfu Society should be very happy, right? This was Chen Ke's only thought on this matter. Two minutes later, Chen Ke fell asleep lying on the temporary bed in the room next to the office.



★


Attitude of the Guangfu Society 3

Volume 3 - Chapter 243

❧ ❧ ❧


Chapter 97 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 3)

"Xuanqing, I'm getting ready to leave now. Do you have anything else to entrust?" Xu Xilin sat in front of Qiu Jin's sickbed and said with a seemingly relaxed expression.

Qiu Jin leaned on several pillows, covered with a thick quilt. Hearing Xu Xilin say this, a concerned look appeared on Qiu Jin's pale face; her weak voice was full of concern. "Bosun, how long will you be gone to Anhui this time?"

"This is hard to say; I will rush there as soon as possible and return as soon as possible. But you, Xuanqing, have to recuperate well. I will bring a doctor back from Anhui as soon as possible." Speaking of this, Xu Xilin's voice trembled a bit.

"Is there any news from the comrades who went to Shanghai?" Qiu Jin pressed on about the matter she cared about most.

Xu Xilin pretended to be cheerful and said: "There should be news in a few days."

Qiu Jin saw Xu Xilin's expression and knew that the Guangfu Society sending people to Shanghai to find doctors and buy medicine wouldn't be optimistic. She grabbed Xu Xilin's hand. "Bosun, when you go to Anhui this time, don't listen to those people talking nonsense. No matter what, you must ask Wenqing to help us. The injured comrades are all daring warriors in our Guangfu Society. We can't watch them die helplessly."

Xu Xilin knew exactly how severe Qiu Jin's injury was, but Qiu Jin didn't mention herself at all; her heart was full of thoughts about other injured comrades. Xu Xilin could no longer maintain the relaxed expression he pretended before. His nose soured, and tears flowed down. He held Qiu Jin's cold palm back. "Xuanqing, don't worry. Wenqing and the others fought so many big battles, and we have all seen Wenqing's military hospital personally; there won't be a lack of good doctors. This time I will ask Wenqing for help no matter what."

Hearing Xu Xilin speak firmly, Qiu Jin nodded. "That's good. Bosun, hurry up and go; go early and return early. I'll definitely be fine; you don't need to worry."

Xu Xilin didn't say more either. He wiped his tears, got up and tucked the quilt for Qiu Jin, and then strode out the door.

Before the Battle of Hangzhou, the Guangfu Society from top to bottom thought they understood war. Only after truly experiencing the Battle of Hangzhou did they know they were still far from understanding war. The end of the battle didn't mean everything was fine; on the contrary, a multitude of things just began at this time. None of the Guangfu Society members had received the military education of the People's Party, so they naturally couldn't have heard Chen Ke lecture on the concept of "late Qing disposable army" in the military academy.

The core of the concept of "disposable army" refers to the lack of comprehensive support for the troops. After throwing officers and soldiers onto the battlefield, life and death are up to heaven. If they are lucky enough not to die or get injured, they can be treated as the next round of disposable army. The entire system treats officers and soldiers as consumables and doesn't do its utmost to make support work reach the maximum effort.

Since the Guangfu Society had no war experience, they didn't do this intentionally. However, objective facts always ignore subjective wishes. Regardless of whether the Guangfu Society had this idea, in fact, the pre-war preparation level of the Guangfu Society was at the standard "disposable army" level.

The Battle of Hangzhou lasted for five days. Both sides conducted more than a dozen offensive and defensive battles. The casualties of the Guangfu Army reached more than five hundred. Among these more than five hundred people, no more than seventy died on the spot. But in the three days after the battle ended, more than forty injured Guangfu Army soldiers died. This was even based on the situation where the Guangfu Society collected almost all doctors that could be found in Hangzhou and the controlled area. Both Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin had seen the People's Party's field hospital in the first Battle of Anqing. Although they didn't have as many specially trained military doctors and nurses as the People's Party, the Guangfu Society also learned to set up big pots to boil gauze. Due to the use of disinfected bandages, plus it was early winter, the probability of bacterial infection was much lower, and the death toll finally didn't rise sharply.

But both Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin knew this was only temporary. Without a large number of professionally trained doctors for treatment, those injured personnel whose bodies were getting weaker and weaker probably couldn't hold on for too long. But Traditional Chinese Medicine couldn't solve these injuries; Western medicine was only available in Shanghai. And most were foreigners; they couldn't possibly come to Hangzhou to treat diseases. Tao Chengzhang sent people to Shanghai to try hard to invite doctors on one hand, and let Xu Xilin go to Anhui to ask Chen Ke for help on the other.

The cadres who originally resented the People's Party extremely had no nonsense this time. Most of the young and energetic cadres went to the front line to fight, and their proportion among the injured was not low. When it concerned their own lives, no one dared to speak arrogantly anymore. Last time they didn't want the People's Party to come to Zhejiang, so naturally, they deliberately made things difficult when proposing conditions. But now they were all very clear that regarding asking the People's Party to send doctors, even if all good words were said, the People's Party might not be willing to help sincerely. If they spoke wildly and deliberately made things difficult at this time, it would be better not to send anyone.

Coming out of Qiu Jin's ward, someone was already waiting for Xu Xilin outside the door. Horses and simple luggage were ready. Xu Xilin and several comrades mounted horses and headed towards the official road outside the city. Tao Chengzhang also rode along; he and several other cadres personally sent Xu Xilin to outside the city. Everyone looked anxious. The injured comrades were all daring warriors in the Guangfu Society. Actually, by the fourth day of fighting, the Guangfu Society's military strength was already exhausted. Before going onto the battlefield for the first time, many people looked impatient and fearless of death. After really experiencing the battlefield where bullets flew across, seeing comrades around them injured and falling to the ground, listening to the screams of comrades beside them, listening to the roar of enemy cannons, the little bit of courage of many people was quickly stripped clean.

If the Qing army hadn't attacked actively, if the last wave of dare-to-die corps organized hastily hadn't accidentally hit the flank of the attacking enemy, if the leader wasn't Qiu Jin..., every time Tao Chengzhang thought of these, his heart felt like falling into an ice cave, feeling an indescribable chill all over his body. Without these preparations, the Guangfu Society would probably have lost this Battle of Hangzhou for sure.

The Battle of Hangzhou was won at any rate, but the post-war Guangfu Society absolutely couldn't bear the large number of deaths caused by lack of treatment. These people were all true daring warriors of the Guangfu Society.

The group had a thousand words in their hearts, but no one dared to mention anything more. Cadres other than Tao Chengzhang and Xu Xilin had said too much big talk before the war and expressed too much hostility towards the People's Party. People always have to leave some shame for themselves. On the way to Anhui to ask for help, whatever these people said would be slapping their own faces.

Inside Hangzhou city was now deserted. The originally bustling streets were empty at this time. Shops that plucked up courage to open didn't have any customers either. Passing by pharmacies or doctor's clinics occasionally, one could see door panels or shop boards forcibly broken and smashed. Seeing a large group of riders passing through the street, the citizens' faces became nervous. There was no look of universal jubilation after "Restoration" (Guangfu) at all.

The group arrived at the official road outside the city and reined in their horses. Looking at Tao Chengzhang's haggard and tired expression, Xu Xilin also felt very unbearable in his heart. A few years ago, Tao Chengzhang ran around Zhejiang, Fujian, and Anhui in ragged clothes and worn shoes to contact revolutionary aspirants. He often tied his waist with hemp rope and wore straw sandals, running around various places in Zhejiang, "walking one hundred and ten *li* a day, sparing no pains." Hangzhou was only separated from his home by a river, yet he "arrived in Hangzhou four times without returning home." Once, when he arrived in Hangzhou, it was already the 26th of the twelfth lunar month. Wei Lan advised him to go home for the New Year. He replied: "Fortunately, my old father is still healthy, and the family livelihood is worry-free. Once I go to my hometown, I fear being tied down by human feelings and unable to come out again! Since I dedicate myself to running for the country, how can I still be concerned about home!"

At that time, Tao Chengzhang was full of energy and high-spirited; how could he be haggard like now? Xu Xilin said: "Mr. Tao, just send us here; you shouldn't work too hard either.

Although Tao Chengzhang looked haggard, there was a steadiness in his demeanor that he didn't have before. He nodded, thought for a moment, and then opened his mouth to say: "Huanqing, when you see Chen Ke, you must bring these words: if Chen Ke is willing to send doctors, regardless of whether they can save or not, my Guangfu Society has absolutely no complaints. If we meet again another day, I, Tao Chengzhang, will definitely personally thank the People's Party for the kindness of helping."

Xu Xilin was somewhat surprised. Tao Chengzhang had actually said these words to him already. But in a flash of thought, Xu Xilin understood that these words were actually spoken to the accompanying Guangfu Society comrades.

Nodding again, Xu Xilin answered solemnly: "I will definitely bring these words. Mr. Tao, farewell here."

When everyone parted, there were no useless words. Although Tao Chengzhang's words were a bit "servile," those Guangfu Society cadres who once declared "never let Anhui people intervene in Zhejiang affairs" didn't say a single word mentioning whether Tao Chengzhang's words were appropriate.

After the Guangfu Society captured Hangzhou, no one in western Zhejiang dared to show a trace of hostility towards the Guangfu Society anymore. Before Xu Xilin set off, someone had already arranged the itinerary ahead. The Guangfu Society once returned to Shaoxing from Chizhou all the way; walking the road once walked again naturally gave experience. Xu Xilin was burning with anxiety. Along the way, except for lying down to sleep for a while when he was too tired to bear, all other time was used on rushing.

After entering the People's Party's territory, the Guangfu Society had long contacted the People's Party. Jiangnan was Zhang Yu's territory. Hearing that Tao Chengzhang came to ask for doctors, Zhang Yu was rarely surprised once. In the past, Chen Ke really had a bit of prescience; generally, when something was about to happen, he could always tell the comrades beforehand. Everyone was psychologically prepared. Now Chen Ke put all his energy into internal construction. Convening the NPC took up all the energy of the Central Committee. Zhang Yu didn't receive any instructions related to the Guangfu Society here.

Fortunately, there was carrier pigeon contact between base areas. As soon as the advance party of the Guangfu Society arrived in Anqing and implored the People's Party to send doctors, Zhang Yu sent people to deliver a letter by land, and simultaneously used the precious carrier pigeon communication. The next day, he received a reply. "First use the medical power in Anqing locality to support the Guangfu Society as much as possible."

When Xu Xilin arrived in Anqing exhausted, Zhang Yu met Xu Xilin immediately.

"A medical team composed of six doctors, six nurses, and twenty intern students is ready to go." Zhang Yu never liked to squeeze out any friendly expression; he said with a completely business-like attitude, "Mr. Xu, we have very few military doctors in Anqing. Now we can only send this many people. You explain the traffic line to us clearly now; we will personally send troops to escort the small team to Hangzhou." After finishing speaking, Zhang Yu placed a prepared military map in front of Xu Xilin.

Zhang Yu had heard that in the People's Party, a rising political star named Ren Qiying rose rapidly. No matter how others said, Zhang Yu disapproved of Ren Qiying somewhat. Just discussing the level of administrative officials, Zhang Yu believed he should be above Ren Qiying. As for the level of political officials, Zhang Yu disdained treating Ren Qiying as a competitor at all. Looking at the People's Party, the only person Zhang Yu sincerely admired was Chen Ke. Even for Yan Fu, Zhang Yu only thought he didn't have that bit of time Yan Fu dedicated to learning.

Looking at Xu Xilin's shocked expression after hearing the arrangement, Zhang Yu was a bit bored.

Xu Xilin naturally had reasons to be shocked. The People's Party never liked to joke when doing things; Xu Xilin knew that. But without waiting for Xu Xilin to beg, Zhang Yu produced thirty-two people, and explained clearly what work these thirty-two people were responsible for, what each person's major was, roughly how their level was, including how the Guangfu Society needed to coordinate in cooperation. Such efficiency exceeded Xu Xilin's imagination. As long as the People's Party was willing to do something, they could always avoid wrangling, and there were very few flaws in handling affairs. This style made Xu Xilin feel a surge of powerlessness and fear in his heart simultaneously.

For Zhang Yu, he rarely had any emotion of being moved anymore. As a child from a bureaucratic family, Zhang Yu had an almost innate feeling for the steps to complete a thing. He had seen too many things. Regarding the many greeds and deceptions imposed on things that should have been extremely simple, Zhang Yu could understand, but sincerely couldn't accept.

In the days with the People's Party, Zhang Yu could finally handle affairs to his heart's content according to the laws of things themselves. This pleasure was something he could only have in fantasy before. However, this sense of pleasure was also constantly decreasing with day-after-day work. Every matter was different; the pressure accumulated by such meticulous work wasn't so easy to release. After arranging the support for the Guangfu Society, Zhang Yu only felt a kind of fatigue. He hoped Xu Xilin would never say a pile of meaningless grateful nonsense again. Of course, if Xu Xilin said it, Zhang Yu would also listen. No matter how boring this link was, it was still one of the inevitable links in the matter of "contacting Xu Xilin." Zhang Yu wouldn't evade his responsibility and obligation.

Looking at Zhang Yu's serious expression and the sufficient preparation made for the rescue, Xu Xilin couldn't help asking, "Mr. Zhang, are you from a doctor background?"

"I don't understand medicine." Zhang Yu answered coldly. "Saving people must be hurried. Mr. Xu, you hurry up and arrange the route so we can set off."

Xu Xilin explained the route with extreme excitement and arranged manpower. After the liaison personnel of the Guangfu Society ran out with faces full of joy to contact Hangzhou, Xu Xilin stood up and bowed deeply. "Mr. Zhang, my Guangfu Society from top to bottom will never forget your kindness."

"This is not my personal decision, just the decision of our Anqing Party Branch. If it were me personally, I wouldn't be qualified to mobilize such a large number of personnel." Zhang Yu still answered calmly. Zhang Yu didn't say this was the decision of the Party Central Committee. Even if others knew the People's Party had the mode of carrier pigeon communication, Zhang Yu would absolutely not say such words revealing the internal situation of the People's Party himself. Using the Anqing Party Committee to cover for the Party Central Committee, Zhang Yu still had this responsibility.

"Mr. Xu, are you preparing to go back with the team, or preparing to continue to Fengtai County?" Zhang Yu continued to ask.

Xu Xilin answered hurriedly: "I still want to go to Fengtai County. Mr. Zhang, it's not that I don't trust the doctors here; that you can help us is already a great kindness. It's just that some of our comrades are heavily injured; we still hope to have more doctors."

"Exactly how many injured do you have, and what is the approximate injury situation?" Zhang Yu asked another question. As soon as these words came out, he regretted it. This question was asked wrong. If the other party were Chen Ke, after this question was asked, Chen Ke would give Zhang Yu an excellent answer: how many people injured, how many gunshot wounds, how many knife wounds, how many burns, approximate statistics of various injured parts. But Zhang Yu wasn't facing Chen Ke.

Sure enough, Xu Xilin only gave a definite number of injured; there was no more detailed content at all. Xu Xilin himself was confused by concern and began to state garrulously according to impression. Those people following Xu Xilin saw the People's Party was willing to help and couldn't help interrupting, beginning to supplement the situation of various injured in the conversation.

While cursing his own stupidity in his heart, Zhang Yu decisively chose his own method to save time. He interrupted these people's words: "Mr. Xu, you guys organize the situation of the injured yourselves first. In this way, when you arrive in Fengtai County, you can also present accurate data. What do you think?"

Although Xu Xilin also lost clarity in his heart, hearing Zhang Yu say this, he understood immediately. "Mr. Zhang, we will go down to collect statistics now. After statistics are done, we'll talk about this matter with you again."

Zhang Yu laughed: "That's not necessary; saving people is like fighting fire. You set off now. There is a section of water route. While sitting on the boat, you have time to collect these statistics. Mr. Xu, what do you think?"

Xu Xilin and others felt this method was good. Ignoring physical fatigue, they stood up to take their leave. After Xu Xilin went out the gate, Zhang Yu summarized the beginning and end of the matter in his heart and felt he had done everything he should do. He turned his head and asked the secretary, "Recorded everything?" The secretary answered hurriedly, "Recorded." Zhang Yu browsed the record and saw no mistakes. He signed the time under the record and threw this matter completely to the back of his mind. If every matter was remembered in the brain, it would tire people to death. Things that should end must end immediately.

However, Zhang Yu couldn't help thinking that Chen Ke could absolutely see the places where Zhang Yu didn't do his best in this matter. Wonder what Chen Ke would think. But this thought only surfaced for an instant; Zhang Yu immediately "deleted the file" of this thought in his mind.

Two days later, Chen Ke received a group of red-eyed rescue seekers from the Guangfu Society. Sure enough, as Zhang Yu had thought, when Chen Ke asked about the process, he already discovered where Zhang Yu slacked off. When Xu Xilin handed the statistical data of the injured to Chen Ke, he mentioned casually that this was compiled under Zhang Yu's suggestion. Chen Ke understood then that Zhang Yu himself didn't care about the life and death of the Guangfu Society wounded. If Xu Xilin had compiled these data early on, Zhang Yu might have used the precious carrier pigeon intelligence network to exchange information. This way, some time could also be saved. The Guangfu Society might have fewer deaths. Obviously, the Guangfu Society's habit of not paying attention to statistics made Zhang Yu feel it delayed his time, and that little bit of kindness generated occasionally vanished immediately.

Chen Ke didn't want to blame Zhang Yu at all. Zhang Yu firmly executed the instructions of the Party Central Committee, but in details, Zhang Yu didn't support the Guangfu Society at all. He even felt Zhang Yu's practice was a bit cute.

But this thought only flashed for a moment, and Chen Ke began to feel he was too frivolous. If a leader only saw these details and then guessed randomly according to his own thoughts, the result would be fatal. Like Zhang Yu, Chen Ke quickly expelled this matter from his mind. This was a ability Chen Ke practiced in work recently; this ability was "forgetting." Focus attention on important things; other thoughts would naturally be replaced. As long as not intentionally remembering, these things would be forgotten. Where was the leisure time to consider these trivial and useless matters?

"Brother Bosun, this statistics of yours is very good. We will form a medical team now; it can set off today." Chen Ke said to Xu Xilin.

"Then thank you very much." Xu Xilin's face was pale, and his two eyes were red, looking a bit scary. But hearing Chen Ke say this, Xu Xilin felt completely relaxed in his heart. As soon as these words were finished, his body swayed back and forth involuntarily. After swaying a few times, Xu Xilin fell softly to the ground.

"This is a united congress; this is a successful congress." Chen Ke was making a closing speech on the rostrum. Xu Xilin came very coincidentally, just catching up with the closing day of the NPC meeting. If Chen Ke hadn't been revising his speech draft, Xu Xilin might not really have been able to see Chen Ke.

Chen Ke made the final summary according to various congress speech drafts copied from later generations. But now Chen Ke had different views on the content of these drafts. "United congress" meant the People's Party held the fort at the congress, and all representatives recognized the leadership of the People's Party. "Successful congress" meant all proposals of the People's Party were passed. As for "serious exchange," "in-depth discussion," these words were not lies, but "only stated a part of the facts." On this point, Chen Ke agreed very much with the Party's articles. Never telling lies is a must. If one cannot understand the facts and accuses others of telling lies, this itself only explains one's own ignorance.

As soon as the NPC meeting ended, the People's Party's own Party Congress was convened immediately. Summarizing the process of this NPC meeting and formulating the Party's work for next year—this was extremely important work. Chen Ke had long put the matter of Xu Xilin and others aside.

Chen Ke had already explicitly helped these rescue seekers from the Guangfu Society. But as the saying goes, good intentions are rewarded with donkey liver and lungs (ill will). Quite a few people in this group saw the People's Party helped so crisply and immediately revealed their true colors. They didn't dare speak ill of Chen Ke. But when they went to the hospital, they actually dared to ask the reception staff: "Didn't Mr. Chen Ke come?"

Hearing such a question not knowing the height of the sky and depth of the earth, the People's Party reception staff changed their expressions almost simultaneously. Everyone simply didn't answer this incredibly stupid question. Xu Xilin was still in a coma. If he were in the team, he would definitely find a way to solve these contradictions. Unfortunately, he was not there. So the people of the Guangfu Society actually didn't figure out why the attitude of the People's Party people towards them became cold.

Coldness was coldness; comrades wouldn't slack off on tasks assigned by the Party. However, the leaders of the military hospital department secretly changed the team members, replacing several young comrades who were straightforward and not deep in scheming. Replaced with several comrades who were more tolerant. This time was to save people, not to make trouble. The Guangfu Society dared to say "Didn't Mr. Chen Ke come?" in the base area. When comrades arrived at the Guangfu Society's territory, heaven knew what they would say.

The adjusted team also set off. The base area had already learned that the Anqing side sent twenty students. So the team was composed of ten doctors and ten nurses. No students were added. After liberating Hefei, the People's Party's water route was unimpeded. The fleet could enter the Yangtze River all the way from Fengtai County by the Huai River. The inland river fleet specifically dispatched a motorized boat to transport the medical team. Considering Xu Xilin's body, he didn't set off with the team. This was a kind of luck for Xu Xilin. He originally had other responsibilities. If he got on the boat in a coma, Xu Xilin could only get off halfway after waking up, walking quite a lot of unnecessary roads.
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Chapter 98 Attitude of the Guangfu Society (Part 4)

The meeting attendance of the Guangfu Society was very regular, imitating the model of the Hall of Loyalty and Righteousness of mountain kings. Tao Chengzhang was in the center, with various cadres arranged in order of status on both sides. This had already become the accustomed seating model of the Guangfu Society.

"Mr. Tao, there are Hangzhou gentry wanting to give Zeng Yun a lavish burial again," a cadre in the Guangfu Society said. Hearing this, almost all Guangfu Society cadres showed impatient expressions on their faces.

Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun's official reputation wasn't bad. If not for his stubborn resistance in Hangzhou, judging by his previous performance, he couldn't be called severe towards the revolutionary party. Such a high Manchu Qing official died in the Battle of Hangzhou; the attitude of the local gentry in Hangzhou naturally couldn't be called rejoicing. The call asking the revolutionary party to give Zeng Yun a lavish burial had never stopped among the Hangzhou gentry. The gentry even expressed that if the Guangfu Society wasn't willing to give a lavish burial, the gentry could pay for it.

Tao Chengzhang naturally saw through the political tricks in this. The dead are the greatest; giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial didn't violate custom. Even if the Guangfu Society was in power, they couldn't pick any fault. However, the deeper purpose of this group of gentry was to win a reputation by giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial. If the Guangfu Society was driven away by the Manchu Qing, they could naturally seek their own safety by participating in giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial. At least when the gentry defended themselves saying "I am not in the same group as the Guangfu Society," it could be considered justified.

"This bunch really knows how to seek personal gain!" Most Guangfu Society cadres came from landlord and gentry backgrounds, so they knew the gentry's thoughts clearly. "Mr. Tao, should we catch a few diehard Manchu Qing running dogs and kill one to warn a hundred?"

The idea of killing one to warn a hundred was still quite attractive to Tao Chengzhang, but he was the leader of the Guangfu Society after all, so naturally, he couldn't be so reckless. Tao Chengzhang persuaded: "It is human nature for them to have such thoughts in their hearts. There is still the Governor-General of Liangjiang and the Jiangnan New Army in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; they naturally have thoughts. As long as we can break Nanjing, these people will no longer have extra thoughts."

This was the recent strategy of the Guangfu Society. After capturing Hangzhou, the only organized enemies left were the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing, and the Qing troops in Shanghai and Fujian. The Fujian Qing troops didn't dare to move at all, so they weren't a big problem temporarily. The movements of the Shanghai Qing troops were unclear instead; the Guangfu Society tried their best to inquire about the situation. And the biggest and most dangerous enemy before the Guangfu Society was undoubtedly the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing. Nanjing wasn't far from Hangzhou. In the current situation, Nanjing was sandwiched between two major revolutionary forces, the Guangfu Society and the People's Party. It was the last stronghold of the Manchu Qing in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Once Nanjing was captured, the Guangfu Society and the People's Party would be connected. The People's Party blocked the Manchu Qing forces in the north and west, and the Guangfu Society could concentrate on dealing with the east and south. The whole situation could be said to be suddenly open and clear.

"Our Guangfu Society must take Nanjing!" A young and energetic cadre in the Guangfu Society said almost gritting his teeth. This kind of strategic analysis wasn't hard to do. Checking against the map the People's Party supported to the Guangfu Society, one could see the situation clearly. Nanjing city was like a fat sheep surrounded by a pack of wolves, extremely eye-catching.

There were also relatively mature and prudent ones in the Guangfu Society. These cadres advised: "To attack Nanjing, I'm afraid our military strength is insufficient. Now we must let Guangfu Society comrades from various places bring troops to gather in Hangzhou as soon as possible. Attack Nanjing together."

Tao Chengzhang nodded after hearing this. "Grain, pay, and weapons; these must be prepared first. Let comrades from various places bring troops here as soon as possible. As long as we take Nanjing, neither grain, pay, nor money will be a problem. The most important thing is that seeing the Manchu Qing is unable to withstand a single blow, the hearts of the people will also turn to us."

Guangfu Society cadres nodded one after another. Tao Chengzhang's words represented their recent consensus. Neither local gentry nor common people showed clear intention to support the Guangfu Society. Although these people had various hostilities towards the People's Party, they all believed that the People's Party possessing current strength and influence was completely built on the basis of a series of military victories.

"Mr. Tao, did the People's Party medical team say they want to leave?" A cadre asked.

Hearing this question, Tao Chengzhang's face sank. "Yes. Mr. Huang leading them said since they have finished treating the wounded soldiers, they will leave tomorrow."

Hearing this news, the expressions of the Guangfu Society cadres changed from united to widely different. Some said anxiously: "Mr. Tao, since we are about to attack Nanjing immediately, the military doctors in our hands are indeed not good enough."

Tao Chengzhang's face became even gloomier. Of course he knew the Guangfu Society's military doctors were indeed not good enough. To save the lives of Guangfu Society comrades including Qiu Jin, Tao Chengzhang, who was quite reserved in his bones, really asked Chen Ke for help with a sincere attitude. Chen Ke also sent a medical team very briskly. This matter was considered running well up to this stage.

The performance of the People's Party medical team, in Tao Chengzhang's view, was dedicated. As soon as they arrived in Hangzhou, without even saying rest, they immediately began to set up the medical room, classifying the injured Guangfu Army officers and soldiers into treatment levels according to their injuries. Giving treatment according to different treatment levels.

"I want to ask everyone what your views are on this matter." The emotion contained in Tao Chengzhang's voice wasn't "unhappy," but "very unhappy."

The Guangfu Society cadres either lowered their heads or turned their faces away to avoid Tao Chengzhang's stern gaze.

"We invited people here. You treated them like this." There was uncontrollable anger in Tao Chengzhang's voice. "I ask you, if you went to the People's Party and were treated like the gentlemen of the medical team, and the People's Party treated you like you treated them, what would you think?"

The atmosphere in the conference hall became more and more awkward with Tao Chengzhang's questioning.

Seeing the comrades didn't make a sound, Tao Chengzhang continued: "I originally thought of treating the gentlemen of the medical team well, so when we attack Nanjing, we wouldn't have to wait until after the war to invite these people again. Instead, we could invite the medical team to follow us to attack Nanjing together. Think about what you did; how do you let me open this mouth now!"

While Tao Chengzhang scolded the Guangfu Society comrades angrily, the comrades of the People's Party medical team were also holding a meeting. A total of fifty-two doctors, nurses, and intern students came in the medical team. The troops sent two squads of soldiers as guards. Now the soldiers guarded the outside strictly, and the medical team's internal meeting was also formally convened.

Everyone looked very tired. These comrades couldn't help but be tired; the People's Party medical team had been in Hangzhou for eight days. All military doctors hadn't even taken off their clothes except for changing into surgical gowns. When sleepy, they slept with their clothes on. Besides eating and sleeping, it was treating injuries and saving people; the comrades were exhausted.

"Comrades, I have already told the Guangfu Society that we leave tomorrow." Huang Zhengchun, the temporary political commissar of the medical team, said.

Hearing this news, the comrades below all showed relaxed looks.

Huang Zhengchun also showed a smile. "Hangzhou West Lake is a good place, but I feel under the current situation, everyone doesn't need to visit West Lake specifically. We don't need to look for trouble for ourselves. No matter what the Guangfu Society says, we will definitely set off tomorrow."

"Don't worry, Commissar Huang. Even if the Guangfu Society asks us to stay here, we won't stay. Watching West Lake requires a mood. Seeing the faces of those people in the Guangfu Society, the mood to watch West Lake is completely gone." A comrade below said.

Immediately, comrades expressed agreement. "Correct. If we want to see West Lake, we'll come specifically next time. Besides, when we go back, we'll pass Chaohu Lake. I think Chaohu Lake looks better than West Lake."

All comrades from top to bottom expressed they would obey orders and leave Hangzhou immediately. Including those twenty intern students from Anqing Medical School also stated their position. Although these teenage children looked like they didn't quite dare to express their attitude clearly.

Seeing the children's appearance, Huang Zhengchun couldn't help laughing: "Little comrades, don't be afraid. If you want to see West Lake, just say it. You are children and don't hold grudges. Our adult affairs have nothing to do with you."

After speaking, Huang Zhengchun said: "How about this? We send a squad to escort these little comrades to walk around West Lake. This way, when they return to Anqing, they also have something to tell their parents. What does everyone think?"

People's Party comrades had a natural affection for teenagers. These students were not old; some were just fourteen or fifteen, and the oldest didn't exceed seventeen.

Zhang Yu was never a person who shrank back in work. He knew well that Chen Ke never worried about comrades' work ability being too strong. In Anqing, Zhang Yu could be said to be working freely. The literary atmosphere in Anqing was flourishing, and the local masses valued education. Zhang Yu opened several schools, mainly targeting ordinary common people who couldn't afford school. Especially the medical school; before entering school, one had to sign a ten-year work contract after graduation. Even with such harsh conditions, more than two hundred people signed up for admission in the end. Zhang Yu deliberately set such admission conditions. The nature of the medical school was special; doctors on normal days, military doctors in wartime. If students still had many illusions of returning home to open a clinic after learning medical skills upon admission, that would be irresponsible to the work.

Originally Zhang Yu thought not many local people in Anqing would really sign up, but he was exactly wrong. As a port trading city, Anqing's cognition of modern medicine wasn't bad. Harsh admission conditions and work contracts gave the common people an inexplicable sense of trust instead. If one couldn't learn real skills in this school, this school wouldn't dare to take out such conditions openly.

These teenagers brought out this time were all top students selected from the medical school. In practical work, these children performed very satisfactorily. Although the medical team had a thousand angers towards the Guangfu Society, everyone was unwilling to let these children suffer grievances with them. Soon, a squad of soldiers escorted these children towards the direction of West Lake.

The conflict between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society was comprehensive. If it had to be elevated to the level of principle, this conflict was a conflict between two political concepts. Since a meeting was held for discussion, the medical team might as well explain this matter thoroughly; otherwise, the depression in everyone's heart simply couldn't be completely dissolved.

The medical school students all went out. Huang Zhengchun spoke more directly. "Comrades, I've seen quite a bit of the whole situation. Everyone also told me a lot. My view is simple: these people of the Guangfu Society shout revolution with their mouths, but they just want to overthrow the Manchu Qing. They have no intention of conducting a people's revolution at all. They feel they are masters one by one, nobler than the people. In this point, they are no different from the Manchu Qing."

Members of the medical team were all absolutely trusted by the base area. If untrustworthy people were put in positions that could decide everyone's life and death, who dared to be at ease? Huang Zhengchun was a party member with old qualifications. An "old revolutionary" who followed the People's Party since the Huangpu Book Society period. Before coming to Hangzhou this time, the Political Department specifically sent someone to talk to Huang Zhengchun. At that time, Huang Zhengchun didn't quite understand the People's Party Political Department cadres' evaluation of the Guangfu Society. Now he felt the Party organization's view of the Guangfu Society was completely correct.

The comrades below didn't have such a level of understanding. Although they were also full of anger, the anger and dissatisfaction came more from their own experiences. Far from reaching the height of the political level. Hearing the Political Commissar say this, the comrades couldn't help asking: "Commissar, tell us about it."

Huang Zhengchun made the first judgment without hesitation. "First, the Guangfu Society are not our revolutionary comrades. They turned to any doctor in illness; the Guangfu Society doesn't trust us at all."

In December 1907, there were no "professional medical disturbance makers" (*Yi Nao*) in China yet. The high death rate accustomed to in life allowed the common people to accept the fact of death relatively calmly. Saved, it was the doctor's high level; not saved, it was the patient's bad fate. The people masses generally held this simple idea. Officers and soldiers in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army wouldn't suspect the military medical department even more. If someone wasn't saved, absolutely no officer or soldier would feel the doctor didn't do their best.

Moreover, Chen Ke never had a good impression of medical disturbances. The base area had long promulgated the "Medical Accident Regulations." Anyone who thought there was a medical problem could appeal to the Medical Management Committee. However, for those causing trouble in the hospital, the regulations clearly stipulated: regardless of whether reasonable or not, detain for seven days first to observe the aftereffect. If you don't trust the hospital, you can choose not to go to the hospital for treatment. Since you arrived at the hospital, it means you handed your life to the doctor. If even this trust relationship couldn't be established, Chen Ke felt there was no need to accept such patients.

So the entire medical department emphasized "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying" on one hand, and equally emphasized "must establish a minimum doctor-patient mutual trust relationship" on the other. Doctors were also citizens; there was no reason to order a part of citizens to give unilaterally. This attitude was unscientific.

"Hmph hmph." Some comrades sneered. Other comrades expressed complete agreement with this.

"Second, the Guangfu Society still has the old idea of the Manchu Qing that having power and status means owning everything." Huang Zhengchun's next judgment was extremely severe. In the base area, if someone was labeled with this hat, needless to say, this comrade would definitely be transferred from the post for education.

Doctors, especially Western medicine doctors, all had a very latent consensus: whether you are an emperor, general, minister, scholar, beauty, or beggar, hooligan, monk, Taoist, stripped naked and cut open, there is no physiological difference. The concept that people are born the same, in the eyes of doctors, is just a "repeatedly verified" common sense. Doctors most easily accept the concept that "men are created equal"; this is the scientific attitude that must be adhered to in their professional field. If a doctor feels a patient has high status and their physiological structure will also be different from ordinary people, then this is absolutely harming people rather than treating illness.

The Guangfu Society from top to bottom obviously lacked this concept. The more lower-class the Guangfu Society members were, the more they respected the People's Party medical team instead. This wasn't just respect for life-savers, but also a quite simple and traditional respect for intellectuals. The higher the status of the injured, the stronger the sense of looking down on intellectuals by the power holders. Various things completely contrary to the basic operation mode of the People's Party appeared constantly.

For example, in the People's Party here, battlefield treatment was divided by injury level. If a regiment commander suffered a minor injury, perhaps he could be treated first in the minor injury queue. But no matter how much, a doctor performing major surgery couldn't put down the injured person in hand and run to bandage the regiment commander. This example was a public example widely discussed in the People's Party and troops. The purpose was to distinguish what "fairness" is, and also to distinguish clearly why "absolute egalitarianism" should be opposed.

After arriving at the Guangfu Society, the military doctors of the People's Party naturally acted according to the regulations and concepts of the People's Party. And the Guangfu Society distinguished relationships between people by status rather than by system. The first ones sent in were a group of cadres with relatively high status. These people had been injured for some days; the wounds of those with through-and-through wounds had even begun to heal, and some were just simple abrasions. Even so, learning that Western doctors had come, this group immediately ran over righteously demanding to treat injuries first.

Medical Team Captain Huang Zhengchun was only twenty-eight years old, already an "older" comrade in the base area. He had followed the People's Party since he was in Shanghai. Where had he seen such "unreasonable" people in more than two years? Tao Chengzhang had already clearly handed over the entire military hospital to the People's Party medical team to be responsible. Huang Zhengchun distinguished the treatment order according to injury severity without a second word.

That group of higher-status Guangfu Society cadres didn't know the composition structure of the People's Party medical team at first, so they mistakenly thought those examining and bandaging them were doctors. When they learned these little dolls were just a group of intern students who had attended medical school for less than half a year, the conflict erupted immediately.

In the view of these slightly injured cadres of the Guangfu Society: with my status, at least a few doctors with the highest level should come to see me. Getting some intern students who attended school for half a year, you are treating human life as grass. The People's Party medical team believed: the one responsible for dividing medical levels was the most experienced surgeon in the team. No matter how big the cadres in the base area were, they didn't make a sound when accepting treatment arrangements. Who do you slightly injured Guangfu Society cadres think you are?

Young people all love to be serious. Guangfu Society cadres considered themselves "people with status," while the People's Party medical team completely adhered to the "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying." "Status hierarchy" and "mass equality"—these two concepts conflicted fiercely immediately. Fortunately, Tao Chengzhang could hold the fort, and the medical team didn't oppose prioritizing treatment for cadres under equal injury conditions. The first wave of conflict was barely suppressed.

Seeing comrades accepted his view, Huang Zhengchun then made a new judgment on the Guangfu Society. "Third, the Guangfu Society doesn't understand science, doesn't talk about science, and doesn't learn science."

This was a new conflict that erupted after the injury level division, namely the "maggot incident." Chen Ke had read quite a few novels before, which contained cases of using "maggots" to treat infected wounds. This was indeed a treatment method adopted by the British during WWI. The base area lacked antibacterial drugs; regardless of native or foreign, useful methods were used. Medical flies and maggots were sterilely cultivated for more than ten generations; they would absolutely not cause bacterial infection problems. This was already a relatively common method for treating infected trauma in the base area.

How could the bumpkins of the Guangfu Society know such medical problems? When treating those with infected wounds, someone screamed in fear on the spot, immediately alarming the entire wounded camp. Even Tao Chengzhang, learning of this situation, ran over in fear to ask what happened. Even though Tao Chengzhang had met Chen Ke and had basic trust in the People's Party, seeing the densely wriggling white maggots on the red and white pus-filled wounds of the wounded soldiers after infection, Tao Chengzhang's stomach also contracted in waves, and the food in his stomach had a tendency to burst out.

Wanting the Guangfu Society people to accept this treatment method, Tao Chengzhang also felt he didn't know where to start. Fortunately, the Guangfu Society also collected Manchu Qing wounded soldiers. It was quite easy to find some wounded soldiers with infected wounds from among them. Selecting ten Manchu Qing wounded soldiers who could hold the fort, whose infected wounds were scary, and treating them with the maggot method; the originally sickly wounded soldiers showed no signs of worsening injuries, and the wounds scabbed over quickly instead. Tao Chengzhang suppressed it with all his might, plus the injuries of wounded soldiers treated with maggots healed very quickly, so the situation was barely suppressed.

Listening to Huang Zhengchun criticize the Guangfu Society item by item, the mood of the medical team comrades was also much more comfortable. These comrades were also young people. Young people were actually often prone to "stubbornly sticking to reasoning." But if they could be proven completely correct—the medical team were all young male comrades; everyone wasn't that petty. After fiercely criticizing the Guangfu Society, this anger dissipated a lot.

"Commissar Huang. We just won't provoke the Guangfu Society next time; let it go this time." Someone expressed a tolerant attitude. The medical team were doctors after all. As healers, as members of the revolutionary team, they would naturally be angry when encountering unhappy things. Once this anger was dissolved, everyone naturally became tolerant.

Huang Zhengchun was the same as everyone. Although some people in the Guangfu Society did things very unethically, overall, the Guangfu Society was generally cooperative. And there was one thing; these young military doctors and nurses also had a sense of guilt in their hearts. This sense of guilt largely alleviated the medical team's disgust for the Guangfu Society.

One of the hardest injuries to treat on the battlefield was the type where the bullet remained in the body. The bullet went in from one side of the human body and came out from the other side; this was a through-and-through wound. Through-and-through wounds looked large with much bleeding, but as long as no major arteries were broken or damaged, bleeding stopped, and suppuration and infection prevented, it was actually not easy to have accidents. The kind with bullets remaining in the body required surgery to remove the bullet. And heaven knew what dirt the bullet would bring into the human body. Metal warheads remaining in the human body would also cause pathological changes in the body, belonging to extremely difficult to treat. If the bullet left multiple fragments in the human body, it would be even harder to treat.

The field hospital of the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army had always followed the troops on the battlefield, and really had no experience dealing with old injuries of more than ten days. For these Guangfu Society wounded soldiers with bullets not removed, some wounds healed on the surface, and some wounds festered. Once cut open, it would very likely lead to bacteria entering the blood vessels, which was fatal.

Tao Chengzhang was a magnanimous person. He knew if not treated in time, it would cause many deaths. So he stated clearly that regardless of whether they could be saved or not, the Guangfu Society would only be grateful for the People's Party's kindness in helping. As a result, the youths of the People's Party medical team really believed it. Although these "silly children" had conflicts with the Guangfu Society, their minds were really full of thoughts of saving people, completely forgetting they were not in the base area at all now. Everyone racked their brains to formulate surgical plans. The chief surgeons even rested for a few more hours before surgery to devote themselves to surgery with full spirit.

As expected, in the two days of surgery, among more than one hundred such severely wounded, nine people didn't make it off the operating table alive. For the remaining wounded, the post-operative situation wasn't too good either. This couldn't be helped; these more than one hundred people had been injured for more than ten days, and their physical strength was consumed greatly. After surgery, the situation naturally couldn't improve immediately. On the first day after surgery, another five wounded died.

Feeling guilt for these wounded who died in surgery was the common mood of these doctors. "If I could pay more attention to that blood vessel, if I could be more careful when making the incision. Then the wounded might very likely have survived."

If a doctor failed to save a patient during surgery and felt no guilt at all, just thinking "I have done my best; this patient's death is purely bad luck," this kind of doctor is unqualified. The People's Party itself absolutely dared not hand over the lives of soldiers to such cold-blooded doctors. So when training doctors, ideological education in this aspect also kept up. As long as one was willing to study and research diligently, medical skills would always improve constantly. But if medical ethics were corrupted, this doctor was basically hopeless.

As the Political Commissar, even if these comrades' "humanitarian spirit" made everyone more tolerant of the Guangfu Society's rudeness, Huang Zhengchun still thought this was a good thing.

When the People's Party meeting reached its end, the Guangfu Society meeting was proceeding with difficulty. Tao Chengzhang and most of those Guangfu Society cadres had a consensus: when attacking Nanjing, try to have professional military hospitals as much as possible. The dare-to-die warriors were the true ace of the Guangfu Society now. Since they didn't even fear death, it meant these people must be thrown into battles extremely close to death. Even ignoring the morale-boosting effect of military hospitals, just out of their own conscience, once these dare-to-die warriors who were the backbone of the Guangfu Society were injured, they had to be treated with all efforts. The Guangfu Society didn't have a military medical team like the People's Party themselves, and they were also desperately looking for doctors in Shanghai. By the time the People's Party medical team basically completed the treatment work and prepared to leave for Anhui, they still hadn't found any surgeons willing to come to Hangzhou from Shanghai.

Tao Chengzhang didn't realize the contradictions between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society based on deep levels; what he cared about was the comprehensive conflict on the surface.

Before the surgery, Tao Chengzhang strictly ordered Guangfu Society cadres that regardless of whether they could be saved, they were not allowed to trouble the People's Party medical team. The Guangfu Society cadres also agreed. No one died in the early trauma treatment, and the condition of the wounded improved. But suddenly a dozen died during and after surgery. These people were fine originally, only dying after accepting surgery. The relatives of the deceased naturally couldn't accept it under the huge psychological gap.

The medical team's prior notice was interpreted as a reason to shirk responsibility. Actually, there were also medical disturbances in these years. When patients from big families saw doctors, if the doctor didn't cure them, it wasn't rare for the big family to make a scene and make the doctor lose his family fortune. It wasn't unheard of to lose one's life. In this Battle of Hangzhou, Guangfu Society cadres also rushed at the front of the attack team, and the injured cadres were not just one or two. Six of the dead were cadres, and their relatives in the Guangfu Society were also cadres. These people dared not rush into the wounded camp to attack the medical team, but they dared to point at the medical team and curse loudly.

Tao Chengzhang wasn't clear that the People's Party medical team actually didn't care about such things. They could understand the mood of relatives and comrades-in-arms unable to accept separation by death immediately. "Five stages of grief": denial, anger, bargaining, depression, to acceptance. This was psychological knowledge that surgeons generally had to learn.

Chen Ke loved watching American dramas. Although there was no data and empirical support, these theories were popular in the West for a long time. Chen Ke also accepted this kind of knowledge that could be used as guidance in reality.

What Tao Chengzhang worried about most was that this kind of accusation would lead the People's Party medical team never to cooperate with the Guangfu Society next time. Although Tao Chengzhang's analysis of the matter was widely different from the People's Party's cognition, the result coincided somewhat.
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The Guangfu Society's meeting had a very orderly seating arrangement, modeled after the style of mountain bandits' assembly halls. Tao Chengzhang sat in the center, with various cadres arranged on both sides in order of status. This had already become the Guangfu Society's customary seating pattern.

"Tao Gong, more Hangzhou gentry want to give Zeng Yun a lavish burial," said a cadre within the Guangfu Society. Hearing this, almost all the Guangfu Society cadres showed expressions of impatience.

Zhejiang Governor Zeng Yun's official reputation wasn't particularly bad. If he hadn't stubbornly resisted in Hangzhou, his previous conduct couldn't be called harsh toward the revolutionaries. This high-ranking Qing official had died in the Battle of Hangzhou, and naturally the local Hangzhou gentry weren't exactly jubilant. The calls from Hangzhou gentry demanding the revolutionaries give Zeng Yun a lavish burial had never ceased. The gentry even said that if the Guangfu Society was unwilling to arrange a lavish burial, the gentry would pay for it themselves.

Tao Chengzhang naturally saw through the political games here. The dead should be honored; a lavish burial for Zeng Yun didn't violate custom. Even with the Guangfu Society in power, they couldn't find fault with it. However, these gentry had a deeper purpose: to gain a reputation through giving Zeng Yun a lavish burial. If the Qing drove the Guangfu Society away, they could naturally use their participation in Zeng Yun's lavish burial to seek their own security. At the very least, when the gentry defended themselves saying "I wasn't in cahoots with the Guangfu Society," it would be justified.

"These people really know how to maneuver!" Most Guangfu Society cadres came from landlord-gentry backgrounds and knew the gentry's thinking like the back of their hands. "Tao Gong, should we arrest a few die-hard Qing lackeys and make an example of them?"

The idea of making an example was indeed attractive to Tao Chengzhang, but as the leader of the Guangfu Society, he naturally couldn't be so reckless. Tao Chengzhang advised, "It's only human nature for them to have such thoughts. Jiangsu and Zhejiang still have the Viceroy of Liangjiang, still have the Jiangnan New Army, so naturally they have their considerations. Once we break Nanjing, these people won't have any extra thoughts."

This was the Guangfu Society's immediate strategy. After capturing Hangzhou, the only remaining organized enemies were the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing, plus the Qing forces in Shanghai and Fujian. The Fujian Qing forces didn't dare move at all and weren't a major problem for now. It was the Shanghai Qing forces whose movements were unclear that the Guangfu Society was desperately trying to gather intelligence on. And the Guangfu Society's largest, most dangerous enemy before them was none other than the Jiangnan New Army in Nanjing. Nanjing wasn't far from Hangzhou, and in the current situation, Nanjing was sandwiched between the two revolutionary forces of the Guangfu Society and the People's Party. It was the Qing's last stronghold in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Once Nanjing was captured, the Guangfu Society and People's Party would be connected as one. With the People's Party blocking the Qing forces from the north and west, the Guangfu Society could focus on dealing with the east and south. The entire situation could be said to open up completely.

"Our Guangfu Society must take Nanjing!" The young and hot-blooded cadres in the Guangfu Society almost gnashed their teeth as they spoke. This strategic analysis wasn't difficult to make. Looking at the map the People's Party had provided to the Guangfu Society, one could clearly see the situation. Nanjing City was like a fat sheep surrounded by wolves, extremely eye-catching.

There were also some more mature and steady cadres in the Guangfu Society who offered advice: "If we attack Nanjing, our forces alone may be insufficient. We need to quickly have comrades from various Guangfu Society branches bring troops to assemble in Hangzhou and jointly attack Nanjing."

After listening, Tao Chengzhang nodded: "Provisions, weapons—these all need to be prepared first. Quickly have comrades from various places bring troops here. Once we take Nanjing, provisions and funds won't be a problem. Most importantly, seeing the Qing crumble at the first blow, popular support will also come our way."

The Guangfu Society cadres nodded in agreement. Tao Chengzhang's words represented their recent consensus. Whether local gentry or common people, none showed obvious support for the Guangfu Society. Although these people harbored various hostilities toward the People's Party, they all believed that the People's Party's current strength and influence was entirely built on a series of military victories.

"Tao Gong, didn't the People's Party medical team say they were leaving?" a cadre asked.

Hearing this question, Tao Chengzhang's face darkened. "Yes. Their team leader, Mr. Huang, said that since treatment of the wounded is complete, they'll leave tomorrow."

Hearing this news, the expressions of the Guangfu Society cadres changed from united determination to various different looks. Some were already anxiously saying: "Tao Gong, since we're about to attack Nanjing, our military doctors really aren't capable enough."

Tao Chengzhang's expression became even gloomier. He of course knew that the Guangfu Society's military doctors really weren't capable. To save the lives of Guangfu Society comrades including Qiu Jin, the inherently rather proud Tao Chengzhang had sincerely and earnestly asked Chen Ke for help. Chen Ke had also promptly sent a medical team. Up to this point, things had gone well.

As Tao Chengzhang saw it, the People's Party medical team's performance had been wholehearted and dedicated. As soon as they arrived in Hangzhou, they didn't rest but immediately began setting up treatment rooms, classifying the wounded Guangfu Army officers and soldiers by severity of injuries. They began providing treatment according to different treatment levels.

"I'd like to ask everyone what they think about this matter." The emotion in Tao Chengzhang's voice wasn't "unhappy" but "very unhappy."

The Guangfu Society cadres either lowered their heads or turned their faces to avoid Tao Chengzhang's stern gaze.

"We invited these people here. And this is how you treat them." Tao Chengzhang's voice contained barely suppressed anger. "I ask you all, if you went to the People's Party and treated the sick like this medical team's doctors, and the People's Party treated you the same way you treated them, how would you feel?"

The atmosphere in the meeting hall became increasingly awkward with Tao Chengzhang's questioning.

Seeing his comrades not speaking, Tao Chengzhang continued: "I originally thought to treat the medical team's doctors well, so that when we attack Nanjing, we wouldn't have to wait until after the battle to invite these people. Instead, we could invite the medical team to accompany us in attacking Nanjing. Think about what you've done—now how can I even bring this up!"

While Tao Chengzhang was berating the Guangfu Society comrades, the People's Party medical team comrades were also having a meeting. The medical team had a total of fifty-two doctors, nurses, and intern students. The army had sent two squads of soldiers as guards. Now the soldiers guarded the outside while the medical team's internal meeting was formally underway.

Everyone looked exhausted, and it was no wonder these comrades were exhausted. The People's Party medical team had been in Hangzhou for eight days. All the military doctors had only changed into surgical gowns; they hadn't even changed their regular clothes. When tired, they slept fully clothed. Besides eating and sleeping, all they did was treat and save people. The comrades were utterly exhausted.

"Comrades, I've already told the Guangfu Society that we're leaving tomorrow," said Huang Zhengchun, the medical team's temporary political commissar.

Hearing this news, the comrades below showed relaxed expressions.

Huang Zhengchun also smiled. "West Lake in Hangzhou is a beautiful place, but I feel in the current situation, there's no need for everyone to specifically go see West Lake. We don't need to invite trouble upon ourselves. No matter what the Guangfu Society says, we're definitely leaving tomorrow."

"Don't worry, Commissar Huang. Even if the Guangfu Society wanted us to stay here, we wouldn't stay. Seeing West Lake requires being in the mood. After seeing the faces of those Guangfu Society people, all desire to see West Lake is gone," said a comrade below.

Immediately another comrade agreed: "Exactly. If we want to see West Lake, we'll come specifically next time. Besides, when we go back we'll pass by Chaohu Lake—I think Chaohu is even more beautiful than West Lake."

All the comrades above and below indicated they would obey orders and immediately leave Hangzhou. Including the twenty intern students from the Anqing Medical School who also expressed their position. Although these teenagers didn't seem too eager to clearly express their attitudes.

Huang Zhengchun looked at the children's expressions and couldn't help but smile: "Young comrades, don't be afraid. If you want to see West Lake, just say so directly. You're children; you don't hold grudges. The matters between us adults have nothing to do with you."

After speaking, Huang Zhengchun said: "How about this—we'll send a squad to escort these young comrades to West Lake for a stroll. That way when they return to Anqing, they'll have something to tell their parents. What does everyone think?"

The People's Party comrades had a natural fondness for young people. These students weren't very old; some were only fourteen or fifteen, and the oldest were no more than seventeen.

Zhang Yu was never someone who was timid in his work. He knew well that Chen Ke was never worried about comrades having too strong work capabilities. In Anqing, Zhang Yu could be said to work with a free hand. Anqing had a very strong literary tradition, and the local masses valued education. Zhang Yu had opened several schools, mainly for ordinary people who couldn't afford schooling. The medical school was special: before enrollment, one had to sign a ten-year work contract upon graduation. Even with such harsh conditions, over two hundred people eventually enrolled. Zhang Yu had deliberately set such enrollment conditions; the medical school was special in nature—normally they were doctors, in wartime they were military doctors. If students still harbored fantasies of opening their own clinics after learning medicine, that would be irresponsible to the work.

Originally, Zhang Yu thought the local Anqing people might not have many applicants. He was quite wrong. As a treaty port city, Anqing's awareness of modern medicine wasn't bad. The harsh enrollment conditions and work contract instead gave the people an inexplicable sense of trust. If this school couldn't teach real skills, it wouldn't dare to openly propose such conditions.

The young people brought out this time were all outstanding students selected from the medical school, and in actual work, these children performed very satisfactorily. Although the medical team had a thousand kinds of anger toward the Guangfu Society, everyone was unwilling to let these children suffer along with them. Soon, a squad of soldiers escorted these children toward West Lake.

The conflict between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society was comprehensive. If one had to put it in ideological terms, this conflict was a clash of two political philosophies. Since they were having a meeting to discuss it, the medical team might as well thoroughly explain this matter, otherwise there would be no way to completely resolve the depression in everyone's hearts.

With the medical school students all gone, Huang Zhengchun spoke more directly: "Comrades, I've observed the overall situation quite a bit. Everyone has also told me a lot. My view is simple: these people in the Guangfu Society shout revolution with their mouths, but they just want to overthrow the Manchu Qing. They have no intention of carrying out a people's revolution at all. Each and every one of them thinks they're lords, that they're nobler than the people. In this respect, they're no different from the Manchu Qing."

The members of the medical team were all absolutely trustworthy people from the base area. Who would dare put people they didn't trust in positions that could determine everyone's life and death? Huang Zhengchun was a party member with very senior credentials. He had followed the People's Party since the Huangpu Bookstore era—an "old revolutionary." Before coming to Hangzhou this time, the Political Department had specially sent someone to talk with Huang Zhengchun. At the time, Huang Zhengchun hadn't fully understood the People's Party Political Department cadres' assessment of the Guangfu Society. Now he felt the Party organization's view of the Guangfu Society was completely correct.

The comrades below didn't have this level of understanding. Although they were also full of anger, their fury and dissatisfaction mostly came from their own experiences. They were far from reaching a political level of height. Hearing the commissar speak this way, the comrades couldn't help but ask: "Commissar, tell us about it."

Huang Zhengchun didn't hesitate to make his first judgment: "First, the Guangfu Society are not our revolutionary comrades. They came to us out of desperation, like seeking a doctor in an emergency. The Guangfu Society fundamentally doesn't trust us."

In December 1907, China didn't yet have "professional medical troublemakers." The high death rate that was commonplace in life allowed the common people to accept the fact of death with relative equanimity. If someone was saved, the doctor was skilled; if they couldn't be saved, the patient had bad luck. The common people generally held this simple view. The officers and soldiers in the Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army even more so wouldn't doubt the military medical department. If someone couldn't be saved, absolutely no officers or soldiers would feel the doctors hadn't tried hard enough.

Moreover, Chen Ke had never had any fondness for medical troublemakers. The base area had long promulgated the "Medical Incident Regulations." Anyone who believed there were medical problems could appeal to the Medical Management Committee. However, those who caused trouble at hospitals—the regulations clearly stated—regardless of whether they were right or wrong, would first be detained for seven days to observe their behavior. If you didn't trust the hospital, you could choose not to go to the hospital for treatment. Once you went to the hospital, it meant you'd entrusted your life to the doctors. If this kind of trust relationship couldn't be established, Chen Ke felt there was no need to accept such patients.

Therefore, the entire medical department on one hand emphasized the "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying," and on the other hand equally emphasized "the need to establish basic mutual trust between doctors and patients." Doctors were also citizens; there was no reason to order one group of citizens to give unilaterally. This attitude was not scientific.

"Hmph." Some comrades sneered. Other comrades expressed complete agreement with this.

"Second, the Guangfu Society still has the old thinking that having power and status means they can possess everything." Huang Zhengchun's next judgment was extremely severe. In the base area, if someone was labeled with this, needless to say, this comrade would definitely be transferred from their position and undergo education.

Doctors, especially Western doctors, all had an implicit consensus: whether you were an emperor, general, scholar, beauty, beggar, hoodlum, monk, or Taoist priest, stripped naked and cut open, physiologically there was no difference. The idea that all people are born the same, in the eyes of doctors, was merely a piece of "repeatedly verified" common sense. Doctors were most likely to accept the concept that "all people are created equal"—this was a scientific attitude they had to uphold in their professional field. If a doctor thought that a patient's high status meant their physiological structure would differ from ordinary people, that would definitely be harming people rather than treating illness.

The Guangfu Society clearly lacked this kind of philosophy from top to bottom. Ironically, the more lowly-born Guangfu Society members were actually more respectful toward the People's Party medical team. This wasn't just respect for life-savers, but also a quite simple and traditional respect for intellectuals. The higher the status of the wounded, the stronger the sense of condescension from those in power toward intellectuals. Various things that completely contradicted the People's Party's basic operating model kept appearing.

For example, in the People's Party, battlefield treatment was classified by injury severity. If a regiment commander was lightly wounded, perhaps they could be treated first among those with light wounds. But under no circumstances could a doctor in the middle of surgery on a critically wounded patient be made to drop their patient and come bandage the regiment commander. This example was a public topic widely discussed in the People's Party and the army, aimed at clarifying what was meant by "fairness," while also clarifying why they opposed "absolute egalitarianism."

After arriving at the Guangfu Society, the People's Party military doctors of course operated according to People's Party regulations and philosophy. But the Guangfu Society distinguished relationships between people according to status rather than systems. The first to be sent in were a group of relatively high-status cadres. Some of these wounded had been injured for several days, and some with through-and-through wounds had even begun healing. Some even had just simple scrapes. Despite this, upon learning that Western doctors had come, these people immediately took it for granted that they should come and demand treatment first.

Medical team leader Huang Zhengchun was only twenty-eight years old, already considered "relatively old" among comrades in the base area. Since his days in Shanghai following the People's Party, after more than two years, when had he ever seen such "unreasonable" people? Tao Chengzhang had already clearly and explicitly handed the entire military hospital entirely over to the People's Party medical team to manage. Without a second word, Huang Zhengchun classified treatment order by injury severity.

Those higher-status Guangfu Society cadres initially didn't know the organizational structure of the People's Party medical team, so they mistakenly thought those examining and bandaging them were doctors. When they learned these young kids were just intern students who had been in medical school for less than half a year, the conflict immediately erupted.

In the eyes of these lightly wounded Guangfu Society cadres, with my status, at least some of the highest-level doctors should come take a look at me. Getting some intern students who've only been in school for half a year—you're treating human life like grass. The People's Party medical team believed: the one responsible for classifying medical treatment levels was the most experienced surgeon in the team. In the base area, cadres of tremendous rank didn't make a peep when receiving their treatment assignments—who did these lightly wounded Guangfu Society cadres think they were?

Young people all liked to argue stubbornly. The Guangfu Society cadres considered themselves "people of status," while the People's Party medical team completely adhered to the "revolutionary humanitarian spirit of healing the wounded and rescuing the dying." "Hierarchy of status" versus "equality for all"—these two philosophies immediately clashed fiercely. Fortunately, Tao Chengzhang could keep things under control, and the medical team didn't oppose prioritizing treatment for cadres among those with equal injuries. The first wave of conflict was barely suppressed.

Seeing his comrades accept his viewpoint, Huang Zhengchun went on to make a new judgment about the Guangfu Society: "Third, the Guangfu Society doesn't understand science, doesn't follow science, and doesn't learn science."

This was a new conflict that erupted after the injury classification issue—the "Maggot Incident." Chen Ke had previously read quite a few novels with cases of using "maggots" to treat festering wounds. This was indeed a treatment method the British used during World War I. The base area lacked antibacterial drugs, so whether indigenous or foreign, any useful method was employed. Medical flies and maggots were all cultured bacteria-free for over a dozen generations and absolutely wouldn't cause any bacterial infection issues. This had already become a fairly common method in the base area for treating festering external wounds.

The bumpkins in the Guangfu Society had no idea about such medical matters. When treating those with festering wounds, some people screamed in horror at the time, immediately alarming the entire wounded soldiers' barracks. Even Tao Chengzhang, upon learning of this situation, ran over in fright to ask what was going on. Even though Tao Chengzhang had met Chen Ke and had basic trust in the People's Party, when he saw the dense white maggots wriggling on the soldiers' festering wounds—red and white, covered with pus—Tao Chengzhang's stomach also contracted repeatedly, with the food in his stomach having a strong tendency to burst forth.

Getting the Guangfu Society people to accept this treatment method—even Tao Chengzhang didn't know where to begin. Fortunately, the Guangfu Society had also rounded up captured Qing soldiers. It was easy to find some with festering wounds among them. Ten Qing soldiers who could be controlled were selected; all had frighteningly festering wounds. After treating them with the maggot method, the originally sickly soldiers showed no signs of their condition worsening, and instead their wounds quickly scabbed over. With Tao Chengzhang's strong suppression, plus the rapid recovery of soldiers treated with maggots, the situation was barely kept under control.

Listening to Huang Zhengchun criticize the Guangfu Society point by point, the medical team comrades also felt much more relieved. These comrades were also young people. Young people were actually often prone to "stubbornness on principles," but if they could be proven completely correct, the medical team was all young male comrades, and everyone wasn't that petty. After fiercely criticizing the Guangfu Society, this anger had dissipated considerably.

"Commissar Huang. Let's just not provoke the Guangfu Society next time; let this one go." Someone expressed a tolerant attitude. After all, the medical team were all doctors. As healers, as members of a revolutionary force, they naturally got angry when encountering unpleasant things. Once this anger was resolved, everyone naturally became tolerant.

Huang Zhengchun was the same as everyone else. Although some people in the Guangfu Society behaved quite improperly, overall the Guangfu Society had been cooperative. And there was one thing—these young military doctors and nurses also felt guilty about in their hearts. This guilt greatly alleviated the medical team's dislike of the Guangfu Society.

One of the most difficult injuries to treat on the battlefield was when bullets remained in the body. A bullet entering from one side and exiting from the other was a through-and-through wound. Through-and-through wounds looked like large wounds with heavy bleeding, but as long as no major arteries were broken or injured, once the bleeding was stopped and infection prevented, they actually weren't likely to cause problems. The type where the bullet remained in the body required surgery to remove the bullet. And heaven knows what filth the bullet might have brought into the body. Metal bullet fragments remaining in the body could also cause changes in the body—these were extremely difficult to treat. If the bullet left multiple fragments in the body, it was even harder to treat.

The Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army's field hospital had always followed the troops on the battlefield and truly had no experience treating wounds that were over ten days old. Among the Guangfu Society wounded with bullets that hadn't been removed, some wounds had surface healing, some had festered. Once cut open, bacteria might enter the bloodstream—that could be fatal.

Tao Chengzhang was a magnanimous person. He knew that without timely treatment, there would be many deaths. So he clearly stated: regardless of whether they could be saved or not, the Guangfu Society would only be grateful for the People's Party's life-saving grace. As a result, the young people of the People's Party medical team really took him at his word. These "naive children," despite having conflicts with the Guangfu Society, really had their minds full of thoughts of saving people and completely hadn't considered that they were no longer in the base area. Everyone racked their brains to formulate surgical plans; the lead surgeons even rested a few extra hours before surgery to be in peak mental condition for the operations.

As expected, during the two days of surgery, out of over a hundred such critically wounded patients, nine couldn't live through the operating table. The remaining wounded all weren't doing well after surgery. This was unavoidable—these hundred-plus people had been wounded for over ten days and their physical strength had been considerably depleted. After surgery, their conditions naturally couldn't improve immediately. On the first day after surgery, five more wounded died.

Feeling guilty about those who died during surgery was a common sentiment among these doctors. "If I could have paid a little more attention to that blood vessel, if I could have been more careful making the incision, then the wounded might have survived."

If a doctor couldn't save a patient during surgery and felt no guilt at all, only thinking "I did my utmost; this patient's death was purely bad luck"—such a doctor was unqualified. The People's Party absolutely wouldn't dare entrust soldiers' lives to such cold-blooded doctors. So when training doctors, ideological education in this regard was equally kept up. As long as one was willing to diligently study and research, medical skills would constantly improve. But if medical ethics were corrupted, that doctor was basically beyond saving.

As the political commissar, Huang Zhengchun felt that even if these comrades' "humanitarian spirit" made everyone more tolerant of the Guangfu Society's rudeness, he still considered this a good thing.

As the People's Party meeting was reaching its end, the Guangfu Society meeting was proceeding with difficulty. Tao Chengzhang and most of the Guangfu Society cadres shared a consensus: when attacking Nanjing, they should have a professional military hospital if possible. The dare-to-die warriors were now the Guangfu Society's true trump card. Since they weren't even afraid of death, it meant these people had to be committed to battles extremely close to death. Setting aside the morale-boosting effect of a military hospital on troops, merely out of their own conscience, these dare-to-die warriors who formed the Guangfu Society's backbone had to be treated to the best ability once wounded. The Guangfu Society didn't have a military medical team like the People's Party's, and they were desperately searching for doctors in Shanghai. By the time the People's Party medical team had basically completed treatment and was preparing to return to Anhui, they still hadn't been able to find surgeons in Shanghai willing to come to Hangzhou.

Tao Chengzhang hadn't recognized the deep-rooted contradictions between the People's Party and the Guangfu Society. What he cared about was the comprehensive surface-level conflict.

Before surgery, Tao Chengzhang had strictly ordered the Guangfu Society cadres: regardless of whether patients could be saved, they were not permitted to cause trouble for the People's Party medical team. The Guangfu Society cadres had all agreed. In the early external wound treatment, no one died, and all the wounded's conditions had improved. But when suddenly over a dozen died during and after surgery—these people had been fine originally; they had only died after receiving surgery—the relatives of the deceased naturally couldn't accept this given the huge psychological gap.

The medical team's prior notification was understood as an excuse to shirk responsibility. Actually, there was medical troublemaking in this era too. When patients from wealthy families sought treatment and the doctor couldn't cure them, if the wealthy family caused trouble, it wasn't unusual for the doctor to be ruined. There were even cases ending in death. In this Battle of Hangzhou, the Guangfu Society cadres had also charged at the front of attacking formations, and quite a few cadres were wounded. Six of the deceased were cadres, and their relatives in the Guangfu Society were also cadres. These people didn't dare rush into the wounded soldiers' barracks to attack the medical team, but they dared to point at the medical team and curse loudly.

What Tao Chengzhang didn't know was that the People's Party medical team actually didn't mind this sort of thing. They could understand that relatives and comrades couldn't immediately accept being torn apart by death. "The Five Stages of Grief"—denial, anger, bargaining, depression to acceptance. This was psychological knowledge that surgeons generally had to learn.

Chen Ke loved watching American TV dramas. Although there was no data or empirical support, these theories had been popular in the West for quite a long time, and Chen Ke also accepted this kind of knowledge that was fairly practical for guidance in real life.

What Tao Chengzhang was most worried about was that this kind of accusation would cause the People's Party medical team to never cooperate with the Guangfu Society again. Although Tao Chengzhang's analysis of the situation differed greatly from the People's Party's understanding, the results happened to coincide somewhat.
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Chapter 99 A New Beginning

The cold wind in early winter in Anhui was colder than in Jiangsu and Zhejiang; this was Xu Xilin's feeling about Anhui. Xu Xilin had been to many places. Although the winter in the north was cold, it was relatively dry. Wearing more clothes could withstand it. The winter in Jiangsu and Zhejiang, although the air was humid, the temperature was much warmer. Anhui combined coldness and humidity; when it got cold, it really felt bone-chilling.

When rushing from Hangzhou to Fengtai County, Xu Xilin didn't bring many clothes, and he couldn't think of so much either. Fortunately, the People's Party provided greatcoats to these guests from afar, which finally resisted the chill. Xu Xilin naturally didn't know that this greatcoat was a general winter clothing customized by Chen Ke imitating the style of cotton greatcoats on the railway. And the greatcoats on the railway were themselves made imitating military greatcoats. Plus cotton hats and gloves, the whole person seemed wrapped in a cotton bale, still very warm.

This kind of thermal clothing, which could be called "strange attire" in 1907, was only issued to those eating public meals (government employees) in the base area. Different from the cotton robes worn by relatively rich families, these cotton greatcoats with high standing collars were all double-breasted with buttons, plus large signs of various departments on the chest, looking quite martial.

Learning that Chen Ke had no time to meet him, Xu Xilin wasn't angry or anxious. People of the People's Party didn't like to slight people; since Chen Ke didn't see him, he should really have no time. Xu Xilin didn't wait idly either; he applied to the staff of the reception department to conduct an inspection in Fengtai County. The reception staff finally gave them an inspection suggestion, not only in Fengtai county town but also suggesting they go to the countryside near the county town to have a look.

The military greatcoat was an extremely common clothing in Fengtai County; about one-third of adults wore this kind of clothes. Xu Xilin soon discovered in the inspection that as long as one was a formal state staff member, regardless of gender, there would be free cotton greatcoats issued. In this point, the cotton greatcoat worn by Chen Ke was no different from the cotton greatcoat worn by ordinary workers. But this treatment was a thorough one-size-fits-all approach; if you were not "eating public meals," you absolutely didn't have such benefits. In the countryside outside the county town, unless on the water conservancy project construction sites where engineering troops gathered in large numbers, or formal staff in the establishment of local governments, ordinary families couldn't see such cotton greatcoats unless they made them themselves.

"This greatcoat is not bad; let's go back and make a batch too." A Guangfu Society cadre who came along praised with his hands tucked in his sleeves.

"Where to get so much cotton?" Xu Xilin smiled bitterly. He had participated in fundraising many times and had done some business; he was very sensitive to prices. Cotton was so expensive now; making one greatcoat would cost a lot of money.

Xu Xilin's words received the approval of the comrades. Someone continued to ask: "Mr. Xu, I see the People's Party here seems very wealthy. This shouldn't be. No matter what, Anhui is not better than our Zhejiang."

This was the doubt of many people about the Anhui base area. When the living standard of the people improved on a large scale, this doubt would definitely surface. Although ordinary common people didn't have cotton greatcoats provided by the state, no one was seen without clothes to cover their bodies either. In the red brick houses built on a large scale in the countryside, every household's life looked passable. Not to mention anything else, just this red brick house, even in Zhejiang, not everyone could afford to live in it. Let alone the smell of meat food in the air of the village during meals. This couldn't help but make the revolutionaries from Zhejiang feel surprised.

Everyone discussed the wealth of Anhui and the stability of the people's lives in the base area. But no one mentioned the People's Party's policies. The Guangfu Society knew the People's Party's land reform policy. In the field inspection of these two days, they confirmed that landlords no longer existed in Fengtai County. All land was nationalized. Land was allocated by person; as long as you were willing to farm, you could get the usage rights of three *mu* of land per person. On this point, the People's Party did what they said. But there were no more landlords.

The Guangfu Society didn't oppose the equalization of land; at least Tao Chengzhang and Zhang Taiyan supported this policy. However, the Guangfu Society now had neither a land program unanimously agreed upon by all members nor the strength of the People's Party to turn political concepts into practical systems. These few Guangfu Society cadres remaining in Anhui were very clear that if they wanted to forcibly promote this land policy like the People's Party, internal strife would start within the Guangfu Society first. In conversations with common people, these few people asked if landlords opposed land reform. The common people said with a smile: "As long as they are not afraid of death, of course they can oppose." The murderous aura contained in these words made the Guangfu Society people dare not ask more about the fate of those "unafraid of death" landlords.

However, there were always times when words in the heart couldn't be held back. After visiting for a few days, these visitors of the Guangfu Society accumulated a lot of thoughts in their hearts. Not speaking these thoughts out really felt like a fishbone stuck in the throat.

Lying on the borrowed beds at night, everyone first talked about the details seen during the visit as a routine, but talking about these for several days in a row, everyone couldn't raise their spirits either. Finally, someone couldn't help saying: "I feel the point where the People's Party is stronger than us is one thing: they can enforce orders and prohibitions, and do what they say. We are basically a tray of loose sand now. Everyone looks like they are under the banner of the Guangfu Society, but their hearts can't be used in one place."

Once the topic was opened, it naturally couldn't be stopped. Someone immediately followed and said: "Not only enforcing orders and prohibitions, the People's Party can also be prepared, absolutely not discovering things are wrong only after starting to do them. Before the event, someone among us also mentioned bandaging, but when really seeing gunshot wounds, it was completely different from what we thought before."

"They seem powerful in fighting, but compared with their engaging in internal affairs, fighting actually didn't take the greatest effort. The Yue Wang Hui claimed a hundred thousand members, but actually, except for fighting, they had nothing instead." The one speaking was an old cadre who had stayed in Anhui; he mentioned the weakness of the Guangfu Society very implicitly.

At this time, Xu Xilin couldn't remain silent either. His biggest doubt was elsewhere. "Although our Guangfu Society considers a lot, we can do little. On the contrary, although the People's Party does things one after another, it always gives people the feeling that it wasn't planned for a long time. How exactly do they arrange these things?"

Xu Xilin indeed hit the point. The People's Party indeed didn't have so much time to discuss various things. The structure of this organization destined that as long as the Central Committee gave an order, the departments below would act immediately. Moreover, compared with other political forces of this era, the actions of the People's Party could be considered somewhat methodical. For example, after the NPC meeting, the first to start acting intensively was the People's Internal Affairs Committee.

"Land reform must be implemented everywhere. The Party Central Committee has determined that the method of land reform is encroachment. Centered on areas where land reform has been completed, promote it to surrounding areas village by village." Since it was an internal Party meeting of the People's Internal Affairs Committee, all discussions went straight to the theme, including implementation methods and means; naturally, there was nothing to hide from Party members. Chairman Qi Huishen made a speech.

"Comrades, there will definitely be people opposing land reform. Some are because of economic interests, wanting to earn more benefits for themselves in land reform. This will be persuaded and educated by government departments. Some just oppose land policy. For these people, of course, we must also criticize and educate. If criticism and education don't work, and this group still wants to continue opposing land reform on the stance of exploiters, then we can only list them in the ranks of counter-revolutionaries. The work of our People's Internal Affairs Committee is to find out the counter-revolutionaries among the opponents and deal with them."

Some comrades below took notes, and some listened quietly. Qi Huishen spoke to here and paused slightly. After everyone finished recording the content, he continued: "Where is the difference between counter-revolutionaries and revolutionaries? Who can answer?"

Young comrades looked at each other; no one was willing to answer for a moment. Discussion at Party meetings had a characteristic: generally, the first one to speak was easily the one who said the wrong thing. Everyone wasn't quite willing to make a fool of themselves. Qi Huishen knew everyone's thoughts. Seeing no one was willing to stand up and speak, he laughed: "Our People's Party indeed wants to unify thinking. Chairman Chen talked to me a few days ago and mentioned this matter. Unifying thinking is not wrong, but this cannot become the leader's will. It cannot be that because you are in a high position, everything you say is correct. This is official standard (*Guan Ben Wei*), not unifying thinking. Just like the distinction of counter-revolutionaries, based on the Party's stance, we inevitably have unified views, and we inevitably have different views. Where is the unity, where is the difference? What kind of consensus will our Party members reach in the end? This is work that absolutely cannot be sloppy."

This was a bit too theoretical; young comrades were even less willing to express their views. Qi Huishen was both satisfied and disappointed with the comrades' reaction. Suppressing two kinds of emotions, Qi Huishen continued: "The core of politics is interest. The stance we revolutionaries should possess is this: power from the Party belongs to the Party; this power is to serve the Party. All power from the people belongs to the people; the purpose of operating this power is to serve the people. The power in our hands does not belong to us personally. That is to say, you cannot use the power given to you by the Party and the people to seek private gain for yourself. For example, we determine there are counter-revolutionaries within the Party, but there are comrades in our ranks who feel they have good personal relationships with this counter-revolutionary and can't bear to see their good friend have a bad end. So they notify their friend privately, letting him try every means to evade punishment. Does everyone think doing this is right?"

The deterrent power of these words was extremely great. Some comrades didn't have so many thoughts in their hearts, so they showed very simple expressions on their faces. Some comrades' expressions were relatively complicated. Qi Huishen took all these expressions into his eyes. He didn't call names directly either but continued: "From a personal perspective, caring about family members and friends is human nature. From the perspective of personal conduct, we can even praise this attitude. But, from the perspective of our organization, this person, or these people, using the power given by the organization to seek personal benefits for themselves—this is a crime. This person, these people betrayed the trust of the organization; this is absolutely unacceptable to the organization."

Speaking to here, what exactly Qi Huishen wanted to say was already very clear. Several people were already restless. Everyone was a member of the People's Internal Affairs Committee; everyone knew clearly what work the People's Internal Affairs Committee exactly did. Their strange expressions also attracted the attention of surrounding comrades. Being at the focus of gazes, the comrades who originally had strange expressions changed their looks even more.

Qi Huishen acted as if he didn't see it. He continued: "Our People's Party doesn't require everyone to kill father and mother to make revolution. From a personal perspective, regardless of the reason relatives and friends suffered disaster, we take our own money to help a bit, take our own grain to send some; this kind of thing is personal behavior. The organization neither supports nor opposes it. Because this is everyone's own interest; everyone has this right and this freedom. However, some people use the power obtained from the organization to serve themselves, serve their relatives and friends; this is absolutely not allowed by the organization. Party power for Party use, public power for public use; grasp one's own income and rights oneself. These powers do not mix with each other, nor do they infringe on each other. But if some comrades just don't understand this point, thinking that once power is in hand, they can use it according to their own ideas, and Party power and public power belong to themselves—I want to ask everyone, is such a person a qualified Party member?"

"This kind of person is basically not our People's Party member." Young Party members already said angrily.

"Correct, they are basically not Party members." There were quite a few young Party members speaking like this. While expressing their attitude, everyone glared fiercely at those people who were ashen-faced or trembling slightly.

Qi Huishen waved his hand. "Comrades, this statement is wrong. No matter what this kind of person did, as long as they joined our People's Party, they are our People's Party members. This is a fact. Just like we drew a stroke on a white wall; no matter how we think this stroke shouldn't be drawn, how ugly it is drawn, this is a fact. We can't deny the fact that they are People's Party members just because some people committed crimes and became scum. Facts are facts; as People's Party members, we must learn to face facts and accept facts."

These words effectively alleviated the comrades' emotions, but this relief was also temporary. After criticizing comrades with wrong understanding, Qi Huishen's spearhead pointed at those comrades who violated Party discipline again. "Our People's Internal Affairs Committee is a very special institution; the work targets we have to face are mostly enemies. If the distinction between Party power, public power, and personal power in other departments is just work distribution, the situation we face is more of a contradiction between the enemy and us. Therefore, after this meeting ends, all comrades must accept investigation. Every comrade must explain their own situation, and every comrade must also explain clearly the situation of other comrades they know. This is not the organization making things difficult for everyone; this is the organization protecting everyone. The current situation is, we will deal with those comrades who violated discipline, but we won't kill people. Because the current struggle hasn't reached this level yet. However, after this investigation, the reorganized People's Internal Affairs Committee will possess stricter discipline, and disciplinary actions and punishments will also be severer."

After saying this, Qi Huishen saw that the faces of all comrades were not looking good. Dealing with others was one thing, but when the investigation reached one's own head, and one had to explain other comrades' matters oneself, this was another matter. Those who could still maintain a happy mood after hearing these could only be said to have a special mental structure.

Qi Huishen laughed: "Comrades, this kind of investigation is just part of our work. I'm not asking everyone to be informers. Since everyone used Party power and public power, everyone has to be responsible for these powers. I still say that: as members of the People's Party, we must learn to face facts and accept facts. This is part of the ideological construction of Party members, and also part of the Party organization construction to be strengthened in the future."

Seeing comrades still didn't make a sound, Qi Huishen took out a list and let some comrades go to accept investigation first. Among these people, most were those comrades whose expressions changed greatly, and some were quite unexpected comrades. For example, some comrades who consistently performed quite well were also named to go out and accept investigation. Such a fact made the participating comrades feel extremely surprised. Some named comrades were trembling with fear, and some had gloomy faces. Someone simply shouted: "Chairman Qi, I am wronged!"

Qi Huishen smiled helplessly. "No one wants to convict you now; where does this grievance come from? Go quickly to accept investigation; don't delay everyone's work."

Most of those accepted for investigation went out the door themselves, but there were one or two who stayed on the stools and refused to leave. Qi Huishen waved his hand; several guards immediately picked up the people unwilling to move and dragged them out. The youths originally had some feeling of sympathy for like-minded people in distress, but seeing these scoundrel-like guys, a feeling of contempt arose greatly in their hearts. The original worry was diluted a lot instead.

After these comrades went out, Qi Huishen said: "Remaining comrades, let's continue the meeting content. Counter-revolutionary problems that will be encountered in land reform. How to judge whether these people oppose out of personal interest or out of opposition to the revolution; does anyone have any thoughts?"

Not only was the People's Internal Affairs Committee conducting internal investigations, but almost all departments were conducting internal investigations within a certain range. Ren Qiying never expected that she would be the first investigation target in the government department. After making the report as a government representative at the NPC meeting, almost all comrades of the Fengtai County Committee thought it was only a matter of time before Ren Qiying got promoted. As for which position Ren Qiying would be promoted to, opinions varied. Some thought Ren Qiying would be promoted to the post of County Magistrate of Fengtai County, and some thought Ren Qiying would be transferred laterally to work in other counties. There were also those who feared the world wouldn't be chaotic, thinking Ren Qiying was very likely to replace Yuwen Badu and be promoted to County Committee Secretary.

Ren Qiying didn't have this optimism. At this time, she was in a very idle period. When preparing the government work report, Ren Qiying handed over the work to other comrades; she was equivalently completely transferred away from the County Committee Office. Now that the government report was finished, Ren Qiying still hadn't received notice to resume work. The whole person hung here like this. So when comrades from the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee came to find Ren Qiying together, Ren Qiying really felt a bit uneasy. These two departments were not personnel departments at all, but departments dealing with people (punishing/investigating). Why would they find her?

Being taken to the location of the People's Internal Affairs Committee by the investigation team, when the joint investigation team of the two departments started with "Comrade Ren Qiying, please put down your ideological burden and answer the organization's questions seeking truth from facts," Ren Qiying was sure her judgment was completely correct; there should be something bad.

In terms of rank, Ren Qiying's rank was far higher than these few staff members. But the Discipline Inspection Commission and the People's Internal Affairs Committee didn't care about your rank. This was repeatedly emphasized in the training within the Party and government departments. There was also corresponding content in the exams. Although sure she didn't make mistakes, really being investigated by these two departments, Ren Qiying still felt uneasy in her heart. Theoretically, the Discipline Inspection Commission could take down any cadre of the same level. As for the People's Internal Affairs Committee, their achievements in suppressing counter-revolutionaries were illustrious. Ren Qiying knew that if these two departments were bent on making things difficult for her, her official position and life might both be handed over.

Although feigning calm on her face, Ren Qiying was a young girl after all; saying she wasn't afraid in her heart was impossible.

The comrades of the Discipline Inspection Commission set a tone first: the application investigation of Party power, public power, and private power—the three powers—was the core content of this investigation meeting. Hearing these, Ren Qiying couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief lightly. Ren Qiying's father Ren Yugang talked about these things to Ren Qiying whenever there was a chance. With her father backing her up at home, whenever relatives and friends came to beg at Ren Qiying's door, Ren Qiying sent them all to her father Ren Yugang. Ren Yugang never let Ren Qiying do things for relatives. This wasn't out of any lofty ideals; Ren Yugang was definitely not a pedantic person. His view of human nature was very penetrating. He always educated Ren Qiying: "Girl, none of those who come to beg at your door consider for you. If they bring things to you, that's just them wanting to bribe you. The things they give you, they definitely want to get back ten times, a hundred times the benefits from you. Although our family is not some golden branch and jade leaf (nobility), I feel if a person can be open and aboveboard, they are not lower than the emperor when seeing him. If it were still the Manchu Qing's way, you couldn't help being a bad person after becoming an official. Now with this Anhui built by Chairman Chen, I feel good people can have good rewards."

Whether good people had good rewards, Ren Qiying didn't care. Being an official had nothing to do with being a good person, but Ren Qiying liked being open and aboveboard. Being open and aboveboard meant everyone was equal, all relying on ability to eat. Regardless of your gender, regardless of your origin, you could compete freely. This was like giving you a pair of wings to fly freely. If you insisted on binding yourself with complex relationships, that could only be said to be asking for trouble. Whether others wanted to do this, Ren Qiying couldn't control; Ren Qiying herself was absolutely unwilling to have someone bind her wings.

Even if Ren Qiying was so confident in herself, the investigation was still merciless. As long as it was content decided by Ren Qiying herself, there were corresponding investigations. For example, regarding Ren Qiying promoting the spontaneous production team construction in the countryside, the investigator directly asked why Ren Qiying once applied to let her own family's clan form a production team. This question was very severe. Looking from a bad angle, there was a trap contained in it. Since forming a production team was very likely to get government support, then this method of letting family members try first very likely had the suspicion of using public power for private use.

"Fabricating charges is probably this kind of practice, right?" Ren Qiying felt the hair on her back stand up. Although the investigators didn't induce it this way at all, Ren Qiying could feel the danger in it. She couldn't help rejoicing that she gave up this idea after discussing with her father at that time. She decisively gave up all interest dealings with the clan; the whole family gave up rural household registration, gave up land, and moved into the city. If this matter had really been done, heaven knew what trouble there would be.

Although somewhat scared after the fact, Ren Qiying still explained her thoughts and process clearly to the investigators seeking truth from facts. This was the first time Ren Qiying saw those few youths opposite with solemn to even stern faces look at each other, revealing surprise in their expressions.

Various questions were laid out one by one. Seeing Ren Qiying answer the previous questions calmly, a comrade from the Discipline Inspection Commission couldn't help asking: "Comrade Ren Qiying, what plans do you have for family arrangements?"

Hearing this, Ren Qiying frowned for the first time, a strong unhappiness arising in her heart. This question really infringed on Ren Qiying's private rights. Moreover, the matter of family arrangement wasn't public business at all. Just as Ren Qiying considered whether to make a verbal counterattack, the comrade from the People's Internal Affairs Committee touched the comrade who spoke just now gently. That youth quickly understood he lost his composure. He hurriedly said: "This is my personal question, not the organization's review content. You don't have to answer this question."

Ren Qiying endured her anger and nodded. "Then I won't answer this question." After speaking, Ren Qiying quickly thought that her answer would definitely be recorded. Perhaps it would bring bad influence to herself. But Ren Qiying didn't care at all in her anger. She said secretly in her heart: "Let them record it. Our family relies on our own ability to eat; why care what others think?"

The inquiry lasted for a whole day. In the evening, Ren Qiying wasn't allowed to go home. She was arranged into a "rest room." That is to say, there was a lock outside the door, and it could also be opened from inside. A simple wooden bed, a set of bedding, that was all. The window wasn't a French window, but high on the wall near the roof. Ren Qiying looked at the height; if she jumped up with all her might, perhaps she could grab the window sill. But even grabbing the window sill was useless; the window wasn't a glass window but a wooden bar. This rest room was probably used as a prison.

Thinking of this, Ren Qiying panicked a bit. She pulled the door hard; the door opened with her hand. The door wasn't locked from the outside. Ren Qiying looked outside, only to see sentries guarding both ends of the corridor. Without waiting for the sentries to speak, Ren Qiying hurriedly returned inside the door and closed it.

In the morning, she was the Director of the County Committee Office, and in the evening, she was in such a place. The strong contrast made Ren Qiying feel great panic. A strong sense of doubt surged into her heart suddenly. Ren Qiying began to reflect on everything she had done. Did she really do something wrong? So much so that she had to be given such treatment? But no matter how she recalled, Ren Qiying couldn't remember what exactly she did wrong.

There were no tables or chairs in the room. Ren Qiying shrank onto the bed, wrapping the military greatcoat tightly around her body. When facing the investigators, Ren Qiying could still maintain composure. Now alone, thousands of thoughts surged in her mind. Ren Qiying was completely confused.

The review the next day was still very process-oriented. After finishing the work questions not finished yesterday, the investigators closed the record. They said completely formulaically: "Comrade Ren Qiying, the questions have been finished. You can look at the record. If there are no problems, please sign your name."

The interview record was very, very long. Ren Qiying really didn't expect she could talk about so many things. Although it was just finished yesterday and today, when Ren Qiying flipped through the record, she actually had a strong sense of strangeness. Are these the words I said? Ren Qiying felt doubtful more than once.

After flipping through all the content, Ren Qiying signed her name. Then the investigators left Ren Qiying in the room and left first. This was the first time Ren Qiying seriously sized up the room reviewing her. She suddenly discovered one thing: this room was actually no different from the room she was allowed to live in. Same size, same window high on the wall without glass but only wooden bars. The difference was that this room only had tables and chairs, while the residence only had a bed. This discovery made Ren Qiying recall that helpless feeling yesterday. The room seemed to become cold immediately. Ren Qiying couldn't help pulling the military greatcoat closer again.

What exactly will be done to her next? Ren Qiying had no bottom in her heart at all. Could it be that she really had some mistakes in her work? Ren Qiying had to consider this. Once the train of thought turned to this direction, the always confident Ren Qiying also felt she lost confidence. For her, solving problems was always solving the current things first. As for long-term arrangements, that was the responsibility of the Party Central Committee. The bureaucratic system didn't have its own ideas; they just completed tasks according to the plan. And Ren Qiying knew her own affairs. The ingenious methods praised by comrades were, in the final analysis, just willing to exert a bit more effort. She was just the one who knew best what purpose the common people wanted to achieve. What Ren Qiying did was just pushing the common people to relevant departments as fast as possible, willing to lead the common people to the accurate "relevant departments" to solve problems. Really saying Ren Qiying did any earth-shattering big things, that was absolutely out of the question.

She was just a high-level errand runner; Ren Qiying suddenly realized this strongly. After understanding her role, Ren Qiying discovered the arrogance she hadn't noticed before, that mood of thinking she was superior to others. In this investigation, Ren Qiying discovered many very private questions. If it was a report submitted, let it be. Many things discussed only by a few people together were also known by the comrades reviewing her this time. Needless to say, someone must have reported in other occasions. The organization's control over cadres actually reached this level; Ren Qiying felt both afraid and dissatisfied.

However, when she felt she was just a high-level errand runner, although this mood couldn't be said to dissipate cleanly, it dissipated greatly. She must have made quite a few comrades unhappy on normal days, right? Ren Qiying thought. Recalling this arrogance of hers, Ren Qiying couldn't help thinking of many small details in the past. That unconscious resistance of some comrades should be the instinctive reaction to this arrogance of hers. Actually, a lot of times she was also boasting, forcefully bragging about her work methods to solve troubles. If she was wrong, this was definitely her own fault. Thinking of this, Ren Qiying felt she still hadn't achieved her father's expectations and hadn't truly become an open and aboveboard person.

Not knowing how long she thought, the door was pushed open. It was a clerk from the Personnel Department who came in. He was all smiles. As soon as he entered, the clerk said happily: "Comrade Ren Qiying, I formally notify you that you will accept a one-week cadre training. Please go back with me now."

Ren Qiying couldn't guess what she would encounter next either. Since the Personnel Department clerk said so, Ren Qiying had to obey. Without anyone stopping them, the two came out of the People's Internal Affairs Committee office. When they stopped at the main gate of the former People's Party barracks in the county town, now changed into a joint office of multiple organs and the location of military training institutions, Ren Qiying was truly sure she was going to accept training, not the next round of review.

The training room was very ordinary, but this only referred to the room having no personality. However, the location of this classroom was extremely critical. In this former barracks, now still the location of multiple key departments of the People's Party heavily guarded, this room was used when high-level cadres held meetings. As soon as she entered the door, she saw quite a few people sitting in the room. Chen Ke sat on the podium. Below were several high-ranking Politburo Standing Committee members in charge of work in various counties. Not only them, Yan Fu, You Gou, these big cadres in charge of economic construction were also present. Besides them, there were some young cadres of the base area who performed very well in various places. Ren Qiying wasn't unfamiliar with these people. In the NPC meeting that just ended a few days ago, these people were all non-voting attendees. It could be said that the elites of the base area government and economic work gathered together.

Chen Ke waved for Ren Qiying to sit down. He said loudly: "Since everyone is here, let's start the training. Let me state the main point of this training: what exactly are we going to do in the First Five-Year Plan. After this Counter-Encirclement ends, we are unlikely to encounter large-scale enemy attacks. Of course, the premise is that the Manchu Qing doesn't borrow heavily from foreign countries and then arm the army desperately to launch attacks on us."

Ren Qiying couldn't adapt to such a change for a moment. Not long ago she was like a prisoner, and now she was accepting Chen Ke's training together with top cadres. And the content Chen Ke talked about was completely different from ordinary work. It was actually considerations concerning the overall situation. This wasn't a level a Director of the County Committee Office could touch.

The level of this meeting seemed very high. Paper and pens were already prepared on every table. Ren Qiying picked up the pen and started recording almost subconsciously.

Chen Ke laughed: "I'm not afraid of everyone saying I'm a dictator this time. Because I have no way to fully prove many things involved to everyone. If you insist on saying I'm talking nonsense, then I really have no way to prove I'm not talking nonsense."

The comrades below couldn't help laughing kindly. Chen Ke had always been relatively serious; he didn't like joking much. But today Chen Ke looked very excited, which was quite different from before.

"Comrades, the training starting today will cover my judgment and expectations for the future. Especially expectations in industrial construction. I can tell comrades clearly now that many of my considerations and efforts in the past were prepared to realize this expectation. Why didn't I tell everyone these before? That's because I thought everyone's horizon hadn't opened up, and the difference with my expectation was too large. I was very worried everyone couldn't understand these things. Those here now are the first-class cadres in our base area. I believe that regardless of knowing what future development will look like, everyone can grasp their own pace and still do the current work well. Instead of being full of beautiful blueprints of the future and losing yourselves as a result. Most importantly, I believe everyone can have this self-awareness. Can grasp yourselves."

Hearing Chen Ke putting high hats on everyone first, quite a few comrades let out a burst of kind laughter again. This was indeed a rare scene.

Chen Ke had a feeling of radiance. His eyes were shining, and his face was full of a kind of high spirit. "Comrades, then let's start now. I'll start telling everyone from the Age of Discovery. Please remember, it's impossible for me to prove to everyone that what I say is correct now. And my memory is limited; surely some things are remembered wrong, or I didn't research thoroughly at the time. Please listen to the class with a critical attitude on this point."

If these words gave comrades a relaxed feeling at the beginning, then the content Chen Ke recounted next soon made people feel a kind of shock. Some of these things Chen Ke had talked about in textbooks, but more were things Chen Ke hadn't talked about at all. Chen Ke started from the Age of Discovery first, to the discovery of the New World, to the Great Triangle slave and sugar trade. The Spanish Armada, the Sea Coachman Dutch, to the rise of Britain, the French Revolution, the Napoleonic era, to the establishment of Prussia and Little Germany, the American Civil War.

Matching various maps, Chen Ke used three days to recount the approximate world history to the comrades. The high-level cadres of the People's Party all had a cultural foundation that absolutely couldn't be considered poor, even the young Ren Qiying was so. But when the history of the major industrial countries on this earth for hundreds of years unfolded to them, these people still felt dazzled. Even as learned as Yan Fu, he hadn't been able to research world history so systematically either.

Sure enough, as Chen Ke said, what these cadres felt was more doubt, rather than a realization of sudden enlightenment due to obtaining knowledge.

In the next day, Chen Ke focused on elaborating the Industrial Revolution and the capitalist system. This part of the content was what Chen Ke had talked about.

The highlight was the next two days. Chen Ke made a bold elaboration on how to build a brand new China, what kind of organizational form and ideology this China would have, and how these seemingly vague contents could be roughly realized, especially in industry, from technology, the relationship between these industrial technologies and the social development process.

If in the first few days, comrades still felt Chen Ke was a erudite scholar, the training content of the last few days made comrades almost think Chen Ke was a "fantasist."

Countless technologies never heard of, or even unimaginable, were combined strangely but seemingly reasonably in Chen Ke's elaboration. These sciences could also be organically combined with society. What surprised everyone most was that Chen Ke didn't construct a picture of the final social form. Chen Ke repeatedly emphasized the interaction between the process of various technological developments and society. This strong sense of layering made everyone almost think these things really existed when listening to the class. Everyone seemed to travel through time, seeing the profound changes that would happen in the world within decades.

Chen Ke didn't dare to tell everyone about technologies completely detached from reality like the large-scale network yet; what he elaborated was merely the technological era reaching the level of WWII. And regarding many technologies already discovered in this era, Chen Ke "distorted" them a bit, directly deriving technologies that comrades could roughly understand.

Even so, these contents were already shocking to the world.

When Chen Ke ended the course with aircraft carrier operations, and told comrades that if the future China wanted to become a powerful force carrying weight in the world, it would ultimately rely on sea power and global free trade to maintain, all comrades listening to the class looked at Chen Ke with a tired and numb expression. They finally understood why Chen Ke made such a statement at the beginning of the lecture. No one really believed everything Chen Ke described could be realized. More accurately, they couldn't imagine at all that someone in this world could depict a world to them.

Although the base area now had a history of more than a year, although everyone completed achievements they never imagined they could achieve. But compared with what Chen Ke elaborated, all this was so insignificant. Wanting to cross this barrier of thinking really exceeded the existing capabilities of the comrades. Actually, not only the comrades, actually Chen Ke himself didn't have this ability either. He had merely seen history with his own eyes and understood history. And the era Chen Ke experienced was also an era of China accumulating strength and bursting forth, as if instantly letting China kill its way from the Second Industrial Revolution directly into a great era capable of contending with the United States.

After a week of training, Chen Ke no longer had the high spirit at the beginning; elaboration also almost exhausted Chen Ke's energy. He said with a hoarse voice: "Comrades, I still say the original sentence. I believe everyone can not lose themselves in front of such a description. We can definitely walk to that era. A journey of a thousand *li* begins with a single step. We accumulate bit by bit, complete step by step. Everyone present here can see that era."

"Heh, hehe, haha." Yan Fu suddenly laughed a bit neurotically. His cultural foundation and technological level were simply not comparable to other young comrades. So among the crowd present, the one who resonated most with Chen Ke's narration content in the end was none other than Yan Fu.

"Wenqing, oh, Chairman Chen, you can really endure." Yan Fu stared at Chen Ke with shining eyes. "When I read the books you wrote, I felt you already had great foresight. But only now do I know you only spoke a surface at that time."

Regarding such severe accusation, Chen Ke was somewhat mentally prepared. He swallowed saliva, trying to make his hoarse throat feel better, then said: "I told everyone everything I know. Now everyone is on the same line. What we have to do is realize the world I told everyone. This is the thought I haven't changed from beginning to end."

No one dared to take up this sentence. Everyone looked at Chen Ke with eyes like looking at a monster, and then looked at the comrades around them. In the eyes of comrades, everyone could only see extreme confusion.

"Chairman Chen, exactly to what extent do we have to develop productive forces?" You Gou broke the silence. As the leader of the National Defense Science and Industry Committee, You Gou was really frightened by everything Chen Ke elaborated. There was almost a hysterical feeling in her voice.

Chen Ke nodded. "Then let me give everyone an example. Duckweed in a pond doubles its area every day. It can cover the full pond in thirty days. Then how long does it take for this pond to be covered half?"

Comrades almost all frowned. This question had absolutely no parameters that could be calculated from the beginning. Ren Qiying wasn't too good at math, but she had a flash of inspiration first; the answer was actually the twenty-ninth day. After thinking about it repeatedly several times, Ren Qiying was sure she wasn't wrong. She said timidly: "The twenty-ninth day."

Almost all comrades hearing this answer didn't have a look of sudden enlightenment; some comrades frowned even more confusedly instead.

"Correct, it's the twenty-ninth day." Chen Ke answered. "If someone told comrades a year ago that we could annihilate tens of thousands of Beiyang troops a year later, would everyone believe it? At that time, how many people did we have, how many guns? How big was our base area? Compared with that time, the strength of our base area has increased not just one or two times. Why could we do these? Who can tell me?"

The comrades still didn't answer; too much stimulation had occupied the vast majority of their spirit.

Chen Ke didn't intend to force everyone to speak either. He continued: "That is because every one of us completed our own work. We united under the banner of people's revolution, advancing together for a common goal. This is not the victory of me, Chen Ke alone; this is the common victory of all comrades. Not too long, keep working down-to-earth; thirty years, thirty years to realize everything I said. The younger comrades present are also twenty years old. These twenty years look long, but when really passed, it's just a snap of the fingers. Another twenty years later, everyone thinking of these twenty years, it will also be just a snap of the fingers. I say these to everyone, and everyone is not thinking infatuatedly now about how great it would be if such a situation could be achieved. I am very happy because comrades indeed were not confused by the things I said. The days ahead are our new beginning. Just like before, everyone work down-to-earth. That's all for today, class dismissed."

This was the "least intense" response in Chen Ke's previous trainings, but Chen Ke had no way either. The Party in history was first composed of a group of elite "returnees." Secondly, in the development of the Party, there was the Soviet Union as a benchmark anyway. Regardless of what happened after the founding of the nation, during the revolutionary war, slogans like "The Soviet Union's today is our tomorrow," as well as Soviet construction exhibition rooms, effectively improved the yearning for the communist system.

And Chen Ke absolutely didn't have such conditions. In the period when the base area was about to expand practically on a large scale, without higher pursuit, Chen Ke couldn't guarantee whether the various regions separated from the direct control of the Central Committee would embark on the path of standing still and refusing to make progress. In this point, the organizational system Chen Ke strove to strengthen became a bad factor instead. If the leader had no high pursuit at all, building a passable system, the existing organization could absolutely cope with it. This was simply a devastating blow to the revolution. The rigidity of the organization meant interest groups would be born soon. Chen Ke absolutely didn't believe the current him could have the political skill to eradicate "mountain strongholds" (factions) within the organization.

Since he couldn't choose this way, the remaining choice was to "prescribe strong medicine." On one hand, give everyone strong stimulation on the future blueprint; on the other hand, start a large-scale rectification. Interest groups would appear no matter what; Chen Ke could only hope now that before interest groups appeared, he could make the scale of the cake the largest first.

Besides core cadres, there were also a dozen or so excellent cadres carefully selected from various places listening to the class this time. Chen Ke considered having exhausted all his accumulated political prestige in this training. Before accumulating huge prestige again, if Chen Ke had any deviation, these backbones would definitely doubt everything Chen Ke said.

But the revolutionary career of more than two years made Chen Ke have a kind of enlightenment: making revolution really requires wholehearted devotion; looking forward and backward absolutely has no good end.

"I believe comrades can gradually understand me and accept everything I said." When leaving the classroom, Chen Ke said to himself as if cheering himself up.
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